

[image: cover]




 


 


 


To the memory of my parents Peggy and Ernie Bawcombe; and to the memory of Theo Aronson, whose books were such an inspiration.




[image: images]




CONTENTS



          Dedication


          Title Page


          Foreword by Natalia Makarova


          Acknowledgements


          Author’s Note





          Introduction: Myth or Reality?


  1      Glory and Adornment


  2      ‘Madly … in Love with Little K’


  3      ‘I Am under Her Spell’


  4      Dear Strelna


  5      ‘Magnificent Matilda’


  6      Ménage à Trois


  7      ‘Retirement’ from the Stage


  8      ‘Danced Your Way to a Palace’


  9      ‘The Black-eyed She-Devil of the Ballet’


10      ‘The Wealthiest Woman on the Stage’


11      ‘The Bird has Flown!’


12      ‘That Tsarist Concubine’


13      Flight from the Bolsheviks


14      ‘Madame 17’


15      The Queen of Russian Ballet


16      Struggle for Survival


17      The End of the Fairytale


18      The Final Curtain


          Postscript





          Genealogical Tables


          Notes


          Bibliography


          Copyright




FOREWORD


It has been said that Mathilde Kschessinska ‘loved ballet in general and life in particular’. On the contrary: she loved ballet in particular and life in general. She certainly led an exciting life. It was an era of true glamour in Russia among the elite. Through her royal liaisons first with Tsarevich Nicholas and later with other members of the Romanov family, Kschessinska secured her position as the reigning Prima Ballerina assoluta of the Maryinsky Theatre. The best of her success as a woman was her charm, femininity and inexhaustible sense of flirtation whether with men or an audience. This quality combined with her determination and the incredible energy that she put into her training to achieve her virtuoso technique justified her ballerina status. She was considered to be ‘a terre-à-terre dancer, without much elevation, but quick in movement, dazzling in her pirouettes and bubbling over with smiles and charm. She once danced thirty-two fouettés and after a storm of applause, sweetly danced thirty-two more.’ Kschessinska’s life still fascinates people because in our modern time there is a lack of that kind of elegance, grandeur and particularly the mystique of glamour.


Mathilde was a unique figure not only in ballet, but in Russian history as well. Even at an early age, her outgoing personality made an impression on royalty. As a student she was described as ‘small, pretty, vivacious and self-confident’. After her graduation performance from the Imperial school, Emperor Alexander, who was in attendance with his family including Tsarevich Nicholas, summoned her. As she curtseyed to the Emperor, he proclaimed ‘Be the glory and adornment of our ballet.’ Indeed that is what she became.


In my time at the Vaganova Ballet School, during the Soviet period, little was said about the legendary Kschessinska. Her affiliations with the Romanovs and her extravagant lifestyle were a taboo subject. We heard the stories that Diaghilev once created a blue costume for her to match her sapphires, but that seemed unimaginable. Our school library had photos of Spessivsteva, Pavlova and Karsavina but I don’t remember any pictures of Kschessinska. Who would think that in later years that I would choose to stay in the West and my photos would be taken off the walls of the Vaganova School and my name, too, removed from the history books? When I returned to the Soviet Union after nineteen years of exile to perform once again at the Maryinsky Theatre, I was presented on stage with a wonderful statuette of Kschessinska in her Esmeralda costume with a replica of her pet goat. (Esmeralda was one of her most famous roles and she used to bring her goat on stage in the performance.)


I have often been asked whether Kschessinska left me a crown that Nicholas II had given her. I wonder how these rumours begin. It seems there are not many people left in the ballet world that have met Mathilde Felixovna Kschessinska. I was lucky enough to have spent time with her. Either that means I am of a certain age or I was very young when I met her. (I was very young, of course.) It certainly was a memorable occasion for me when Serge Lifar took me to see her. Hopefully you will continue to read this comprehensive biography of Kschessinska’s fascinating life and you will get to p. 300 where I describe our dinner together. I would like to add that at the end of the evening, as I was leaving, she tried to curtsey. A bit tipsy, she almost lost her balance. But she quickly regained her composure. Gracious, looking pretty with pearls around her forehead, her eyes still sparkling and mischievous, even in her nineties, she bade me farewell.


I do not believe that Kschessinska’s success was only based on her love of power and diamonds. Yes, she could be irresistible to those she wished to please, but it didn’t just come from charm. She had virtuosity, technique, artistry and great magnetism. In retrospect, when a person has everything and suddenly they are left with nothing (as after the Revolution) it is their will to survive that keeps them going. Mathilde Kschessinska had such a strong will. She decided to enjoy her life regardless of the circumstances and she survived with dignity. In her youth she said to her father ‘I want to experience all the happiness I am allowed’ – and she did.


Natalia Makarova
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Author’s Note


Russians used the Old Style Julian Calendar until 1 February 1918. This was twelve days behind the West in the nineteenth century and thirteen days behind in the twentieth century. I have used the OS Julian Calendar until 1 February 1918 unless otherwise indicated, and the NS Gregorian Calendar thereafter.


The Russian Orthodox Christmas was celebrated in January and even in emigration Mathilde adhered to this custom, often observing the Catholic Christmas in December as well.


I have used the spelling of Russian names most familiar to English-speaking readers. To avoid confusion between Mathilde’s mother and sister, both called Julia, I have referred to her sister as Julie throughout. In Russia Mathilde was known as Matilda. I have used the name she was known by during the emigration and under which she wrote her memoirs – Mathilde Kschessinska.


The titles Emperor, Empress, Tsar and Tsarina are all correct and are used interchangeably. The eldest son of the Tsar was the Tsarevich, other sons were Grand Dukes. Daughters were Grand Duchesses. From 1886 the title of Grand Duke/Duchess was limited to the sovereign’s children and grandchildren in the male line only; great-grandchildren of the sovereign were Prince or Princess.


Russians have three names – their Christian name, patronymic (their father’s name) and their surname. Mathilde was therefore Matilda Felixovna Kschessinska. Alexander III’s daughters were Xenia and Olga Alexandrovna; their brothers were Nicholas, George and Michael Alexandrovich. Nicholas II’s eldest daughter was Olga Nicolaievna. The surname Romanov was hardly used at all.


Until 1917 the exchange rate remained stable at 10 roubles to £1. Between 1917 and 1919 the exchange rate was roughly 15 roubles to £1.




Introduction


MYTH OR REALITY?


In December 1971 an old woman lay dying in the 16th Arrondissement of Paris. As a young girl she had enjoyed romantic troika rides, and passionate nights, with the future Tsar Nicholas II. She partnered the great Vaslav Nijinsky on the stage, notably at Covent Garden in 1911, amassed great wealth and became a force to be reckoned with in the Imperial Theatres. After the revolution the Bolsheviks requisitioned her mansion and Lenin made speeches from the balcony. Forced to flee, she left almost everything behind – except her instinct for survival. Now, just eight months short of her 100th birthday, Mathilde Felixovna Kschessinska, Princess Romanovsky-Krasinsky, was one of the last links with Tsar Nicholas II and the Imperial court of Russia.


So many myths have been published about Mathilde Kschessinska that she has become the stuff of legend. It is said that Nicholas II built her a magnificent house in St Petersburg, connected by a secret passage to the Winter Palace across the river to enable him to visit unnoticed. Her jewels, worth millions of roubles (presents from the Grand Dukes, which she flaunted on stage even when dancing the beggar woman in Paquita) were lost on the gaming tables of Monte Carlo; the window latches on her mansion were reputedly made of gold and ordered from Paris; and her country dacha had its own private electricity supply. More recently, it has been claimed that a hoard of Romanov treasure, gifts from the Tsar, lies buried under her former St Petersburg home (now the Museum of Russian Political History). Only some of these statements are true, but the fact that they have been written at all shows the continuing fascination with the life of Mathilde Kschessinska.


Pictures of Kschessinska convey little of this vivacious personality. The long exposure time required for photographs, which even as late as 1910 forced Mathilde to hold poses for several minutes, gives a lifeless quality to pictures of her dancing. She was not a beauty, yet everyone agrees that she had a magnetic stage presence. According to contemporaries she was tiny, with a sturdy frame and muscular, almost athletic legs. Kschessinska’s fascination lies in her spiciness, flirtatious nature and the air of scandal with which she was almost always surrounded. She adored roulette, diamonds, caviar, pineapples and oysters. Above all, Mathilde loved life and loved to flirt, even in old age. ‘She loved ballet in particular and life in general,’ said a former Moscow ballerina.1


Mathilde staged her whole life like a gala performance, in which she was always the star. She loved parties, masquerade balls, entertaining and, of course, the privileges of wealth. Intelligent, dynamic and strong-willed, Mathilde knew what she wanted and how to get it. From an early age she was almost obsessed by the Imperial family and was determined to become associated with them by any means possible. Her memoirs are a fantasy, in which she triumphs in every ballet and overcomes every petty intrigue (spun, of course, out of envy!) with the help of the Tsar. She claims to be everybody’s friend (especially Diaghilev and Fokine) and the fairy godmother of rising ballet stars such as Pavlova, Karsavina and Nijinsky. The list of diamonds, rubies and emeralds is rivalled only by the enthusiastic reviews of her performances, which she quotes in full. Even these are not what they seem – most critics flattered Mathilde out of fear, because of her powerful connections.


When Kschessinska published her autobiography in the 1960s she became famous to a new generation as the mistress of the future Nicholas II and now appears in almost every book on the last Imperial family – but the real story lies in what Mathilde did not say. The memoirs were Mathilde’s revenge against a world which had destroyed her opulent lifestyle.





‘She was the Maryinsky’s Prima Ballerina until 1917, and nobody has written her biography.’ These words, spoken by the art historian Eiba Norkute in a 1995 documentary,2 finally convinced me that I had to fulfil my long-held ambition to write about Mathilde Kschessinska.


My interest in Kschessinska was inspired by my own ballet training and my absorption with Russia, the country where my great-grandmother, although of English parentage, was born. Above all it was inspired by the personality of Mathilde, a born survivor with inexhaustible energy. Yet sorting fact from fiction has been no easy task. What was she – an innocent victim of a love doomed to have no happy ending, or a scheming virago determined to enrich herself at every opportunity, no matter who she trampled on along the way? And who was the father of her son? These are just some of the many intriguing mysteries about Mathilde’s life. In many respects the answers are not necessarily black or white; readers will have to draw their own conclusions as there is no definite proof available.


As there is no biography of Mathilde, even in Russian, the main sources for her life remain her own memoirs Dancing in Petersburg and the slightly differing Russian edition Vospominaniia. These have formed the basis for any mention of Mathilde in numerous books – but contemporary letters and diaries, including some of Mathilde’s early attempts at her ‘memoirs’, tell a different story. Many of the well-known comments (‘Be the glory and the adornment of our ballet’, to mention just one) do not appear in the many revisions of her early memoirs written before she left Russia; nor does the often-quoted text of the Tsarevich’s letters. These were conveniently remembered in the 1950s when the trappings of wealth had gone and she was writing her autobiography in Paris.3


She was the Imperial Ballet’s first ‘star’ – yet her connections with the hated Romanovs ensured that Kschessinska’s name remained taboo in Russia during the Soviet era. The opening up of the former Soviet Union has now enabled historians to access much new information. With the help of this it has finally become possible to reveal the real story of Mathilde’s life. Entries in Nicholas II’s diaries for 1892–4, previously unavailable in English, have thrown new light on his feelings for the young ballerina. Archives in America and private collections in England have also yielded a treasure trove of previously un-published information, particularly relating to her final years.


The full story of Mathilde Kschessinska’s life has never been told before. It is a fascinating tale of love, wealth, power, sheer determination to succeed and, above all, survival.




One


GLORY AND ADORNMENT


Theatre Street, an elegant little precinct lined with pretty yellow and white neoclassical buildings, lay almost secluded from the outside world. Tucked away behind the Alexandrinsky Theatre in St Petersburg, its cobbles were seldom disturbed by carriage wheels or footsteps. Along one side were the Lord Chamberlain’s office and various government ministries. On the opposite side, a heavy wooden door concealed the Imperial Ballet School.


The cloistered life of its pupils was interrupted once a year for the graduation performance, usually attended by the Tsar and members of the Imperial family. This was the most important event in the pupils’ lives. On their performance that day reputations could be made – or lost.


One of the star graduates on 23 March 1890 was seventeen-year-old Mathilde Kschessinska, a small, vivacious girl with dark, laughing eyes. ‘I can’t say that I awaited the evening with great anticipation, it was actually all the same to me if the Tsar’s family came or not,’ Mathilde wrote in a heavily edited unpublished account. ‘I was only excited that we got three days off. Yes, that’s what I thought during the day, but before the performance, I changed my mind.’1 Despite this attempt to remain unruffled, marks were awarded by a distinguished panel of judges, so Mathilde knew that competition would be fierce.


After the performance the pupils, teachers and management of the Imperial Theatres administration stood in the rehearsal hall to await presentation to the Imperial family. ‘My excitement reached its ultimate bounds and it seemed that I wouldn’t have strength to wait any longer,’ Mathilde wrote.2 Then the giant figure of Tsar Alexander III strode into the room accompanied by his tiny wife Empress Marie Feodorovna, their eldest son Tsarevich Nicholas and other members of the Imperial family who would have a significant effect on Mathilde’s later life.


The Tsar defied the tradition that the boarders be presented first. ‘Where is Kschessinska?’ he bellowed in his powerful voice.3


‘I couldn’t even describe the ecstasy I experienced when the Tsar first turned to me. Oh!’ she wrote breathlessly.4 As Mathilde curtseyed the Tsar held out his hand and said: ‘Be the glory and the adornment of our ballet!’5 For Mathilde, as she kissed the Empress’s hand, the whole thing was like a dream.


That night, with the Tsar’s words still ringing in her ears, Mathilde said she was ‘overwhelmed by what had just happened’. Yet in the unpublished account, written before she left Russia, the Tsar’s comment does not appear.6


Whether Alexander III uttered the famous line or not, ‘glory’ and ‘adornment’ proved to be appropriate words. Mathilde Kschessinska would strive and intrigue until she reached the pinnacle of glory in the Imperial ballet, and collect adornment in the way of gifts from three Grand Ducal lovers to the value of millions of roubles. She fulfilled Alexander III’s command in a far more spectacular way than he could ever have imagined, and along with glory and adornment came two more ingredients – power and influence.


So began a chain of events that would dominate the whole of Mathilde’s long life.





The stage was in her blood. Mathilde’s grandfather Jan Kschessinsky was one of the great artists of the Polish theatre, the principal tenor with the Warsaw Opera as well as a virtuoso violinist and superb actor. The family claimed descent from the Polish Counts Krasinsky (or Krasinski), who in the nineteenth century received the hereditary title of ‘Count’ in Prussia, France, Russia and Austria. In 1824 they were authorised to bear the title of ‘Count Krasinsky’ in Poland. In fact, there appears to be no documentary evidence to link Mathilde’s family with the Counts Krasinsky and the story that her family were deprived of their rightful inheritance by an unscrupulous relative was probably invented by Mathilde to enhance her status as a hereditary noblewoman.


Jan’s second son Adam-Felix Kschessinsky was born, according to Mathilde, on 9 November 1821 in Warsaw, although later in an interview he claimed it was 1823.7 Felix trained at the Warsaw Ballet School and concentrated on ‘character’ dances (that is, national or folk dances, or dances illustrating a certain type of character) and mimed roles. His speciality was the Polish mazurka, a national dance in quick time involving much stamping of the feet and clicking of the heels. It was this dance which brought him to the notice of Tsar Nicholas I of Russia.


Nicholas I’s passions were divided fairly equally between the army and dancing. His huge financial resources enabled ballet in Russia to be placed on a par with opera. It was during Nicholas’s reign that aristocrats began to take more than a passing interest in the dancers of the Imperial Theatre, encouraged by the Tsar. Nicholas visited Warsaw several times and particularly appreciated the spirited mazurka. In 1851 he invited five male and five female dancers to St Petersburg. Felix was unable to take up the offer because of an injury and it was only two years later that he arrived in the Russian capital.


His first performance took place in the presence of the Emperor and Empress. Felix scored an immediate and overwhelming success on the stage of the Alexandrinsky Theatre, soon becoming Principal Character Dancer, famous for his performances of Polish, gypsy and Hungarian dances. The popularity of the mazurka was such that Felix was soon in demand to give lessons to the nobility and even the Imperial family. A simplified version of the dance was introduced into the ballrooms of Russia.


In the early 1860s Felix married a former ballerina of the Imperial Theatres, Julia Dominska, or Deminska, born in 1830. Julia also came from a Catholic Polish family and had given up her stage career on marrying the dancer Ledé, by whom she had nine children. Five sons, including Philippe (‘Fili’), survived infancy. After Ledé died the widowed Julia married Felix Kschessinsky. In 1864 she gave birth to Stanislas, who died when he was four years old. The birth of a daughter, Julie, occurred on 22 April 1865, with Joseph-Michael following in 1868.


In the early 1870s Felix and Julia rented a dacha at Ligovo, a fashionable area about 9 miles from St Petersburg where many members of the nobility spent the summer in their large villas. Peterhof, the Imperial family’s summer estate on the Gulf of Finland, was nearby, as was Krasnoe Selo, where the Tsar’s army staged their summer manoeuvres.


It was in this Ligova dacha that Julia’s thirteenth child Matilda-Maria was born on 19 August 1872. Mathilde, as she was known in later life, always claimed that thirteen was her lucky number. She was baptised into the Catholic faith, her godparents being Monsieur Strakatch, owner of the largest linen shop in St Petersburg, and Mme Paule-Marie, both close friends of her parents. Saint Matilda’s Day, 2 March, was always referred to by Mathilde as her anniversary and in later years it became confused with her actual birthday. In the family she was known as Mala or Malechka.


By the time Mathilde was born Felix Kschessinsky had acquired a large apartment on the Liteiny Prospekt, one of St Petersburg’s wide, fashionable thoroughfares. The apartment at number 38 had several servants and included a huge room where Felix gave mazurka classes. There was also a country estate, Krasnitzy, near Siverskaia Station on the Warsaw railway, about 40 miles from St Petersburg, which Felix purchased from General Gaussman. The two-storey wooden house overlooked the River Orlinka and the estate included a bathhouse, farm, large orchard and a forest full of mushrooms. The surrounding fields extended for miles.


From an early age Mathilde liked to dance. Felix often took his younger, favourite, daughter to the theatre when he was appearing. On one memorable occasion Felix removed his make-up and hurried home, completely forgetting he had left his four-year-old daughter in one of the backstage boxes. Meanwhile, Mathilde had hidden under the seat hoping to avoid her father’s eye in order to witness the evening performance as well. The ruse failed. Felix returned and brought Mathilde home without further delay.


At the age of four Mathilde was given her first Polish costume and as she grew older she accompanied Felix to his mazurka classes. Naturally she also learnt the first basic exercises of ballet. It must have been with a feeling of impatience that she watched first her sister Julie and then Joseph (who the family called Iouzia) enrol as pupils in the Imperial Ballet School. All the children inherited their parents’ love of the theatre and their enviable good health. At around this time Mathilde made her first appearance on the stage in The Little Hump-backed Horse, where her role was to take a ring out of the mouth of the fish in the underwater scene. Although she did not appear until the end of the ballet Mathilde insisted on arriving at the theatre a full hour before the start of the performance.


Years later Mathilde recalled her happy childhood, particularly the idyllic summers at Krasnitzy. Felix, who loved entertaining friends, demolished the house’s old dining-room, replacing it with a spacious light room with a huge table large enough to seat the family and a constant stream of visitors. The Kschessinskys moved in the best Polish Catholic circles and although they were not fabulously wealthy, with a maid, a cook and several servants life was comfortable. A frequent visitor was Baron Gotsch, a great friend of the Kschessinskys from the time Mathilde was a child.


At Krasnitzy Felix rose at 5 o’clock to supervise the farm workers. The children rose later, in time for an 8 o’clock breakfast of home-made dairy produce, bread rolls straight from the oven and jam. Then they were free until lunch at 1 o’clock, although Mathilde admitted to being greedy and was frequently found in the orchard eating fruit and berries. Wearing a grey boy’s suit she climbed trees, hid in the bushes and became a regular tomboy as the children played with the local peasants’ children until teatime at 5 o’clock. At nine in the evening the family tucked in to a cold supper of delicacies brought back from the local village by Felix. He always returned from these expeditions with presents for the children and every Sunday the peasant children were given treats and refreshments.


Mathilde’s favourite occupation on summer mornings was to rise with the dawn and pick mushrooms. As she was afraid of spiders she always took along a big stick to clear the webs from her path. Once, without thinking, she rushed towards a wonderful mushroom under a tree, only to be confronted by a large web. The spider settled on her nose, and the petrified Mathilde dropped the basket and ran home at breakneck speed, screaming all the way, without even brushing the hated spider from her face.


Mathilde was treated like a princess on her birthday, which was always celebrated as a holiday at Krasnitzy and in the surrounding estates and villages. Friends came from the capital bearing gifts and in the evening the grounds were lit by lamps as magnificent fireworks filled the sky. Afterwards there was a lavish supper with hot Swedish punch, during which a wreath of flowers descended from the ceiling on to Mathilde’s head.


Soon after her eighth birthday in August 1880 a petition was sent to the Imperial Ballet School in St Petersburg and Mathilde was asked to attend the entrance examination. First came some preliminary tests – walking, running and an assessment of the physique – then a rigorous medical examination. After lunch the successful candidates were examined in music, reading, writing and arithmetic. Preference was given to the relatives or children of artists of the Imperial Theatres but, even so, only about 10 of the 100 or so applicants were enrolled.


In the autumn of 1880 Mathilde followed in the footsteps of Julie and Joseph when she was accepted as a pupil at the prestigious Imperial Ballet School. Classes would begin on 1 September.





The Russian School of Theatrical Dance had been founded in 1738 on an upper floor of the Tsar’s Winter Palace by the Empress Anna Ioannovna, niece of Peter the Great. There the French ballet master Jean-Baptiste Landé taught ‘foreign steps’ to twelve girls and twelve boys, children of the Imperial servants. The school blossomed in the reign of Catherine the Great. Then in 1801 the French ballet master Charles Diderlot arrived in St Petersburg and took over the direction of the ballet, which soon achieved a pre-eminence of its own. In 1836, during the reign of Nicholas I, the Imperial Theatre School was given the premises at No. 2 Theatre Street. The pupils were part of the Tsar’s household and the school was dependent on the Ministry of the Imperial Court. On the Tsar’s name day (his Saint’s Day, more important to Russians than a birthday) all the pupils received a present. Passing the doorman, resplendent in his livery with the Imperial eagles, Mathilde passed down corridors lined with portraitsof the Imperial family, teachers and former ballet stars to enter the cloistered world of the Imperial Ballet School. The premises were shared with the Imperial Drama School, and the whole ensemble was known as the Theatre School.


The school occupied the two upper floors of the three-storey building, with the boys on the top and the girls, carefully segregated, below. Each had their own rehearsal rooms, classrooms and dormitories with high ceilings and enormous vaulted windows. Among the veritable warren of rooms there was an Orthodox chapel complete with choir, an infirmary and, in a small inner courtyard, a bathhouse. The floor of the large rehearsal room was raked at the same angle as the stage of the Maryinsky Theatre. Adjoining the classrooms was a theatre, shared with the Drama School, where the graduation examination took place. Although small, it was ‘a real theatre with footlights and several sets of scenery’.8


The girls changed into grey Holland practice dresses and thick ballet shoes made from unbleached cotton ready for the morning’s ballet class and music lesson. After changing for lunch they donned large black winter pelisses (long cloaks) lined with fox fur, black silk bonnets and high boots ready for a twenty-minute walk in the courtyard. There were no games. The afternoon was devoted to schoolwork – mathematics, history, geography and, of course, French, the language of ballet. They also studied theory of dance and choreography, music and manners. Older girls learnt elocution, acting, singing and the art of putting on make-up for the stage.


Like Julie and Joseph, Mathilde became a day pupil. Felix wanted his children to participate in family life, which he and his wife considered very important, rather than attend the Theatre School as boarders (pépinières) at the State’s expense. Normally only the less promising students were day pupils living at home. Felix Kschessinsky’s position as doyen of the dancers gave his children ‘exceptional freedom as a privilege for the special services’ of their father.9 Mathilde therefore took her own lunch to eat in the round room, which served as the school library, and was provided with hot tea with sugar by the school. Every evening Julie, Joseph and Mathilde returned home to study with a tutor. This gave them extra work but lessons at the Theatre School were often interrupted when pupils were called out for rehearsals and, anyway, they were happy to remain with their parents.


Mathilde joined the class of Lev Ivanov, the second ballet master, who accompanied lessons on his violin. She admitted taking little interest at first, having already learnt the beginners’ exercises at home. The school year finished at the end of May, when there was a dancing examination. Failure meant dismissal. After the three-month-long summer holiday pupils were weighed, measured and given a complete medical check-up before the start of the new school year.


On 30 August 1881 Mathilde made her first appearance on stage as a pupil of the Theatre School. The venue was St Petersburg’s Bolshoi Theatre (demolished at the end of the nineteenth century) where she played a marionette in Don Quixote. The boys and girls from the Theatre School were frequently called upon to take small parts in performances. They were taken to the theatre in special carriages, nicknamed the antediluvians, which accommodated six pupils and a governess. When more children were needed they were taken in larger vehicles resembling Black Marias, accompanied by two governesses and a maid. Only ballerinas had a carriage to themselves. At the theatre the children were each given a costume and then called before the governess to be made up, which usually meant a dab of rouge on each cheek blended in with a hare’s foot. Mathilde soon became used to these performances. With thirty-one other children she also danced the mazurka in the last act of Paquita, wearing a blue taffeta skirt, white Polish surcoat covered with gold braid and white cotton gloves. All the students were given a notebook in which to record details of their performances. These were later checked and the pupils received a small payment, about fifty kopeks per appearance.


At the age of eleven, after three years with Ivanov, Mathilde joined the transitional class of Ekaterina Vazem, a former ballerina of the Imperial Theatres who taught slightly more complicated steps. Although Vazem was technically strong Mathilde did not feel inspired as she had learnt all these movements long before. Her interest began to wane.


The turning point came in 1885, when the Italian ballerina Virginia Zucchi was engaged by the Imperial Theatres after her successes in Berlin, London and Paris. Zucchi’s Italian virtuosity delighted audiences in St Petersburg, who flocked to see her perform, but it was her dramatic gifts and wonderfully expressive arms that inspired Mathilde. At all costs she resolved to emulate Zucchi.


Two years later at the age of fifteen Mathilde joined the class of the Swedish Christian Johansson, chief teacher at the Theatre School, who had once partnered the legendary Marie Taglioni. He was described by one pupil as ‘sturdy, with a powerful chest, grey hair and thick eyebrows, light-blue eyes, a small hooked nose and a short cut moustache and beard’. In the old tradition he always watered the floor from a watering-can to settle the dust before lessons. He was methodical and regular, accompanied classes on his violin, took copious pinches of snuff and had ‘extraordinary versatility, ingenuity and variety’.10


With the example of Zucchi and the inventiveness of Johansson, Mathilde attained a mastery of technique, a combination of the grace of the French dancers, the strength of the Italians, with Russian spirit. School reports show that her marks for ballet rose to an average of 11 (‘very good’) for aptitude, application and progress in the 1888/9 school year.11 In 1888 she danced in the anniversary gala to celebrate her father’s fiftieth year as performer in Warsaw and St Petersburg.


Mathilde seems to have had no close friends among the female pupils. Maybe this was a result of her being a day pupil, or maybe she just preferred the company of the opposite sex. All her life Mathilde liked to flirt. One day the young geography master asked her to come to the blackboard instead of another pupil who did not know the answer. Mathilde, who had not expected to be called, begged to be allowed to answer from her desk. She did not wish the teacher to see her inelegant check stockings and thick boots.


All communication between girls and boys at the Theatre School was strictly forbidden. They met only for rehearsals or ballroom dancing, where the pupils were strictly chaperoned. They were forbidden to talk and the girls were punished if they so much as looked at their partner while dancing. The supervisors were exceptionally severe but the toughest, most awe-inspiring, was the principal, Varvara Lishoshcherstiva, who always dressed in black, permitted no joking or flirting and guarded her girls jealously. ‘Everyone was afraid of her.’12 Nevertheless, they all had their own particular boyfriend. Crumpled notes were passed during dances, ‘and the pupils used a special code of smiles, looks and signs’.13 This strict chaperonage and the constant counting of the girls had its origins in the elopement of one of the boarders with an officer of the Horse Guards whom she met while at home for the holidays. Since then all the windows on the street side were of frosted glass and boarders over fifteen years of age were only allowed home for one day at Easter and three at Christmas.


Mathilde’s first real flirtation took place at Krasnitzy when she was fourteen, with an Englishman named Macpherson. She was entertained by the thought of a romance with this well-dressed young man but the last straw was when he turned up on her birthday accompanied by his fiancée. To gain revenge, in front of all the guests, Mathilde cornered Macpherson into accompanying her morning expedition to pick mushrooms, and his fiancée had no choice but to agree. He gave her a small ivory purse decorated with forget-me-nots and by the end of the walk Mathilde was happy to see that she had entirely supplanted his fiancée. After this Macpherson sent flowers and love letters to Mathilde but she had already become bored with her conquest. Nevertheless, Macpherson’s wedding did not take place.


At about this time Mathilde began to keep a diary, writing in Polish, her first language, and continuing later in Russian. She also began to write her ‘autobiography’ which, heavily edited and extensively revised, bears substantial differences to the version published in English and French in the 1960s.14


Felix Kschessinsky was well known to the Imperial family, all keen theatre-goers, and was on intimate terms with the Tsar’s uncle Grand Duke Nicholas Nicolaievich senior whose mistress, Ekaterina Chislova, was a ballerina. Felix was now founding a theatrical dynasty. Julie graduated into the Maryinsky ballet company in 1883; Joseph followed three years later. Good-looking, tall and slim, Joseph made his debut as the gypsy chief Inigo in Paquita. This was one of his father’s old roles and Joseph followed Felix’s interpretation so closely that in the interval Alexander III was surprised when he saw Felix in the auditorium. ‘All the time I thought it was you dancing, and only now saw that it was your son – Bravo!’ the Tsar exclaimed.15 Joseph, like his father, became adept at Polish, Hungarian and gypsy dances and was an accomplished mime. Julie was considered very beautiful and especially good at character dances.


In March 1889, a year before her own graduation, Mathilde was chosen to dance in that year’s graduation performance in front of members of the Imperial family. She now saw at first hand the importance of being graded first in her year. Among the 1889 graduates was Olga Preobrajenska, a lovely dancer who was given only a character dance with an inadequate partner and a pas-de-trois which she performed with two students from the Theatre School, sixteen-year-old Mathilde Kschessinska and fifteen-year-old George Kyasht. Given no chance to impress, Olga entered the Maryinsky company in the back row of the corps de ballet. Mathilde was determined that at her own graduation she would have a dance which would enable her to shine.


Pupils graduated from the school at the age of seventeen and were then eligible for acceptance into the Imperial Theatres Company. As they knew the Kschessinsky family well, it must have been with a certain amount of curiosity that on 23 March 1890 Alexander III, Empress Marie Feodorovna and Tsarevich Nicholas watched the graduation performance of Mathilde, the youngest member of the dynasty.


Mathilde was among the pupils graded first that year, so was allowed to choose her own dance. She chose with care. Partnered by another graduating student, Rachmanov, she performed the coquettish pas-de-deux from La Fille mal Gardée – first the playful churning of the butter, then the valse, and finally the lovers playing hobby-horses – an innocent young girl’s declaration of feelings to her beloved.16 Her blue dress was decorated with little forget-me-nots. ‘When I came out on to the stage I had the strange feeling that everything depended on how I would dance today, which made me increasingly fearful,’ Mathilde confessed.17 Nevertheless she acquitted herself well.


After Mathilde’s formal presentation to the Tsar and Tsarina and Alexander III’s command to be the glory and adornment of the ballet, an informal supper was served. Members of the Imperial family shared the horseshoe-shaped table with the students. Although as a day pupil Mathilde had no special place, Alexander III insisted that she sit next to him. Then he motioned the Tsarevich to sit on her other side. ‘Careful now!’ he added. ‘Not too much flirting!’18


Attempts at conversation were somewhat banal and stilted. In her published memoirs Mathilde only recorded one example. Nicholas looked at the plain white glasses on the table and said, ‘I am sure you don’t use glasses like that at home.’19 Mathilde was immediately smitten by his blue eyes and tender expression. Nicholas’s eyes, recalled a contemporary, were ‘wonderful … Of the most delicate shade of blue, that looked you straight in the face with the kindest, the tenderest, the most loving expression.’20 Although the older members of the Imperial family moved around the table speaking to as many of the pupils as possible, Nicholas spent the whole evening with Mathilde. ‘When we finally parted we saw each other in a new light,’ she wrote. ‘In both our hearts an attraction had been born impelling us irresistibly towards each other.’21


Nicholas’s diary entry was, true to form, more laconic: ‘Went to a performance at the theatrical institute. There were some short plays and a ballet. We had a fine supper with the pupils.’22


Mathilde’s meeting that day with 21-year-old Tsarevich Nicholas sealed her destiny. From that first encounter, the men she would ensnare belonged to one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in the world – the Romanovs.





A few days after her graduation performance, as Mathilde and Julie were driving near Winter Palace Square, the Tsarevich passed in his carriage. He turned and gave Mathilde a long look. On another occasion, walking along the Nevsky Prospekt, she saw Nicholas and his sister Xenia looking through the tall stone balustrade which surrounded the garden of the Anichkov Palace, the Tsar’s St Petersburg residence. Mathilde dreamed about the Tsarevich constantly and on his birthday, 6 May, she decorated her room with little red, white and blue Russian flags.


In those days it was usual for the Grand Dukes to have an actress or ballerina for a mistress, a fact that Mathilde, with her almost ‘pathological’ obsession with the Imperial family,23 must have known. For the young dancers in the Imperial Theatres a rich ‘protector’ provided economic security and social influence. It was a goal towards which many of them strived.


As she studied for her final school examinations Mathilde was determined on two things – not only would she be the glory and adornment of the Tsar’s ballet, but also she would see the Tsarevich again.


So far there had been only chance encounters. ‘Nevertheless,’ she wrote in her diary, ‘he will be mine!’24




Two


‘MADLY IN LOVE WITH LITTLE K’


The Maryinsky Theatre was designed by Albert Cavos in 1860 and named after Alexander III’s mother, Empress Marie Alexandrovna. This lovely theatre, with its blue velvet chairs and hangings, white and gold stalls and crystal chandeliers, received a subsidy of two million gold roubles from the Tsar. Four tiers of boxes were arranged in a semi-circle around the stalls. The most fashionable was the second tier, the bel étage.


In most European countries ballet had been reduced to little more than an entertainment by the closing years of the nineteenth century, the dancers only performing during the course of an opera. In Russia it was different. There were five Imperial theatres – three in St Petersburg and two in Moscow. At the Maryinsky two evenings a week, Wednesdays and Sundays, were set aside for ballet performances which were unrivalled anywhere in Europe. The Imperial family were great devotees of the ballet and every year two new works were produced. The costumes and sets were lavish – heavy silks, plush velvets and embroidery all done by hand. One production alone was allotted the enormous budget of 40,000 roubles.


From 1869 the chief ballet master at the Maryinsky was a Frenchman, the great Marius Petipa, probably ‘the single most influential choreographer in the history of classical ballet’. During his years in Russia, although he never really mastered the language, Petipa created forty-six new ballets, revived seventeen more and choreographed thirty-five dances for operas as well as five ballet divertissements (concert programmes of ‘varied solos, duets and small group dances’)1 Among his creations are many still danced today – Don Quixote, Raymonda, La Bayadère and Sleeping Beauty. An accomplished mime artist, almost unrivalled in his choreography for the corps de ballet, Petipa commanded total respect. His voice echoed round the room in his broken Russian-French: ‘Listen, ma belle. Yew danse like mai cook!’2 Discipline in the Imperial theatres was strict. Dancers could not be late for rehearsals, wear a different practice dress to that stipulated, or make a mistake on stage. Service in the company lasted for twenty years, after which dancers were expected to retire on a permanent government pension. They could leave after a minimum of five years on forfeit of that pension.


Mathilde was about to step into Petipa’s glittering kingdom.





Mathilde Kschessinska made her official debut at the Maryinsky on 22 April 1890 at a farewell performance for the conductor Papkov. She performed the same pas-de-deux, but this time was partnered by the experienced dancer Nicolai Legat, who had graduated two years earlier. Mathilde would have been well drilled on how to take a curtain: ‘curtsey to the right – Imperial box; curtsey to the left – director; two steps forward, semi-round curtsey to the parterre; back … raise your eyes, smile in curtseying to the gallery’, and never touch your knee to the floor unless royalty was present.3


Nicolai Legat became one of Mathilde’s regular partners. He and his younger brother Sergei (who graduated in 1894) were also talented artists who later published albums of caricatures of leading figures in the Russian ballet, including Mathilde.


A few weeks later Mathilde sailed through her final school examinations, gaining the first prize, the Complete Works of Lermontov. Her average marks for the final term were 11, 11 and 12 (‘perfection’). Her diploma showed she had graduated with distinction.4 She then left for Krasnitzy with her family.


This was the prelude to the summer season at Krasnoe Selo, the permanent military camp about 15 miles from St Petersburg where the Guards held their summer manoeuvres every year between May and the end of August. The men lived in large tents, the officers in little Russian-style wooden houses. Although many of the Grand Dukes served in the army and attended the manoeuvres, the highlight was the beginning of August when the Emperor and Empress spent a week in the camp.


Artists of the Imperial theatres performed during July and the first two weeks of August. Elegantly gowned and bejewelled officers’ wives drove in carriages to attend Krasnoe Selo’s little wooden theatre. The programme usually included a comedy and a ballet divertissement. Soloists received 100 roubles, members of the corps de ballet 15, plus a first-class railway ticket and a present from the Tsar, paid for by His Majesty’s Chancellery. For the women this was usually a pin, bracelet or brooch made by the court jeweller, Fabergé.


From 1 June 1890 Mathilde was officially a member of the Imperial Theatres Ballet Company and, as such, was scheduled to perform at Krasnoe Selo. Her recent success ensured that she had the rank of coryphée, one of the minor soloists who usually danced in groups of three or four. She was given a new pair of ballet shoes after every three performances and earned 800 roubles a year. This was a good salary. Even in 1902 the rate for a beginner was still 600 roubles.5 As her sister was already in the company Mathilde became known as Mlle Kschessinska II. The main attraction for Mathilde was that the Tsarevich was serving in the army and would be attending the manoeuvres. This would be her big chance.





Tsarevich Nicholas was born on 6 May 1868. Compared with the previous generation of Romanov Grand Dukes he was small, only 5 feet 7 inches, a trait inherited from his Danish mother Empress Marie Feodorovna. He was shy, extraordinarily polite, with enormous charm and a streak of obstinacy. There was no trace of his mother’s vivacity or of the enormous physical strength that enabled Alexander III to straighten horseshoes and bend iron bars. In 1887 Nicholas joined the Preobrajensky Guards and by 1890 was serving in the Hussars. He was perhaps at his happiest in the army, obeying orders without question.


On 28 April 1890 his round of lessons and tutors ended. ‘Today I finished definitely and for ever my education,’ he wrote triumphantly.6 He immediately began to lead the life of a playboy – balls, dinners, skating parties, visits to the theatre and, of course, drinking. ‘I returned home at about half-past eleven, extremely merry,’ Nicholas recorded in his diary, not for the first time. Next morning’s entry read ‘I felt very unwell and miserable.…’7


Nicholas had also begun to notice the opposite sex. He was in raptures after seeing the beautiful American opera singer Sibyl Sanderson and his early diaries made frequent reference to whether the girls at this or that party were pretty. After a teenage crush on his cousin Princess Victoria of Wales his attention turned to Princess Olga Dolgoruky, with whom he fell very much in love.8 These were just platonic romances.


There was rumoured to be a more serious affair with a beautiful Jewish opera singer, which ended when it came to the notice of the notoriously anti-semitic Emperor. The lady and her entire household were sent away. According to gossip, Nicholas was at her home at the time and, although he protested (‘Over my dead body’, he is alleged to have said to St Petersburg’s governor), he was taken back to the Anichkov Palace. The lady never returned to the capital.9.


Constantine Pobondonostsov, Procurator of the Holy Synod and the Tsar’s chief adviser, recommended that they find a suitable partner so that Nicholas could ‘sow his wild oats’ before he had to marry.10 In 1889 the Foreign Minister Count Vladimir Lamsdorff reported that General Tcheverine, Chief of Police (a close friend of the Tsar and Tsarina), had recommended a young member of the corps de ballet as a mistress for the Tsarevich. Maria Nicolaievna Labunskaya was born in 1868. She was ‘very beautiful, with fine aristocratic Russian features, delicate skin, large expressive eyes, luxuriously long, ash-blond hair, and a charming smile.’11 Maria had graduated from the Theatre School in 1886, the same year as Mathilde’s brother Joseph, and around that time was introduced to the Tsarevich. One of the advantages of a dancer was that their health was carefully watched. There would be no chance of the Tsarevich picking up any unpleasant sexual disease.


In 1890, as Mathilde was graduating, Maria was promoted to coryphée and later that year danced in the first performance of Sleeping Beauty with Julie Kschessinska. According to Count Lamsdorff, Mlle Labunskaya was to be paid 18,000 roubles a year and would be summoned to the palace ‘when required’.12 Maria was already engaged to young officer and when rumours circulated in St Petersburg that she had been chosen to initiate the Tsarevich, her fiancé’s mother tried to put an end to the betrothal. Princess Stephanie Dolgoruky called Maria ‘very pretty, but too opulent to become a star’.13 Whether Labunskaya was ever summoned to the palace is unclear. Marie Feodorovna, concerned that her sluggish, apathetic son had little or no sexual experience, thought he seemed to prefer playing cards and taking long walks on his own to the company of women.


All this time Nicholas was also dreaming of a princess. ‘Oh God, how I want to go to Ilinskoe,’ he wrote on 20 August 1890. ‘Victoria and Alix are there now. If I don’t see her now I shall have to wait a whole year, and that would be terribly hard.’14 The princess was Alix of Hesse-Darmstadt, eighteen-year-old granddaughter of Queen Victoria, who was staying at Ilinskoe with her sister Grand Duchess Elisabeth (‘Ella’), wife of Nicholas’s uncle Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich. Nicholas had fallen in love with Alix when she visited St Petersburg the previous year. Although she was beautiful, with red-gold hair, pale skin and blue-grey eyes, his parents did not approve. In the summer of 1890 Nicholas told his father of his wish to marry Alix. The Tsar was noncommittal. The Empress was already looking round for a suitable bride. Her plans did not include Alix.


At a family council the Tsar’s aunt Grand Duchess Alexandra Josifovna surveyed the options and decided a Polish girl would make the best mistress for the Tsarevich. Polish girls combined ‘beauty, elegance, passion, sentimental tenderness and passionate melancholy’.15 Mathilde was therefore an ideal candidate. She was healthy, had an easy manner, a sweet and good character, was blossoming in youth and although not a beauty, was vivacious and coquettish. She was tiny, barely five feet tall, with black hair, a slim waist, wide hips and expressive features. Her shoe size in English was only three. She had no noticeable negative traits. Princess Catherine Radziwill went as far as to say that ‘the dancer had been chosen by the Empress Marie herself as a fit friend for her eldest son’.16 This seems unlikely.


As far as Nicholas was concerned, Princess Alix was, for the moment at least, unattainable. Mathilde was not and she was determined to show it.





At her first Krasnoe Selo season Mathilde performed as part of the company with a shared dressing room. It was customary in the interval before the ballet divertissement for the Emperor and Grand Dukes to come on stage and talk to the performers. Mathilde, who had been hoping to see the Tsarevich again if only from a distance, was ecstatic when he came and spoke to her during every performance. Once as she ran happily on stage Mathilde almost collided with the Emperor. ‘Ah!’ he said as the ballerina pulled herself up sharply, ‘you must have been flirting!’17


Mathilde still had no idea of Nicholas’s feelings, yet the Tsarevich was not immune to her charms. ‘I positively like Kschessinska II very much,’ he admitted on 17 July.18 All that summer they continued to flirt. Only once as she allotted a solo performance and a corresponding better dressing room whose window looked out over the Imperial entrance, allowing her to stand and talk freely with the Tsarevich and the younger Grand Dukes. ‘The growing affair has heated up powerfully , … Was at the theatre … Talked with little Kschessinska through the window,’ Nicholas wrote.19 On 31 July he recorded: ‘After zakuskee [Russian hors d’oeuvres] went, for the last time, to the dear little Krasnoe Selo Theatre. Said goodbye to Kschessinska.’20 The following day he attended the ceremony of the Blessing of the Colours. ‘Those few minutes spent in front of the theatre tantalised my memory.’21 Yet Mathilde never had the chance to be alone with Nicholas. He made no attempt to pursue her and when the manoeuvres ended the relationship had progressed no further.


The Imperial family moved to The Cottage at Peterhof. Mathilde followed, staying with a friend nearby. Every day she walked around the area in the hope of meeting Nicholas. Her wish remained unfulfilled.


Soon afterwards, an announcement came from the Imperial court. The Tsarevich and his younger brother Grand Duke George Alexandrovich would be going on a trip to the Far East. They would leave on 23 October 1890 and be away for nine months.


Mathilde was devastated. She had spent the remainder of the summer trying to develop the relationship, and was looking forward to the winter season at the Maryinsky where Nicholas, a devotee of opera and ballet, would doubtless be in the Imperial box. Now all her dreams were shattered.


Eugene Volkoff, a Hussar officer, was asked by Nicholas to arrange for him to meet Mathilde before he left Russia. The request came via another dancer, an intimate friend of Volkoff. Mathilde lived with her parents, Nicholas was reluctant to visit her home and a meeting outside was too difficult to arrange. Nicholas then requested a photograph. Mathilde only possessed one, which she felt was not good enough, so did not send it.


The night before Nicholas left he was at the Maryinsky, where Kschessinska was dancing in Sleeping Beauty. They would not meet again for another year.


While Nicholas was away Mathilde’s career prospered. That season she danced twenty-two times in ballet performances, mainly in the corps de ballet, and twenty-one times in ballet scenes with the Imperial Opera. In Tchaikovsky’s opera The Queen of Spades she appeared as a shepherdess, one of a group of statuettes wearing white wigs pushed out of the wings on little platforms. They jumped off and danced while a choir sang, then leapt back on to the platforms and were carried away again. Occasionally there were small solo roles. In one performance of Sleeping Beauty she danced the Fairy Candide in the first act, the Duchess in the second and Little Red Riding Hood in the third. Keen to emulate her idol Virginia Zucchi she took lessons with the Italian teacher Enrico Cecchetti, who gave his pupils ‘strength and endurance’.22 This so upset Johansson, with whom Mathilde continued to have private lessons, that she gave up Cecchetti’s classes and studied the Italian technique on her own.


Mathilde followed Nicholas’s progress in the newspapers – Athens, Egypt and on to Bombay, Singapore and then Japan. She made a pencil sketch of him and drew his portrait in naval uniform from a photograph. Unknown to Mathilde, Nicholas was kept informed about her by his sister.


Before he left St Petersburg Nicholas had confided to fifteen-year-old Grand Duchess Xenia that he now had a friend. Xenia was dying of curiosity and finally Nicholas told her more. The young Grand Duchess was close to her brother and eager to please. ‘I am sorry that I am not able to tell you anything about your friend Kschessinska, because unfortunately, she is too far from me,’ Xenia wrote. ‘I hope to see her often in winter, so that I can tell you more about her.’ At the same time, Xenia was also mischievously telling him about Princess Alix. ‘Your dear Alix we see every Saturday. She is really charming. … She thinks about you all the time.’23


Although Xenia knew little about Mathilde she very much wanted to find something to tell Nicholas. ‘I saw your friend, little Kschessinska,’ she reported a few weeks later, ‘this time in The Queen of Spades! She was dancing in the ballet during the ball and she reminded me of you.’ Xenia was unable to report anything scandalous about Mathilde, she could only tell her brother which performances she appeared in and what was said about her. Unfortunately, Xenia was unable to keep the secret and told many people ‘confidentially’. Soon St Petersburg was buzzing with rumours about the Tsarevich’s interest in the young ballerina.24


Actresses and dancers were considered to belong to the demi-monde, not really respectable. Rich balletomanes, the true devotees of the ballet, occupied the first few rows at the Maryinsky and many of them had a mistress in the company. The poorer balletomanes, especially students, watched their favourite ballerinas from high up in the ‘gods’ and flocked to the stage door afterwards.


The Grand Ducal loge was next to the Imperial box and it was said that a special passageway ran from there to the stage, giving the Grand Dukes easy access to the dancers. Most of them were notorious rakes. During the season they attended the balls given by the aristocracy and afterwards went for wild troika rides through the snow to St Petersburg’s night haunts. They dined at Cubat’s restaurant, a favourite venue of society, where their wild parties often ended in drunken brawls. At the Maryinsky uniforms predominated, and one Grand Duke described those ‘self-satisfied stalwart Guardsmen who watched the world go by through the short end of their opera glasses fixed on the limbs of a twirling ballerina’.25 The Imperial family and the aristocracy ‘considered the ballet as a nursery for carefully chosen women’, recalled Serge Lifar. ‘People went to the ballet to choose a mistress.’26


Despite the critics’ good reviews and her early successes on the stage, Mathilde was becoming more and more depressed at Nicholas’s absence. Finally she was forced to admit the reason to her parents, who were worried about her health. (Later a legend grew up that, in Cairo, Nicholas was greeted by a handsome young officer who kissed the Tsarevich’s hand on presentation and hardly left his side. He allegedly bore a strong resemblance to the ballerina Kschessinska.)


Then in April 1891 came news that while riding in a rickshaw in Otsu, Japan, the Tsarevich had been attacked by a fanatic wielding a sword. With blood streaming down his face he jumped out and ran along the street, pursued by the madman. He was saved by the prompt action of his cousin Prince George of Greece, who knocked the man out with his cane.


For several days Mathilde lived in torment until the newspapers published reassuring news about the Tsarevich’s health. Despite profuse apologies from the Emperor and Empress of Japan the Tsar ordered his son to return to Russia immediately.


Reassured and relieved, Mathilde and her sister began to enjoy themselves. Mathilde and Julie shared a small bedroom and sitting-room in their parents’ St Petersburg apartment and despite the six-year gap in their ages remained close. As their parents only allowed them to visit close friends (if they were suitably chaperoned), they began to find ways to bend the rules. Pretending they were going to one of the approved houses, they slipped off somewhere else. Evening dresses were covered by a coat before they said goodbye to their parents, and on returning home they hastily changed into nightdresses before wishing them goodnight.


Nicholas arrived in St Petersburg on 4 August and went straight to Krasnoe Selo for a reunion with his parents. That evening he attended the theatre, where Mathilde was performing. Soon afterwards the Imperial family left for Denmark, travelling from there to the Crimea where the Tsar and Tsarina celebrated their silver wedding anniversary. It was late in the year before the Tsarevich returned to the capital.


When the summer season ended Mathilde’s godfather Monsieur Strakatch took her abroad. Officially, this was a reward for successfully finishing her studies. More probably her parents had heard rumours of the Tsarevich’s interest in their daughter and wanted to get her away from the gossip.


They went first to Biarritz and then crossed into France. Mathilde prayed before the Madonna at Lourdes and bought miraculous images and souvenirs. From there they went to Rome and Milan, where they attended a performance at La Scala, before travelling around Italy. They finished the journey in Paris, returning to St Petersburg in time for the winter season.


On 23 September 1891 the Italian ballerina Carlotta Brianza appeared in The Tulip of Harlem, the ballet in which she had made her debut at the Maryinsky two years earlier. This time she had to share the praise. ‘The success of the ballerina was shared with the youthful Mlle Kschessinska II,’ reported Colonel Bezobrazov in the St Petersburg Gazette. ‘Mlle Kschessinska astonished the connoisseurs with the audacity of her tours and her steel pointes. We will soon have an accomplished ballerina if the theatre administration does not obstruct her promotion.’27


Soon afterwards, Brianza left St Petersburg. With Virginia Zucchi already dancing in Europe the field was now temporarily clear for Mathilde Kschessinska – a situation she was determined to exploit. She was already outshining her main rival Olga Preobrajenska, who only came to the notice of the critics when she replaced an injured soloist.


With the way clear at the Maryinsky, Mathilde now began to pursue the Tsarevich almost obsessively.


After Nicholas returned from the Crimea in November 1891 Mathilde ‘only saw him by chance in the streets of the capital’.28 The ‘chances’, however, were entirely of her making. She discovered that almost every day he rode along Winter Palace Quay. Mathilde had a smart carriage drawn by two ponies, which reminded her of the carriage of the Fairy Carabosse in Sleeping Beauty. She now began driving out alone with a Russian coachman.





We had already reached Vladimir Alexandrovich’s Palace and I had lost all hope of seeing him. But the moment we went back, when I least expected to see him, he went by on his way to meet Xenia. It all happened so fast that I couldn’t even act. But I did manage to greet him. I’ll be going driving more often now.29





She went out every day and occasionally was rewarded with spectacular success. ‘Driving by the Anichkov Palace, we saw the Tsarevich and Xenia behind the fence. How happy I am that for three days in a row I’ve seen the Tsarevich!’30


There were also ‘chance’ meetings in the theatre. On 4 January 1892, during the interval of the opera Esclarmonde, Mathilde left her box and ran into Nicholas, who was on his way to the Imperial box. Another occasion did not go so well and Mathilde was annoyed:





When I left the stage I became angry with myself because I spent so little time looking through the hole in the curtain at the Tsarevich. Because of this I stayed in the theatre until the end of the opera in order to see him through the curtain hole. After it was over I met Nabokov at the stage door and purposefully stayed and talked to him, since the Tsarevich should have gone by and I wanted him to see me. He drove by in his coach with Xenia and nodded. But I don’t know if he nodded at Nabokov or me!31





These encounters triggered conflicting emotions. ‘I’m very happy to have seen the Tsarevich, but it’s unfortunate that we couldn’t speak. But at the same time I feel that I’ll be very sad and cry. It’s better not to have seen him at all. My heart is so pained every time I see him. And I have begun to fear for myself!’32


Plunged into the atmosphere of the Imperial Ballet with its intrigues, favourites and love affairs, Mathilde was soon to prove herself adept. First she had to dispose of a rival.


In 1892 Maria Labunskaya was banished from Russia, allegedly for spreading ‘gossip and slander’ about the Imperial family. The allegations were false. Some years later, according to Bronislava Nijinska, Labunskaya said she felt the source of these cruel allegations was Kschessinska, her rival for the attentions of the Tsarevich. Bronislava Nijinska was no admirer of Mathilde, seeing her hand behind every intrigue, but it is possible that in this instance she was right. Maria Labunskaya was granted leave of absence to study and dance in Paris. In 1894 while still officially on leave she was dismissed from the Imperial Ballet.33 A few years later she was one of the stars of the Gaité-Lyrique Theatre in Paris.


For Mathilde the turning point came towards the spring of 1892. On 10 March Nicholas again attended the graduation performance at the Theatre School. ‘During supper I sat with the pupils as before,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘only little Kschessinska was very much missed!’34


A boil had appeared on Mathilde’s leg and another on her right eye. At first she covered her eye with a bandage and continued to drive out as usual, until the boil became so bad that she remained home. Mathilde and Julie were at home alone on 11 March when the doorbell rang and Masha, the maid, announced the Hussar officer Eugene Volkoff. Mathilde asked Masha to show him into the sitting-room – but it was not Volkoff who walked through the door, it was the Tsarevich. ‘I spent the evening in a wonderful way,’ he recorded. ‘I went off to a new place for me – to the Kschessinsky sisters. They were awfully surprised to see me there.’ When Mathilde recovered from the shock she was overjoyed. Nicholas stayed for over two hours, ‘and we chatted about everything without cease … But our joy was mutual and grand!’35


Mathilde had dreamed of this meeting for a long time. Nicholas stayed until 1 a.m. and in the morning, before leaving for the suburban palace of Gatchina, he sent her a note. ‘… Since our meeting I have been in the clouds! I shall try to come back as soon as possible. Nikki.’36 Mathilde read and re-read that first letter until she knew it by heart, as indeed she must have done as the letter was ‘lost’ in the Revolution, yet she was able to quote it in her memoirs over sixty years later.


Nicholas returned to St Petersburg on 16 March. That afternoon Mathilde and Julie met him while he was out riding. They were upset. ‘A total rumpus has taken place due to the fact that this evening at Koni’s [Nicolai Maximilianovich, Duke of Leuchtenberg] with the pupils they have to play a role as Ethiopians in the chorus!’ Nicholas recorded incredulously. The Kschessinsky sisters were saved from this indignity by the intervention of the Tsar’s brother Grand Duke Alexei, who was afraid of the publicity the next day. Nicholas was pleased.37


Now Mathilde again had to make all the running, popping up everywhere Nicholas went – out driving on the Morskaya, sitting in the opposite box at the Maly Theatre, attending the concours hippique at the riding school and later standing on Karavannaya Street opposite the Anichkov Palace.38 On 23 March Nicholas finally called at the Kschessinskys’ apartment, where he and Mathilde spent a ‘jovial and homey’ time chatting while Julie played the piano. ‘A wonderful evening!’39


On the Feast of the Ascension there was a regimental parade. Mathilde sat in one of the public boxes watching the Emperor review the troops. According to Mathilde, Nicholas walked behind him and constantly gazed at her, a loving look which she returned.That evening he visited the Kschessinskys, ‘where I spent a pleasant one and a half hours’.40


Although Nicholas was infatuated with Mathilde, he never stopped dreaming about Alix of Hesse. ‘I never thought that two … loves could co-exist at one time within one heart,’ he wrote in his diary on 1 April.





I have already loved Alix … for three years and constantly hope to marry her one day! The following year I fell very much in love with Olga D. [Dolgoruky]. … And since the camp of 1890 until now I have been madly (platonically) in love with little K.… At the same time I never stop thinking of Alix!41





On Easter Sunday Mathilde and Nicholas were alone together for the first time when he called to wish her a happy Easter. ‘The older sister was off drinking.’ Nicholas now became a regular evening visitor. Sometimes she was alone but often Julie was present and once or twice Nicholas’s regimental comrade, Baron Alexander Zeddeler, made up a foursome. If Mathilde was dancing Nicholas came to the theatre, especially enjoying The Queen of Spades when she danced the shepherdess. Afterwards he called at the apartment and praised her performance. ‘I enjoy these rendezvous,’ he admitted.42


Nicholas occasionally brought his father’s cousins Grand Dukes George, Sergei and Alexander (‘Sandro’) Michaelovich to Mathilde’s home. The ‘Michaelovichi’ were Nicholas’s childhood playmates. The three Grand Dukes had spent their early years in the Caucasus where their father, the highly respected Grand Duke Michael Nicolaievich, the Tsar’s uncle, was Viceroy until 1880. The family now lived in the huge New Michaelovsky Palace in St Petersburg, where the halls and corridors were so vast that in later life they used bicycles to visit each other. George, now twenty-nine, had a talent for painting, liked racehorses and had a passion for the Caucasus. Twenty-three-year-old Sergei nurtured an unrequited love for the Tsarevich’s sister Xenia, but she was in love with his brother Sandro. Twenty-six-year-old Sandro was serving in the Imperial Navy and he returned Xenia’s love. Dark-haired, handsome and reputedly extremely ambitious, he hoped to become the Tsar’s son-in-law.


Julie joined these parties as ‘chaperone’ and the Michaelovichi sang Georgian songs while the girls served their father’s champagne. On one memorable evening the Tsarevich impersonated Mathilde’s Red Riding Hood dance from Sleeping Beauty, with a handkerchief tied round his head and carrying a basket. ‘Sandro also appeared there at 1 a.m.; we danced a little to his music!’ Nicholas recorded.43


The romance was now heating up. On 20 April Mathilde and Julie saw the Tsarevich four times in St Petersburg. ‘I rode past, bowing seriously and trying not to laugh!’ he wrote. That night, at 12.30 am, he again called at the apartment. ‘I stayed very long and had an exceptionally good time. There was even some little refreshment. I was happy to the limit finding out something from M., which interested me very much. It’s time now!’ he added, ‘Get on with it!’44 Mathilde had perhaps begun to hint that she wanted more from their relationship.


In April the Tsar complained that Nicholas had ‘disappeared’ in St Petersburg after attending the opera with Sandro, ‘evidently they have gone somewhere else, since it is now half-past one and he is still not home! … What he is doing I do not know, he telegraphs nothing.’45 Nicholas’s diary shows he had gone to see Mathilde. Two weeks later the Tsar complained that his son had spent the night somewhere in St Petersburg. One evening Mathilde and Nicholas were interrupted by the Prefect of Police. The Tsar had discovered that his son had left the palace and the Prefect wanted to inform the Tsarevich immediately. Yet from Nicholas’s diaries it appears that all they did was talk. The affair had still not been consummated.


At first it seems that the Tsar did not know things had passed beyond a casual flirtation. Witte, the Minister of Finance, said ‘the Emperor did not know of the affair, but some of those around him nosed it out and began urging that the Tsarevich be married off as soon as possible.’46 When the Tsar found out he was strict with his heir, perhaps because he was afraid that the Tsarevich would set up home with his ballerina and have children. For this reason it is said that the Empress Marie was at first opposed to the liaison and, through an intermediary, asked Kschessinska to refuse Nicholas entry to her father’s house. Later the Empress relented. If we accept Mathilde’s published version of events the Tsar virtually threw them together at her graduation, so he must have expected something to happen.


Nicholas began to buy small presents for Mathilde, paid for from a fund specially set up for the purpose. Although the tight-fisted Emperor frowned, the Empress encouraged her son. Mathilde at first refused to accept them and only did so when she saw the sorrow her refusal gave to the Tsarevich. (Given her lifelong love of jewels this seems hard to believe.) The first was a gold bracelet set with two large diamonds and a large sapphire. On it she had engraved the year of their first meeting and of his first visit, ‘1890–1892’. He also wrote her many letters, some scattered with literary illusions: ‘Forgive me, divine creature, for having disturbed your rest!’ he quoted from The Queen of Spades. And from Tarass Bulba, whose love made the hero forget both father and country: ‘Think of Tarass Bulba and what Andrei did for love of a young Polish girl!’47


On Sundays she watched the horse races at the Michael Riding School, an enormous coliseum. Two of Nicholas’s regimental comrades always delivered flowers from the Tsarevich to Mathilde, who sat opposite the Imperial box. They soon became known as her aides-de-camp, and they called Mathilde their angel. Afterwards she drove back to town slowly, so that the Tsarevich’s carriage would overtake her.


On 29 April Nicholas paid his last visit before leaving for Denmark. ‘The elder sister returned from the opera and went to bed, leaving M. and me together,’ he said. It was their very best evening yet. ‘We spoke about a lot for a while in a soulful way.’48 Mathilde’s family discreetly turned a blind eye. ‘We broke up at 5 o’clock when the sun had already risen high,’ Nicholas recorded. ‘I ashamedly rode past the policemen!’49





At the end of the winter season Mathilde and Julie spent a few weeks at Krasnitzy before returning to St Petersburg to prepare for Krasnoe Selo. As the servants had remained in the apartment during the summer the sisters entertained friends. Among them were some of the Tsarevich’s regimental comrades, Volodia Svetschin (who was courting Julie), Baron Alexander Zeddeler, and Mathilde’s two aides-de-camp from the racecourse, Prince Peter Galitzine and Pepa Kotliarevsky. Volodia often invited them all to dinner parties at his villa near Strelna.


At the apartment Mathilde found the longed-for letter from Nicholas. They had begun to correspond more frequently. Although things were going well with the Tsarevich, Mathilde was unhappy. She was tired of the long rehearsals for Krasnoe Selo and not at all pleased with the programme for that season’s performance, telling Nicholas that she was even willing not to dance. Nicholas had evidently tried to persuade her to stay nearer to the camp and Mathilde replied in a letter dated 25 June, believed to be from 1892.





For the second time you are writing to me about Duderhof. I wanted to live there, but you did not recommend it! Many times I imagined how wonderful it could be … I am very glad that you asked me to write to you more often, and that I can give you pleasure in that way.50





Every spring promotions were announced in the Journal of Orders, the official weekly gazette of the Imperial theatres, which was displayed in a frame near the rehearsal room. In 1892 Mathilde was promoted from coryphée to second soloist and her salary increased to 1,000 roubles a year.51 At Krasnoe Selo she was now given the best dressing room, probably because of her connection with the Tsarevich, with two windows overlooking the Imperial family’s private entrance. She fitted it out with light wood furniture, hung the walls with cretonne and filled the room with her favourite flowers.


During this season Mathilde became friendly with Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich, the commander of the Guards and Chief of the St Petersburg Military District, who often attended rehearsals. The Tsar’s 45-year-old brother sat gossiping in Mathilde’s dressing room greatly regretting, as he put it, that he was no longer young. He gave her his photograph, inscribed Bonjour douchka (little darling). Vladimir was President of the Academy of Fine Arts and a member of the Academy of Science. As a connoisseur of the arts he was an enthusiastic patron of the ballet and his loud voice boomed across the auditorium, disconcerting the dancers.
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