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This book has been written by someone in the grip of an addiction.


I confess to being an incurable balletomane – a morbid affliction of which the chief symptom is the daily expense of an unconscionable amount of time watching, thinking or dreaming about classical dance and dancers. I don’t merely like, appreciate or enjoy ballet; I deeply and secretly need it, as irrationally infatuated with my home team (the Royal Ballet, to which I have been wedded for over half a century) as others are to Spurs or the Red Sox. I study form, follow the relevant social media, review the annual accounts. Oh dear.*


Sports fanatics will recognise that this relationship is not steady: as standards slip or personnel changes, I have often despaired; there have been bitter quarrels, even periods of estrangement and disenchantment, but I am always drawn inexorably back. This isn’t a matter of choice; there’s nothing I can do about it. I can’t renounce or transfer allegiance – this is family, this is in my blood. My life, my sense of myself, would not be complete without it. And people like me will crop up repeatedly throughout what follows.


Why do I feel like this? I can only say, naively perhaps, that to me ballet communicates a compelling idea of beauty, a form of dramatic poetry that can be expressive beyond words, and an endlessly fascinating struggle with the possibilities and limitations of the human body. A dream of perfection is within its reach; a frisson of erotic attraction enters the mix too. Read on to discover more.


Although I very much hope that this book will please all those who suffer in a similar way, you, my brothers and sisters, are not its primary target. Nor have I set out to thrill scholars and experts with a substantially original contribution to academic research. I aim simply to chart the course of a long story, making connections that can explain the allure of ballet to those uninfected with my mania but curious to know what the fuss is all about. More specifically, I want to trace the historical moment when, thanks to a unique enterprise and the individual who drove it, ballet became a crucial piece in the jigsaw of Western culture.


Conceived in 1909 by its mastermind, the impresario Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev, as a Russian export designed to appeal to Western tastes, the Ballets Russes came to an official end after many vicissitudes with Diaghilev’s abrupt death in 1929. But the achievements of its heroic prime had established a paradigm that would continue to define the terms and set the standards for the next generation – a period during which ballet for most people meant ‘the Russian ballet’. How that phenomenon grew and flourished is the theme of chapters 2–6; how it was absorbed and arguably declined will be the theme of chapters 7–9.





 


* I cannot, though, claim to match the dedication of the American writer-illustrator Edward Gorey, so devoted to George Balanchine’s New York City Ballet that ‘he ended up attending nearly every performance of every ballet staged by the company for . . . twenty-three years [from 1956] – eight performances a week, five months out of the year, including as many as thirty-nine performances of The Nutcracker annually until 1979’ (Mark Dery, Born to be Posthumous: The Eccentric Life and Mysterious Genius of Edward Gorey, p. 154). ‘Generally, I don’t care what the casting for any ballet is going to be,’ he told Anna Kisselgoff for the New York Times. ‘I’m going to be there anyway. If it’s going to be terrible, I’d rather not know in advance.’ (New York Times, 13 November 1973.)
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Robert Helpmann (centre, in black) terrorising
Moira Shearer in The Red Shoes





How many movies can claim to have cast such a transformative spell on people’s imaginations as The Red Shoes? Written, produced and directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, drawing on a tale by Hans Christian Andersen and set in the world of ‘the Russian ballet’, it regularly features in roll-calls of the cinema’s greatest achievements – as admired for its audacious technical originality as it is loved for its gorgeous visual compositions, its mysteriously resonant story and its memorable central performances from Anton Walbrook as the heartless impresario Boris Lermontov and Moira Shearer as the conflicted young ballerina Victoria Page.


Released in 1948 when Europe was in the grip of post-war austerity, The Red Shoes had a visceral impact. ‘It aroused tremendous popular interest in ballet,’ wrote Arlene Croce. ‘The whole surge was extraordinary and has never been repeated.’1 With Europe bombed out, drab and derelict, the rich intensity of its palette fed a primal human need. As the historian Lynda Nead reminds us, ‘People recall those years through veils of mist and shades of grey, smog and soot choked the urban air, rubble and slag shaped the landscape.’2 The Red Shoes provided an exhilarating shot of something that everyone had been missing outside the cinema: not that dull grey or even dear old English green, but colour elevated into gloriously excessive Technicolor, enhancing not only the scarlet hue of the eponymous ballet slippers, but the dazzling white marble paving and azure skies of the Monte Carlo scenes too.


The film’s title symbolises a compulsion that is both creative and destructive. ‘The red shoes are never tired, the red shoes dance on,’ Lermontov hauntingly tells Victoria Page. He craves demoniacal control over her; she is torn between her desire to dance at the highest level and her desire for a domestic life with the composer Julian Craster. She can’t have both, as Lermontov insists: ‘The dancer who relies on the comfort of human love will never be a great dancer.’ Art demands soul as well as body, but Victoria is driven to sacrifice herself in the face of that challenge: ‘Take off the red shoes’ are her last words as she lies in Craster’s arms after taking her suicidal leap – the only release from her dilemma is not to dance and not to live. That is the almost paradoxical message of Victoria’s fate. ‘The real reason why The Red Shoes was such a success’, wrote Michael Powell in a much-quoted passage from his autobiography, ‘was that we had all been told for ten years to go out and die for freedom and democracy, for this and for that, and now that the war was over, The Red Shoes told us to go and die for art.’3


The film’s influence has been widespread. It crested the high tide of ballet’s popularity and indeed lifted it to a higher level, mythologising the phenomenon of ‘the Russian ballet’ and the mystique surrounding the man who dominated it – Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev, the chief model for the figure of Boris Lermontov and onlie begetter of the company that went by the name of the Ballets Russes. (It is worth noting that neither Powell and Pressburger ever saw a performance by the company, and what they show relates more closely to ‘the Russian ballet’ as it had developed in the 1930s, after Diaghilev’s death.)


As well as Hans Christian Andersen’s parable, the narrative has a prime source in what had recently become known about Diaghilev’s turbulent relationship with his star Vaslav Nijinsky, translated in the screenplay into Victoria Page’s attempt to escape Lermontov’s grip. The film omits any overt sexual element and builds on tropes that don’t falsify so much as caricature. The commissioning of avantgarde music and designs, the rows over copyright and who invented what, the small-scale British troupe pluckily competing with the grander Russian operation, as well as the figures of the enchanting but capricious Russian ballerina, the explosive ballet master drilling his slaves at the barre, the hovering ballet mother, the aristocratic lady patron, and the pompous bohemian balletomanes with their cloaks and beards – all these clichés need unpacking.


Moira Shearer herself was positively contemptuous of the film’s picture of the ballet world: ‘Everything was glamourised and fanciful,’ she complained, ‘and there wasn’t a single moment which showed the real work of dancers and choreographers.’4 Although the use of professional ballet dancers in the cast provided another level of authenticity, the glow of glamour has ultimately proved stronger than the drudge of documentary. The image of Shearer’s Victoria Page, with her flame hair, baby face and shocking-pink Jacques Fath ballgown, has retained the romance for thousands of little girls as they bash out their tendus and battements.


Beyond these fond childish dreams, the film has also transfixed adults, largely because of the uniquely surreal and wildly beautiful fifteen-minute ‘Red Shoes’ ballet at its heart. This unforgettable sequence moves in and out of fantasy as if to demonstrate that, in the words of Arlene Croce, ‘Things that could have happened on stage were almost as strange as the things that couldn’t.’5 ‘It gave art a new meaning to me,’ announced the painter R. B. Kitaj; the singer Kate Bush constructed a whole album around its themes; and the director Martin Scorsese has described the film as ‘an overwhelming experience . . . something I am continually and obsessively drawn to’. Scorsese put his money where his mouth is too, leading the funding for the restoration of the original stock, first shown at the Cannes Festival in 2009.6 Michael Powell wasn’t boasting when he wrote in his autobiography, published almost forty years after the film first appeared, that ‘even today, I am constantly meeting men and women who claimed that it changed their lives’.7


———


The Red Shoes stands as this book’s first point of reference – an introduction to its contention that whereas opera was the most richly imaginative, fertile and powerful area of the performing arts in the second half of the nineteenth century, ballet, along with cinema, takes pride of place in the first half of the twentieth century.


Its ascent was driven entirely by Diaghilev’s initiative. Combining sophisticated taste with a degree of low cunning and a range of managerial skills, he followed no prototype and had no predecessors. Many have emulated him since and some of them will be encountered at the end of this book. But while his name remains a byword, loosely applied to any buccaneering impresario who takes risks on the new – while writing this essay, I noticed Malcolm McLaren described in a newspaper as ‘the Diaghilev of Punk’8 – none has been able to match his record or his reach.


How did he do it? He was neither intellectual nor theorist, and he had no creative gift of his own – the ideas were harvested largely from others. Some even accused him of being a mere opportunist without genuine personal vision. There is some truth in this, but he was no fraud: if he jumped on to bandwagons, then he soon ended up taking the reins. Operating without a regular budget or a board of trustees (though surrounded by a band of consiglieri), he played the role of theatrical producer as God. His genius was simply practical: to spot and gather the necessary talents, to render them effective, and to get results. Without his authority, nothing would have happened.


Perhaps in a broader context Diaghilev could usefully be classified among the speculators in modernism – the dealers, collectors and patrons of the early twentieth century who took a punt on restless and marginal young artists, composers and writers in rebellion against the pieties and academies of their parents: for instance, Ambroise Vollard who traded in Cézanne and Picasso; Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler who saw the potential of cubism; Sergei Shchukin who imported Matisse to Russia; Sylvia Beach who bankrolled James Joyce; the Princesse de Polignac (Winnaretta Singer) who drew on her family sewing-machine fortune to commission Stravinsky, Satie and Poulenc.


All such figures, like Diaghilev, bought into rule-breakers cheap and early, bided their time, stoked a public appetite, and raised value in the marketplace. Sometimes their faith misled them and the investment failed, but they had the courage to take gambles based on instinct. Without them, the power would never have been connected to the grid.


Diaghilev might well have become an art dealer – the first phase of his career was based in curating exhibitions – but Russian painting had no potential to shock or enthral. His masterstroke was understanding that ballet did have that potential – it was a childish business ripe to be led to adulthood. At the turn of the century, it was moribund and infantilised, surviving either as overstuffed family-friendly entertainment for court theatres such as the Opéra in Paris, the Staatsoper in Vienna and the Mariinsky in St Petersburg, or as part of a fancy parade in superior variety halls. Out of this jejune material Diaghilev sensed the potential to make something that lived – one-act dramas that could have meaningful content, absorb recent developments in art and orchestral music, and run with the social liberations of the post-Victorian era. Now that the dust has settled, it should not be controversial to claim that works such as Nijinsky’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, Massine’s Le Tricorne, Nijinska’s Les Noces and Balanchine’s Apollo should rank alongside Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire and Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu as turning points in early twentieth-century culture.


This is worth emphasising. It has always been recognised that what Diaghilev commissioned served as the main shop window for the innovations of Stravinsky, Picasso and the modernist movement before colour magazines, radio and television opened other conduits; it also pointed the way to later revolutions in theatrical language and the art installation. Perhaps even more significantly, the Ballets Russes adumbrated a new form of sensuality, challenging conventional demarcations of masculinity and femininity as well as fostering a distinctly homosexual subculture in its audience. For women, the invitation to abandon corsetry, shorten skirts, lift legs, jump, run, turn and release the entire body as an emotionally expressive, sexually alive instrument was radical. Not even tennis or athletics offered such freedom, and we tend to forget that until the 1960s even women in the first world couldn’t decently walk along the street without covering themselves from bosom to knee and wearing a hat.


The appeal of ballet – like that of film, the popularity of which rose in parallel – was based in motion, the way it looked as it moved. This was where it crucially scored over opera. Richard Wagner had championed the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk, a theatrical work of art combining musical, visual and philosophical elements, but nothing he created ever achieved that ideal synthesis. His operas might have sounded profoundly wonderful, but they looked deadly – scenically cluttered affairs in which the performers were generally poor actors who remained stationary or ridiculous however sublimely they sang, framed by wings and backcloths painted in a style of meticulous antiquarian realism with pantomime effects and crude lighting. The young spirit of the twentieth century required something lighter, pacier and subtler: it was drawn to anything that moved fast – bicycles, aeroplanes, motor cars, the masterfully timed slapstick of Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin – and it had learned to distrust meticulous antiquarian realism. The Ballets Russes would oblige.


———


In the years following the release of The Red Shoes, the tide began to ebb – at least in London, the city that for a generation had been ballet’s epicentre. According to the critic Richard Buckle, the first sign was a spat in the newspapers in 1951 after the flop of the new ballet Tiresias, choreographed by Frederick Ashton with music by Constant Lambert. The director Tyrone Guthrie wrote an article in the News Chronicle arguing, ‘We have absorbed what ballet has to offer, and now it does not seem to be offering anything new.’ This provoked, as Buckle puts it, ‘a wave of antagonism to ballet’. Duncan Harrison in the Evening News asked whether ‘ballet is in danger of being over-subscribed’. The Illustrated London News followed suit with Gilbert Harding declaring, ‘Ballet is a Bore’, before Alan Dent returned to the subject in the News Chronicle with the question, ‘Haven’t we had a little too much ballet?’ and the statement that ‘grown-ups who are too fond of ballet become pampered, fractious and silly, like children who have access to too many sweets’.9


If this was only a journalistic flutter, soon evaporating, it was also an early warning that ballet’s public image might be fading, and in the longer term, fault lines deeper than those caused by mere tedium emerged. Even if the doings of glamorous ballerinas such as Moira Shearer and Margot Fonteyn remained fodder for press interest – in the 1960s, Fonteyn’s partnership with the sensational Russian defector Rudolf Nureyev became a marquee attraction – several more powerful trends were edging ballet out of its spotlit cultural position and into the wings. It maintained a loyal and sizeable audience, a minority defined by a cordon sanitaire of prejudices. But ballet began to have a problem engaging serious adult interest – to the point at which, in 1963, the influential theatre critic Kenneth Tynan could bluntly write after seeing Fonteyn and Nureyev in Giselle, ‘As practised in Britain, [ballet] insults my intelligence and leaves my deeper sensibilities untouched.’10


One cause of the rot was the curse of respectability. Although the Ballets Russes had been startling, even transgressive in its frank physicality and aesthetic daring, by the 1940s the barriers had been broken and there was no more room to shock. Instead there was a retreat into the idea that ballet offered a safe haven for the polite and dainty, inhabited by revivals of nineteenth-century classics such as Giselle, Coppélia, Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty or The Nutcracker, all harking back to some lost Eden where courtly formality, tradition and hierarchy were framed by the red velvet curtain and the proscenium arch. The audience was swelled with enraptured ladies and their prim daughters turning their backs on a hard dirty rude world to live out dreams of swans and sylphs in virginal white tulle courted by slender princelings who attended to them with chivalrous deference. Attempts were made by the likes of Roland Petit in France, Kenneth MacMillan in England and Jerome Robbins in the USA to mess this fairy tale up and incorporate something closer to contemporary reality, but beyond a certain point they were hamstrung; how far could you get without spoken language and within the bounds of classical technique?


At the same time, and almost paradoxically, ballet became a scandal. Alongside these unimpeachable ladies – so the assumption ran – a conspiracy of decadent homosexuals congregated. ‘It cannot be denied that there is an alarming incidence of this form of perversion among male ballet dancers,’ wrote the prim (male) critic A. H. Franks in 1956. ‘I have known of perfectly normal youths entering a company and becoming perverted . . . and I have heard of certain choreographers and others in authority who will not give an opportunity to a young man unless he allows himself to be corrupted into their sexual persuasion.’11 This was something of a turnaround, because in the nineteenth century ballet had notoriously been the taste of lascivious males leching through their opera glasses at the nymphets in the corps de ballet. (When King Victor Emmanuel visited the Paris Opéra, he was overheard to enquire whether it was true that these creatures went without drawers while dancing. ‘If that is so,’ he sighed wistfully, ‘then earthly paradise is in store for me.’12) But in the twentieth century, as the exposure of female flesh became more familiar, the cult surrounding the eroticised physiques of charismatic male stars such as Vaslav Nijinsky and Serge Lifar grew more intense. The posthumous revelation of Diaghilev’s proclivities and his ‘close friendship’ with mad Nijinsky was a turning point – the first time that such relations had been openly discussed in print outside the context of a courtroom.


During the post-war years, in Britain and the USA especially, ballet suffered from the aggressive purge of homosexuality, provoked by the eugenic notion that the cultivation of a Boy Scout virility was the best defence against pollution of the nation’s stock. ‘Pansies’ would not fight, it was thought; they were limp-wristed and weak-blooded. Men with powdered faces wearing pink tights bulging at the crotch became a theme common to crude cartoons and dreary jeremiads in the popular press. The skinny tremulous weeds who ogled them were merely pathetic. Beware.


It is impossible to deny that ballet was a magnet to queerness in all its guises,13 and this book will be peppered with instances of it. In his memoir, John Drummond describes one exemplar – Monty Morris, a harmless Dickensian old thing, ‘very thin and extremely effeminate’, who




worked as clerk for the Inland Revenue and lived in Belsize Road, down the hill from Swiss Cottage, in a room stuffed with theatrical memorabilia. He collected everything and in a small back room were piles and piles of newspapers, magazines, and programmes waiting to be sorted out. His hobby was making scrapbooks . . . He was rather deaf by the 1960s, but still to be seen everywhere at the ballet, with his piercing blue eyes, Basque beret and high-pitched voice exclaiming with outrage or delight.14





But the profession wasn’t like that at all: and the majority of male ballet stars who emerged in the West between the end of the war and the 1960s – André Eglevsky, Igor Youskevitch, Edward Villella, Michael Somes, David Blair, Jean Babilée, Jacques d’Amboise – were married, verifiably (if in some cases not exclusively) heterosexual and robustly masculine in their stage personae. Unfortunately, this wasn’t enough to stop the sniggers, and it became a cause for embarrassment and suspicion for a male to display a penchant for either watching or participating in ballet, thus preventing a lot of boys from taking up training (the theme of the film and musical Billy Elliot). The stigma sadly remains current, if waning.


It does not, however, obtain in Russia, where the skill of dancing well has long been an honourable accomplishment of fighting men, exemplifying the military virtues of precision, stamina and strength. The gap between the male dancers of the Bolshoi Ballet and those of the Red Army’s virtuosic troupe is very small. (In Britain, one exceptional male social dancer was a naval man – Rear Admiral ‘Jacky’ Fisher (1841–1920), who had ‘boundless enthusiasm for dancing . . . everyone else had to dance too, and there were to be no exceptions. In case his partners might not be up to his high standards, or endure his pace, he took along with him one or two Midshipmen who were expected to dance with him.’15)


While ballet was being marginalised as decorative, vacuous and more than a bit suspect, it was also increasingly regarded as locked into an outmoded quasi-military obsession with symmetry and unity. Why the formality, why the straight lines? asked the new forces busily resisting pointe shoes and the tyranny of the barre. Schools of dance from other cultures abounded in the post-war years, with the African-American Katherine Dunham, the Indian kathakali master Ram Gopal, and the gypsy king of flamenco Antonio all making big splashes in London, Paris and New York. In every neighbourhood palais de danse, the rules and manners of Latin and ballroom dancing would yield to the gyrations of rock ’n’ roll, twisting, jiving, bopping and letting it all hang out. Contemporary culture was drawn to an ever-increasing degree of physical freedom and personal expression that seemed antagonistic to the antiquated laws of ballet.


Through the 1950s New York had led ‘modern dance’ forward through its self-appointed high priestess Martha Graham. Her troupe toured globally throughout the Cold War implicitly promoting American freedoms and showcasing her gravely austere choreography based on the idea of tension and release, and the natural pull of gravity. Then, in 1962, a Baptist church in Greenwich Village became the seedbed of an even more radical initiative called Judson Dance Theater, where Trisha Brown, Yvonne Rainer and Steve Paxton among others explored a radically different post-modernist aesthetic. Drawing on John Cage’s redefinition of what constitutes music and Merce Cunningham’s fascination with dance growing out of Zen, the I Ching and the operations of chance, Judson’s votaries built on basic human movements – walking, bending, jumping, running, stopping, starting – all organically combining into an anti-choreography that could accommodate the improvised, accidental and spontaneous detached from any intrinsic relation to music. In following this path, Judson left ballet behind, and some would say that it has never quite caught up.16


———


Diaghilev’s model – also the model of the Ballet Lermontov in The Red Shoes – was that of an internationally itinerant body of classically trained dancers managed by benevolent dictatorship. It presented a mixed repertory of classics and new work and was sustained by a volatile mixture of private patronage and the box office. By the 1960s, this hand-to-mouth principle was no longer financially viable. Subsidy, either in the European form of central treasury grants or the American form of tax relief to donors, had become the necessary foundation, and more regulated boardroom governance demanded a level of accountancy and accountability that Diaghilev would have pooh-poohed.


Ballet’s most venerable institutions – those with schools attached, such as the Kirov (now the Mariinsky) in Leningrad (now once more St Petersburg), La Scala in Milan, the Paris Opéra and the Royal Danish Theatre in Copenhagen – were paid for by the state and made part of an official high culture. It could be argued that they became sclerotic as a result, and certainly the creative force was with two much younger institutions based in London and New York: the Royal Ballet (until 1956 known as Sadler’s Wells Ballet) and New York City Ballet (until 1948, Ballet Society). Each of them was blessed with a resident great choreographer, Frederick Ashton and George Balanchine respectively, both born in 1904 and active from the mid-1920s through to the late 1970s. (Balanchine died in 1983; Ashton five years later.) They have been exhaustively studied. The fame and status of their home companies have dominated the histories, and neither needs to be extensively explained or honoured here. This book will take a longer and broader perspective, examining their roots rather than their achievements. A few words are necessary, however.


Ashton’s and Balanchine’s relationships to the aesthetics of the Ballets Russes were complex. They grew out of them and they grew away from them; indeed, in the respect that they variously incorporated, accepted, rejected and transcended them, they could serve as case studies of the peculiar creative neurosis proposed by the Freudian literary critic Harold Bloom as ‘the Anxiety of Influence’ – the influence being both positive and negative, creative and destructive.


Ashton was a nostalgist and a romantic: he looked back to the nineteenth century rather than forward into his own. Although he revered one of Diaghilev’s choreographers, Bronislava Nijinska, under whom he studied and whose poetics, according to his biographer Julie Kavanagh, he inherited, his artistic temperament was distinctly English in its emotional delicacy, quiet spirituality and pantomime humour. In works such as Sylvia, Ondine, The Two Pigeons and La Fille mal gardée, he revived the ethos of the ballets of the Paris Opéra that Diaghilev had disdained. He distrusted big stylistic or melodramatic statements and felt tender towards girlish prettiness, sometimes to a whimsical fault. His muse whispered to him gently; he believed in innocence.17


Balanchine, on the other hand, was full of complex knowledge. Emerging from Tsarist and Bolshevik Russia, Balanchine migrated via Europe to a democratic America. A rich mix! His education in St Petersburg bequeathed him a taste for imperial grandeur and its magnificent parades; later he became equally fascinated by the razzmatazz of Hollywood and Broadway that Diaghilev loathed. Balanchine was happy in several styles, but Ashton’s subtleties of mood and tone didn’t much interest him, and he prized form over feeling, cool wit over warm humour: ‘There are no mothers-in-law in ballet,’ he famously quipped in reference to its inability to communicate intricate narratives or peripheral relationships.


The principle of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and the companies that followed in its wake had been to indulge all the senses and let rip, so an older generation often found Balanchine’s more pellucid, unsentimental choreography heartlessly cerebral. This was not unfair: in parallel to Schoenberg’s theory of harmony, Balanchine had a certain ruthless instinct to strip away superfluities and ambiguities, to purify ballet of its trappings and restore the honour of its basics. In contrast to Diaghilev’s pursuit of the all-encompassing Gesamtkunstkwerk of Wagner’s philosophy, he honed ballet down to the elemental: dancing to music or, as he memorably put it, ‘See the music, hear the dance.’ A series of perfectly achieved works including The Four Temperaments, Agon and Stravinsky Violin Concerto fulfilled that injunction by reducing scenery and costume to a minimum – diamond studs in the ballerinas’ ears being their only concession to dazzle.18


The masterpieces of Ashton and Balanchine were ballet’s last great hurrah. With their passing, some vital spark was extinguished, to the point that Jennifer Homans, in her superb panoptic survey of four hundred years of the art, published in 2010, could conclude with a downbeat assertion that ballet is ‘dying’ and the admission that she finds it hard to see how its ‘decline’ could be ‘reversed’.19 A comparison over a longer historical period might be verse drama, which peaked in the seventeenth century, survived into the nineteenth and then had a weak rebirth in the twentieth.


But even if all ballet’s vocabulary has now been exhausted and its template can no longer yield anything but superficial surprises, it has continued to hold its own. Despite a slow shrinkage of scale and an increasingly cautious outlook caused by the diminution of state subsidy, companies on a traditional model are still functioning in most advanced economies. Over the last half-century or so, with the help of physiotherapy and sports science, dancers have been sustaining significantly longer careers with stronger and leaner bodies than ever before. An influx of young talents from South America and East Asia has swelled the ranks, compensating for a reduction in aspirants emerging from Caucasian cultures. Films such as Billy Elliot and Black Swan, set in versions of the ballet world even more fantasised than that of The Red Shoes, have made an impact. Kenneth MacMillan, John Cranko, Glen Tetley, John Neumeier, Jiří Kylián, Alexei Ratmansky, Justin Peck and Christopher Wheeldon are only a few of the choreographers who have continued to produce attractive, inventive and occasionally powerful work within relatively conventional boundaries. Beyond those limits, Maurice Béjart devised spectacles of staggering vulgarity that filled arenas in Europe and Matthew Bourne’s poppily colourful reinventions of the classics have delighted a large public that a hundred years previously would have filled the variety halls. All-male companies such as Ballet Boyz have questioned gender roles; new media have broadened access to unaccustomed audiences. Dancers trained in classical Indian disciplines such as Shobana Jeyasingh and Akram Khan have engaged in rewarding dialogues with Western ballet; and ‘modern dance’ practitioners led by William Forsythe, Mats Ek, Mark Morris, Wayne McGregor, Michael Clark, Crystal Pite and Pam Tanowitz have also shown how classical technique can enrich the simplicities of the Judson legacy. (Pina Bausch, a name with a very prominent reputation, belongs to an expressionist movement that has no deep relation to ballet.) And across every continent, hundreds of thousands of tickets continue to be sold annually on a commercial basis for a small collection of large-scale narrative works – fairy tales or romances, sanitised and perfumed – that have lasting appeal to conservative and largely female audiences.


So the end is not nigh, even though at the time of writing, we confront a vast unknown – the fall-out from the unprecedented hiatus in live performance caused by the coronavirus pandemic of 2020–22. Meanwhile we must assume that ballet will continue to be ministered to by its devoted following, keeping its niche in the smaller print on the cultural menu of major cities and benefiting from some exposure through the media.


What follows here is an account of an epoch when ballet nursed much bigger ambitions. Led from the front by its mastermind of an emperor, Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev, it set out from Russia to ravish the world.


For The Red Shoes, see the film as restored with commentaries on DVD (The Criterion Collection 44, 2009); Michael Powell, A Life in Movies, pp. 610–62; Adrienne McLean, ‘“The Red Shoes” Revisited’; Mark Connelly, The Red Shoes, Turner Classic Movie Guide; Monk Gibbon, The Red Shoes Ballet: A Critical Study. For Moira Shearer, see Karen Eliot, Dancing Lives, pp. 91–118. For more general history of ballet, see Malcolm McCormick and Nancy Reynolds, No Fixed Points: Dance in the Twentieth Century; Jennifer Homans, Apollo’s Angels; and Debra Craine and Judith Mackrell, The Oxford Dictionary of Dance. Robert Gottlieb (ed.), Reading Dance, is a superb anthology of the best writing about ballet and dance. For the modernist context, see Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years, passim; Christopher Butler, Early Modernism, passim, and Philip Hook, Art of the Extreme 1905–14, pp. 293–324.
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A quaint dusty fairy and her page, from the 1890
St Petersburg production of The Sleeping Beauty





In tribute to St Petersburg’s mighty river and Charles Dickens’s roistering eccentrics, they called themselves the Nevsky Pickwickians. A small fraternity of young men of the upper middle class – most of them old schoolfriends, half-heartedly studying law – they considered themselves a cut above their vulgar contemporaries, whose devotion to sports, drinking and womanising provoked them to scorn. Their own enthusiasms were more cerebral and dedicated to self-improvement of a romantic and aesthetic nature.


High-spirited and uproarious but passionately serious as only Russians can be, they met to debate the great issues of the day, the future of art, the mysteries of philosophy, advances in science. Politics they rather despised, but speech ran free, jovial minutes were kept and emotions rose fiercely in defence of truth. Whenever argument became too heated, it was the responsibility of bumbling Lev Rosenberg to ring a small bronze bell and call the meeting to order. This ritual was invariably ineffectual. ‘Shut up, you old Jew,’ the others would laughingly bellow,1 in an instance of the casual bantering racism commonplace in the 1890s, where this story begins in earnest.


‘Our tastes were still very far from being formed,’ one of their number later recalled. ‘We were enthusiastic about so many things: life was beautiful, so full of thrilling new discoveries that we could not afford the time to stop and criticise, even had we known how.’2 Yet there was much that they could experience only through the reports of foreign travellers, piano reductions of orchestral scores or articles in foreign journals. St Petersburg couldn’t be described as a backwater, but the new trends in London and Paris took time to arrive, and delay and distance gave Russian interest in them a peculiar perspective, a special glamour.


Four of this amiable outcrop of the Russian intelligentsia will play a significant part in the history of the Ballets Russes. Of these, Alexandre Benois, the natural president of the Nevsky Pickwickians, was the most sophisticated, cosmopolitan and erudite. As his name suggests, he was of French extraction – his grandfather a refugee from the 1789 Revolution, his father a well-respected architect. Their tales of the courtly culture of ancien régime Versailles fed Alexandre’s youthful imagination, leaving him with a penchant for rococo prettiness and gilded formality, offset by an equally intense fascination with the world of fairy tale and the supernatural. Throughout his long life – he died in 1960 – he would remain a romantic conservative, absorbed in the glories of the past and sceptical of shallow modern innovation. He seems to have been a very lovable man: warm-hearted and generous in temperament, devoted to his family and loyal to his friends, Benois was held in great affection and regarded as both an intellectual authority and as a moderating force on the more wayward personalities in the club.


Among these last was the diminutive and dapper Walter Nouvel, rarely seen without a cigar between his lips. Sharply intelligent and meticulously efficient, he was a musical connoisseur, altogether bullish in his views and on occasion hypercritical. Darkly handsome Dima Filosofov was less easy to read: the most overtly literary and intellectual of the group, neither expansive nor exuberant, and sometimes caustically satirical, he would later wander off into the fogs of Slavic mysticism. Benois’s friend Rosenberg was a late joiner. Bipolar, short-sighted and red-headed, secretly cursed with perverse sexual tastes, he was an upcoming art student, touched with genius as a colourist, who sought to disguise his Jewish origins by changing his name to Léon Bakst.


All of this oddly matched band were expert in the visual arts and worshipped the painting of the Old Masters. Yet they weren’t reactionaries: they also knew, by repute at least, about John Ruskin and William Morris and the Arts and Crafts movement; they were versed in the ideas of Nietzsche and Ibsen’s realist dramas; they venerated the figure of Richard Wagner, and longed to visit the Bayreuth Festival – every cultured young man’s dream holiday destination.


But Benois and Nouvel also had another more rarefied yet lowbrow enthusiasm: ballet. To their peers anywhere else in Europe, this would have been inexplicable. Scarcely afforded any status as an art form in its own right, ballet was regarded as ineffably silly, its only purpose that of feeding the erotic fantasies of lascivious old gents aroused by the sight of shapely young female legs beneath short skirts. The dancing was merely formulaic; the plots were infantile pantomimes with exotic settings devoid of dramatic coherence or emotional depth. At best it provided light relief in lumbering grand operas – as in Meyerbeer’s epic Le Prophète, in which a jaunty skating divertissement was dropped incongruously and anachronistically into the third act of a drama focused on the Anabaptist revolt of 1530. In sum, ballet had neither intellectual content nor aesthetic dignity.


But it had not always been thus. Like opera, the art form to which it was most closely linked, theatrical ballet had developed out of a Renaissance court culture that had created highly formalised mimed theatrical entertainments, grounded in French and Italian models of elegant gesture and graceful deportment. Drawing on these sources, the Milanese choreographer Carlo Blasis developed a theory, history and vocabulary of movement that he moulded into a treatise entitled The Code of Terpsichore, published in several languages in 1830. Defining purity of bodily line according to the aesthetics of classical sculpture and specifying technical exercises, it would remain the basis of ballet’s pedagogy and philosophy throughout the nineteenth century.


In the 1830s and 1840s, ballet had enjoyed a period in the limelight, as a succession of trail-blazing female dancers took the opera houses of Europe by storm. In long skirts of layered white tulle (also known as tarlatan), they impersonated disembodied ghostly maidens who haunted their earthly lovers. Most sensationally, they jumped – and their capacity to leave the ground and appear airborne became fundamental to their myth. Acclaimed in Paris, Milan, London and St Petersburg was the Swedish-Italian Marie Taglioni, who flitted and hovered ethereally through La Sylphide on pointe – an accomplishment facilitated by blocking the toe of her satin slipper with cotton wads. This innovation was soon emulated by Carlotta Grisi and others in Giselle, another ballet with a spooky scenario co-written by Théophile Gautier, the prince of French belletrists and devotee of the dance. In contrast to these weightless other-worldly fairies, the likes of Fanny Elssler, Fanny Cerrito and Lucile Grahn presented more fiery and earthy stage personalities – Spanish señoritas, Venetian courtesans, bandit gypsies.


The young blades and dandies of the time were infatuated with them all, if fiercely partisan over their relative merits: in Paris, they were said to jostle for the privilege of drinking champagne from darling Taglioni’s satin slipper; some fool in Russia stewed and chewed another of these fetishised objects, covering it in a sauce Taglioni; while at Balliol College, Oxford, W. G. Ward, an undergraduate of Falstaffian proportions (and subsequently a prominent Catholic theologian) would amuse friends in his rooms by giving ludicrously camp imitations of Taglioni’s will-o’-the-wisp pirouettes and dainty bourrées.3


The fashion did not run deep and would not survive the mid-century – the next generation of stars shone less brightly, and the storylines came to seem preposterously insipid. ‘Ballet is dead and gone,’ mourned Charles Dickens in his magazine All the Year Round in 1864. That may have been a journalistic exaggeration but, by the 1880s, it was certainly looking desiccated, as poor wizened Madame Taglioni, once the toast of the town, was reduced to teaching daughters of the aristocracy how to curtsey. In London, the programming of a whole evening of ‘serious’ ballet was out of the question: aside from its peripheral role in opera, it featured chiefly as a course on the menu in the music-halls, providing an interlude of cavorting between the conjurors and the stand-ups.


Scandalous cases of wretched girls in the corps de ballet prostituting themselves to supplement their pitiful wages were a staple of the tabloid press and scarcely helped the profession’s reputation. In Paris, only the most strait-laced even raised an eyebrow at the idea of these vulnerable creatures being up for hire to smart young men with a laissez-passer to the notorious backstage foyer de la danse. The girls knew the deal, and nobody of any intelligence took an interest in the quality of their dancing, let alone in what they danced. A lucky few ended up ‘protected’ by members of the aristocracy. (Taglioni became the Comtesse de Voisins, though the marriage swiftly collapsed.)


From Milan eventually came something that woke everyone up, when, in 1881, the Teatro alla Scala staged the première of a blockbuster extravaganza – and it really was exactly that – called Excelsior. The conception of a flamboyant figure called Luigi Manzotti, who was blessed with a Busby Berkeley talent for organising dancers into lines and arranging them into patterns, Excelsior was easy to perform (the skills required by the mass of participants were on the level of parade-ground drill) and relied for its impact on accumulation of numbers and regular changes of colourful scenery. In place of the previously ubiquitous picturesque pantomimes and dainty pastorales, it introduced a more robust note of contemporary realism. Framed by a battle between the Spirits of Darkness and Light, Excelsior passed through a series of animated tableaux symbolically illustrating the triumphantly inexorable March of Civilisation – the latter represented by backcloths or unfurling panoramas depicting such contemporary wonders as Brooklyn Bridge, the Suez Canal and the Mont Cenis tunnel. In the manner of the hit musicals of our own day, this show would continue to tour Europe until the First World War, and its influence on popular taste was profound. In London, for instance, it set a model for two leading West End variety theatres, the Alhambra and the Empire, where big-budget ‘up-to-date ballets’ – such as The Sports of England (cricket, polo, Derby Day, etc.), Our Army and Navy and Chicago (depicting scenes from the World’s Fair of 1893) – became major tourist attractions and money-spinners.


Milan also replenished Europe’s stock of dancers, as teachers faithful to Carlo Blasis’s principles in the school attached to La Scala turned out a succession of technically dazzling ballerinas groomed to make lucrative international careers. Key to their success, in contrast to the softer feminine appeal of Taglioni’s generation, was a virtuosic ability to turn fast on pointe – a feat that would soon become a cliché, enshrined in the execution of thirty-two consecutive fouettés, in which one leg whips round the other (as in the coda to the pas de deux in the third act of Swan Lake). At the Alhambra or the Empire or its Parisian equivalent, the Eden, exponents of this accomplishment were paid handsomely and wildly applauded, smiling sweetly and displaying a long expanse of leg as they revolved like human spinning-tops.4


Nowhere, however, did these Milanese ballerinas radiate more glamour or command larger fees than St Petersburg, a city that had always fed its culture on expensive Western imports. Virginia Zucchi was the most significant of their number: a pupil of Blasis, she had toured all the European capitals before she arrived in St Petersburg in the mid-1880s. For three seasons – until she was banished after an amorous liaison cast her into the tsar’s disfavour – she reigned on the stage of the imperial Mariinsky Theatre, extending the possibilities of the art of ballet beyond mere poppycock. What distinguished her wasn’t so much her athleticism as an intensely vivid personality – to even the most vapid aquatint of a plot she brought an urgency and sincerity that could make it seem emotionally authentic. Ballet girls emulated her example and teenage fans such as Benois and Nouvel were infatuated, laying down their coats for her to walk over when she emerged from the stage door.


Ballet in Russia was a politically sensitive institution. Personally owned by the tsar, the Mariinsky – originally called, like its junior sister in Moscow, the Bolshoi – was directly managed as a department of the court. This degree of absolute direct control had both positive and negative effects. It meant that ballet had kept its dignity in ways that it hadn’t in London or Paris, and nobody worried about box-office receipts – state funding was lavish. Standards were religiously maintained and the dancers were motivated by a fierce, almost regimental pride in their own integrity and excellence. But the school that fed students into its ranks taught an inflexible curriculum, and the preferences and prejudices of the imperial family could not be breached or even challenged. The entire institution was inert: although free of the taint of vulgar gimmickry that had corrupted it in the West, it was preserved in aspic and constrained by protocol, indelibly associated with the old order at a time when liberal ideas were in the ascendant.


One important tradition maintained in Russia but entirely lost elsewhere was the masculinity of ballet. In London, the male dancer had long been considered irrelevant: men might impersonate elderly or comic characters or perform acrobatic tumbles, but the roles of handsome prince or boyish suitor ‘who rescued the female lead, captained the army, initiated the romance or arranged the seduction’ were invariably taken by transvestite women, in the manner of the principal boys of pantomime.5 In Paris, male dancers might also be tolerated as porters for the ballerinas, scene-swelling attendants and elderly nonentities, but no more. In a parliamentary debate on the budget for the Opéra in 1891, one wag suggested that money could be saved by replacing them with bus drivers and paying them accordingly.6


In St Petersburg, however, red-blooded young men in tights still danced uninhibitedly – a persistence that can be ascribed partly to the role played by dancing in the training and culture of the army, alongside fencing and drill. (Tolstoy offers wonderful evidence of this in War and Peace, where the hussar Denisov dazzles Natasha with his brilliant mazurka.) And although ballerinos commanded none of the attention afforded the ballerinas, this would have considerable artistic consequences.


Men ruled the roost in other respects, of course – not least in the auditorium. Ballet in St Petersburg was at the mercy of a coterie of male connoisseurs – staunchly reactionary arbiters of taste, sticklers for detail and fantastically well informed, but at some level mere voyeurs as well. ‘In Imperial Russia, balletomania was by way of being a definite polite career, alternative to the Army and Navy or Diplomacy. Such and such an émigré, wishing to account for his social worth, will tell you that his father was a great general, a great statesman or indifferently a great balletomane.’7 In the words of Anatole Chujoy, ‘The Russian balletomanes were a class by themselves, a tightly knit group of people, most conservative in politics and artistic taste, who considered ballet their private domain and who resented anything that might change their status, whether it came from within or without the theatre.’8 The memoir of Vladimir Telyakovsky, the Mariinsky’s long-serving director and a reformist, recalls his struggles against their poisonous attitudes and describes their arrogant behaviour, still all too familiar in the halls of high culture:




They did not go . . . to the smoking rooms where plain mortals and simple ballet lovers gathered. During each intermission they congregated in the study of the chief of theatre police, where they stood or sat about . . . even on the desk and windowsills . . . At these gatherings the balletomanes usually talked very loudly . . . the conversation would begin with an analysis of the act just seen, and of course, the discussion concerned almost exclusively the female personnel . . . [appraising] in detail her legs and feet (for size and form), shoulders, waist, her whole figure, her face, smile, manner of holding her arms, balance at the end of a pas, self-control, confidence.


Having finished with the dancers, the balletomanes would turn to actions and orders of the ballet administration, including the management and the Director himself . . . By disposition and persuasion the balletomanes were monarchists, adherents to the past, to imaginary traditions, actually to routine. They were very little interested in science and the arts and understood them still less. They especially shunned new music and painting.9





Intimately connected to the court and the press, impregnably colonising the front rows of the stalls and eagle-eyed through their opera glasses, this formidable coterie of whiskery elderly gentlemen – with impressive names and pedigrees, such as Prince Vladimir Argutinsky-Dolgoruky, General Nikolai Bezobrazov, Sergei Nikoliaevitch Kudekhov, Konstantin Apollonovich Skalkovsky – made their opinions not only known but felt as they brokered reputations, promotions and dismissals. They can be called the first true balletomanes and they were not a force for good.


The theatre was otherwise filled with subscribers from the upper echelons of society, members of exclusive clubs and fashionable regiments, with royalty and nobility occupying the central tiers of boxes. There was scant room for the commercial classes or the casual visitor, and perhaps those levels of the bourgeoisie made little demand for tickets to an entertainment that they would not have encountered or appreciated. Crammed into the gallery at the top of the auditorium, however, were some two hundred of the younger intelligentsia, also predominantly male – Nevsky Pickwickians Benois and Nouvel among them. More than half were students, but there were also ‘functionaries from the numerous ministries and other government offices, bank and office clerks’ and ‘a scattering of unidentifiable men in their thirties whom we, the students, suspected of being members of the secret police’.10


As passionate and erudite as the hardliners in the stalls but ready to imagine a ballet beyond the ritual observances, they held the keys to its future. What were they all watching, why were they so enchanted and who was in charge on stage?


Since the mid-century, the dominant creative figure had been a Frenchman, Marius Petipa, born in 1818 into a family of dancers. Himself a performer of some note, he arrived in St Petersburg in 1847 as squire to the dazzling Fanny Elssler. Realising that ballet in Europe was in decline, he decided to stay in Russia and developed his talent as choreographer or ‘ballet master’, as such professionals were then generally known.11 Having seen off his compatriot fellow émigrés Jules Perrot and Arthur Saint-Léon, Petipa would dominate the imperial ballet into the twentieth century, despite never mastering more than pidgin Russian. Not a particularly nice man – his sketchy, score-settling volume of memoirs is positively bilious in tone as well as crowing with self-congratulation – he was something of a womaniser and as he became older and crabbier, he wasn’t much liked. But he was a master of his craft, steadily productive and ready to provide what was required.


To say he relied on a formula would be unjust, but from what survives of his creations, a template does emerge: a love story in an exotic picture-book setting, evolving through a four-act structure that allows for contrast of mood and the introduction of elements of visionary fantasy or supernatural agency; a central role for a ballerina dancing on pointe, alternating regal lyricism with scintillating virtuosity, and supported from a distance by a politely attentive and self-deprecatory male admirer; a grand culminating pas de deux for the lovers, in which an opening slow section would be followed by two solos and a fast coda featuring applause-begging jumps and turns; shorter but technically challenging solos for secondary figures; and pleasingly symmetrical ensembles, known as ballabili, for a large corps de ballet, requiring the precise execution of a military drill. All these were Petipa’s trademarks from La Fille du pharaon in 1862 to Raymonda in 1898, and they seem to have evolved only minimally. Petipa made choreography liquid architecture, its geometry framed by the proscenium arch in three-dimensional perspective and its intricately kaleidoscopic manoeuvres worked out through the deployment of papier-mâché figurines that he moved tactically across a board like toy soldiers in a war game.


His style was in essence that of his French education in the vocabulary of courtly grace and elegance, based on the slow unfolding of curved arms, proud head, and pliantly feline neck and shoulders, but inflected with the sharper, flashier edge of the Italians and enabled by shorter bell-shaped skirts (allowing more display of female leg) and more efficient blocked shoes (powering sharper, swifter turns, among other things). There’s some guesswork involved here, because the great bulk of Petipa’s work has been lost or passed down in corrupted form before it was accurately notated, but there are some important survivals too. One such is the ‘Shades’ ballabile from La Bayadère (1877), in which a long succession of ghostly girls in identical white tutus repeatedly executes a chaste arabesque as they descend a ramp and step by step create a perfect shimmering formation on the stage – the simplest of rituals, but a visual mantra that becomes sublimely mesmerising in its suggestion of the infinite.


Coherent narrative, let alone plausible realism, was never Petipa’s forte, and the plots of his ballets are generally vacuous. He was also handicapped by third-rate scores, rhythmically emphatic and thumpingly tuneful but redolent of the circus ring, and cranked out to strict order by hack composers. But Petipa hardly champed at the bit or longed to experiment. He had no desire to shock or even educate the audience’s taste; he aimed merely to please it.


Only once did he seriously raise his game, in a work that continues to rank as the summit of classical ballet. First performed in 1890, Spyashchaya krasavitsa – The Sleeping Beauty – is based on the fairy tale La Belle au bois dormant by the seventeenth-century French writer Charles Perrault. Compared with some of the ridiculous scenarios that Petipa had previously used, it was a model of clear, simple story-telling and historically accurate period detail: a fantasy, yes, but not a silly one.


The setting served as an implicit homage to the tsar by its depiction of the court of an absolute yet benevolent (albeit ineffectual) monarch – the ballet was bookended by tableaux of the sixteenth-century High Renaissance and the baroque classicism of Louis XIV’s era, accurately reproducing all the panoply and pageantry of his court at Versailles. But it also appealed to the popular taste for pantomime escapism and imitated traits of the current hit Excelsior in hinging on a battle between the forces of good (the Lilac Fairy) and evil (Carabosse), as well as an episode in which a series of picture-postcard landscapes unfurled in a rolling panorama. Visually the result was almost sickeningly lavish, with settings designed and executed by a pool of in-house scene-painters, and a cast of over two hundred dancers, swelled by background rows of children and supernumeraries.


The Sleeping Beauty didn’t set out to break new ground: it was conservative rather than revolutionary, a pure statement of an aesthetic language governed by an ideology of order, hierarchy and deference. Within that frame, Petipa did what he always did, constructing dance embroidered with all his customary tropes and creating for the imported Italian ballerina Carlotta Brianza the wonderfully varied title role of Aurora – a character who is all teenage sparkle in the first act, all veiled mystery in the second, all regal grandeur in the third.


But what elevated The Sleeping Beauty and inspired Petipa to his best was music of a richness and subtlety that he had never previously confronted. Its composer was Tchaikovsky, then at the height of his fame and powers (his next composition would be his operatic masterpiece The Queen of Spades). The task of writing for ballet might have been seen as something a little infra dig – the equivalent of writing for soap opera today – but fifteen years earlier, Tchaikovsky had tried his hand with Swan Lake (which sunk into obscurity until Petipa and his lieutenant Lev Ivanov overhauled it in 1895) and he knew the form. Despite his eminence, Tchaikovsky didn’t baulk at Petipa’s habit of dictating to his composers exactly what he wanted through a script explaining the action proposed and specifying the number of bars, tempos, metres and mood. In fact, this straitjacket seems ironically to have liberated him – this is music of incomparable dramatic vividness and melodic fecundity that imaginatively inhabits the narrative and paints the scene.


What also motivated him was that the commission came from the cultured hands of the Mariinsky’s enlightened director Ivan Vsevolozhsky, a former civil servant who had lived in Paris and who was quietly determined to purge the institution of its corrosive complacency and jobsworth obstinacy. It was Vsevolozhsky – patient, tactful, dogged, Petipa’s ally – who conceived and produced the entire Sleeping Beauty project, as well as designing many of the costumes.


The initial reception was mixed. The unprecedented sophistication of Tchaikovsky’s music and the absence of the usual fiddle-faddle on stage affronted some of the more conventional balletomanes in the front stalls. The overall effect was just so much better than anything to which they had become accustomed. At least one prescient critic saw it as ‘a triumph of the art in which music, dance and painting are combined’, and The Sleeping Beauty soon turned into a massive success, appealing beyond the regular audience and recognised by those who knew as Petipa’s supreme achievement.


It became one of those shows that changed people’s lives and tastes. The Nevsky Pickwickians were captivated by its spell. Léon Bakst remembered that it made him live ‘in a magic dream for three hours, intoxicated with fairies and princesses, splendid palaces flowing with gold, in the enchantment of the old tale’.12 Walter Nouvel and Alexandre Benois saw it as often as they could, once six times in a week and once twice in a day. ‘There was something in it that I had somehow always been waiting for,’ Benois wrote, as bewitched by Tchaikovsky’s music as others of his generation were by Wagner’s. Looking back some fifty years later, he recalled how it ‘had awakened in a group of Russian youths a fiery enthusiasm that developed into a kind of frenzy’. More soberly, he asserted that




The delight in Sleeping Beauty returned me to ballet in general, to that towards which I had grown cool, and I passed this rekindled passion to all my friends, who gradually became true balletomanes. Thus was created one of the basic conditions which prompted us a few years later to become active in the same sphere, and this activity gained for us worldwide success. I hardly err if I say that . . . if I had not infected my friends with my enthusiasm, then there would have been no Ballets Russes and all the balletomania to which they gave birth.13





———


One day in 1890, Dima Filosofov’s country cousin arrived in St Petersburg from the distant city of Perm to study law. His name was Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev and he was keen to ingratiate himself with the exclusive band of Nevsky Pickwickians. The latter were sceptical at first of this brash young man, rather too pleased with himself and clearly determined to cut a dash in the big city. He was a puzzle, uncouth and rather too rawly Russian in style for these Westernised Petersburgers. He looked odd too, his square head being too big for his body and a striking badger-like patch of white streaking his thick black hair. His eyes were soulful, with an expression often compared to that of a bulldog, but his temperament was exuberant: when he laughed, his vast mouth opened like a cavern. Nobody ever saw him read a book. ‘We thought him inferior to us,’ wrote Walter Nouvel, ‘and we treated him with a certain marked superiority.’14 Benois sneered that he seemed ‘completely indifferent to spiritual questions and the basic problems of existence’, quite aside from his ‘bad taste’ for the music of Verdi and Massenet. But he did come over strong.15 ‘His constant animation,’ Nouvel continued, ‘his volubility and the facility with which he expressed himself, his deep booming voice – all denoted a vitality that was infectious. At the same time there was about him something definitely provincial. He lacked that ease and aplomb that distinguished the young man about town.’16


Serge de Diaghilev, as he affectedly styled himself, was particularly interested in Benois. One day, walking together in the country, they rested from the heat, lounging under a tree. The conversation about Russian music had become somewhat stilted when Diaghilev for no evident reason suddenly flung himself on top of Benois, playfully ‘punching and pummelling’ him and roaring with laughter. The strait-laced and refined Benois – educated to have ‘a hearty contempt for anything that savoured of what was later called physical culture’ – was appalled.17 With a yell, he shook his attacker off. So who was this impulsive, excitable creature, and what did he want?


Diaghilev had been born into the upper middle class of landed gentry in 1872. His father Pavel Pavlovich was at that time serving in the cavalry as a colonel and would rise to the rank of major general. His mother died shortly after his birth, and Pavel soon after married Yelena, a generous-hearted woman who would become Serge’s adored stepmother and give birth to Serge’s two half-brothers Yuri and Valentin – all three of them reared on an equal footing in a generally contented domestic atmosphere. ‘Never say “I can’t”,’ Yelena told the young Serge. “When people want to, they can.’18 It was advice that he heeded.


The Diaghilev family fortunes were precarious, and one can imagine Chekhov wryly recording their wayward course in one of his short stories. Serge’s earliest years were largely spent in St Petersburg but, in 1878, Pavel returned to Perm in an effort to sort out the family’s vodka distillery business. (Another Chekhovian link is that Perm is the city that the dramatist imagined as the setting of Three Sisters.) Pavel’s own father had made his fortune out of vodka and become a liberal philanthropist on the proceeds, endowing many public buildings and good causes in the city. Unfortunately, he had then turned manically religious (swallowing crucifixes, according to report) and when changes in the laws relating to the sale of alcohol made vodka less profitable, bankruptcy loomed. Pavel, quixotic and irresponsible by nature, was not the man to sort things out.


Perm was somewhere and nowhere, the capital of a sparsely populated area the size of Austria, over a thousand miles to the east of St Petersburg and inaccessible by train or road. Situated at the foot of the Ural mountains, the city owed its reputation not to its smokestack industries but to its notoriety as the hub from which all convicts began the last leg of their horrific journey to the Siberian prison camps. The sight of these wretches trudging through the main street in chains was so frequent and commonplace that nobody did more than shrug, and even though the Diaghilevs held mildly progressive views (they had never owned serfs), none of their correspondence makes mention of it.


Theirs was a handsome and substantial town house of twenty rooms or so in the centre of the city. Perm was not noted for its high culture, but the Diaghilevs held regular musical soirées for the gentry, at which a small amateur orchestra and school choir supplemented the usual post-prandial songs and parlour tinkling. No doubt there was much talk of the greater glamour of St Petersburg, where Pavel and Yelena had been a well-connected couple – Yelena’s sister had married a nephew of Tchaikovsky, who became a familiar of their circle, and little Serge called him uncle. (Later he liked to romanticise and exaggerate the extent of this relationship.)


The boy showed facility if not talent for music: he had piano lessons, developed a pleasant singing voice and made a tentative stab at composition. Nothing marked him out intellectually, but he was well enough educated, acquiring fluent French and adequate German and impressing his classmates with his sophisticated knowledge of literature and the theatre. Long summer holidays were spent in an idyllic dacha, and Serge’s can be counted a happy childhood, throughout which the two most important people were his stepmother and his babushka nanny, in whose affections he basked: relations with his fun but feckless father would remain somewhat distant though never hostile.
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