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To Gareth Jones and Dr. Li Wenliang who gave their lives to report the truth, as well as to the millions of other victims of communism, known and unknown, from poison, disease, and other means. May God hold them one and all, including warmly our dear friends, in the hollow of his hand.


To our children and grandchildren—may they grow up in the world of Anna Pavlova and Liu Xiaobo, not the world of Stalin, Putin, and Xi.


There are others from China and Russia who assisted in the creation, research, writing, and editing of this book. Because of the reach and ruthlessness of the Putin and Xi governments and the contents of this book, their names are not mentioned here. There would be no book, however, without them. They are truly (like Anna Pavlova, Gareth Jones, and Dr. Li Wenliang) what Emily Brontë called “chainless souls.” Marxism, because of the hypocrisy implicit in an irrational system which claims to promote equality but actually ends in slavery and the rule of tyrants like Stalin, Putin, and Xi, necessarily requires deniable and anonymous weapons of death like poisons and bioweapons to eliminate opponents and truth tellers. And so, there are casualties in Marxism’s century-long war on free thought. Artists, religious figures, writers, poets, actresses, and even dancers die inexplicably of mysterious causes or simply disappear forever. But standing aside history are always new free thinkers who will sacrifice their lives for the truth. God protect them one and all. Our thanks to them.


This is the story of brave souls who were lights illuminating the road to the great pandemic. Marxism could not debate or control them, so it killed them with deniable weapons. The story would not be known without these truth-tellers.


“Yes, as my swift days near their goal:


’Tis all that I implore;


In life and death a chainless soul,


With courage to endure.”


—Emily Brontë, “The Old Stoic”











“God is on your side? Is he a conservative? The Devil is on my side, he’s a good communist.”1


—Joseph Stalin to Winston Churchill


1943 Tehran Conference


As he was being taken to jail ostensibly for failing to report to Russian law enforcement while in critical condition from a Putin-directed poisoning, Russian reformer Alexei Navalny said, “Putin’s only method is killing people. He pretends to be a great geopolitician [but] he will go down in history as a [miserable little] poisoner.”2


—Alexei Navalny


February 3, 2021


“For more than a year, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has systematically prevented a transparent and thorough investigation of the COVID-19 pandemic’s origin, choosing instead… deceit and disinformation….”3


—United States Department of State Fact Sheet


January 15, 2021


“When Vice Premier Sun Chunlan visited [Wuhan]… she was heckled. Some residents shouted “It’s all fake!” from their apartment windows.”4


—Wall Street Journal


January 22, 2021













CHAPTER ONE Pavlova’s Candle in the Wind



The Dying Swan


The Dying Swan is a four-minute solo dance which was choreographed by the great Russian dancer Mikhail Fokine with one ballerina in mind. That dancer was Anna Pavlova, still widely regarded as the greatest of all ballerinas, who performed The Dying Swan over four thousand times, from Paris to New York, from Mexico to Australia.


Grainy film from the silent era gives us a glimpse of Anna Pavlova on stage. As the swan, Pavlova raises her tremulous arms and gazes upward, as if begging the heavens for her life. Her arms wave and flutter, only for her to be pulled, time and again, to the ground by her failing body. A contemporary French critic wrote, “faltering with irregular steps toward the edge of the stage—leg bones quiver like the strings of a harp—by one swift forward-gliding motion of the right foot to earth, she sinks on the left knee—the aerial creature struggling against earthly bonds; and there, transfixed by pain, she dies.”1


The Dying Swan touches the thin line between life and death, between the spiritual and the physical. It is to some a tragic funeral dance of death, to others a dance at the gate to resurrection. For Anna Pavlova, Fokine, and other Russian exiles, it became a way to memorialize the life they had known in their Russia, before the Bolshevik Revolution. By 1930, the performance had also become for these expatriates a way of grieving for a homeland in which so many friends, so many artists, and so many faceless millions were being shot or starved to death by the regime of Joseph Stalin.


It was also an act of resistance, both to commemorate those dead and to carry on the culture of the old Russia that Stalin labored to destroy at home and abroad. Anna and her coterie of Russian exiles knew that Stalin’s wrath did not end at the border. Around Europe, Russian artists, performers, and impresarios who had defied the regime by refusing summons to return to the Soviet Union were dying from mysterious causes. Healthy people, in the prime of their lives, were suddenly taking ill and dying within hours.


This book is more than a history of these exiled Russian artists and their persecution by Stalin. It is the examination of historical and current mysteries with the tools of the detective and an attorney’s eye for evidence that seals guilt. More than once, Anna Pavlova told her friends that a “sword of Damocles” hung over her head. Just before Christmas, 1930, an audience packed into the Golders Green Hippodrome in London to watch Pavlova perform The Dying Swan. Pavlova likely also danced her own great ballet composition Autumn Leaves set to the music of Chopin, describing a beautiful flower killed by the evil North Wind.


It was to be the last public dance by history’s greatest ballerina.2


The Mysterious Death of Anna Pavlova


Pavlova died in the early morning hours of January 23, 1931, at age forty-nine. Hers was the first of many deaths of great diva celebrities in the twentieth century—Jean Harlow, Marilyn Monroe, Lady Diana—spectacles that left the public both enchanted and grieving. Though largely forgotten in popular memory today, the death of Anna Pavlova shocked the world.


Her death, as Churchill’s description of Russia itself, was a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. Pavlova had been in Paris for several days rehearsing for her 1931 tour of European countries and the United States.3 After taking lunch in her hotel room, Pavlova boarded a train for the Netherlands, where she was scheduled to appear at The Hague. She became ill soon after departure. She struggled to breathe, and her lungs began to fill with fluid.4 Once in her room at the Hotel Des Indes in The Hague, Pavlova sent for her personal physician from Paris, who joined the Dutch physicians who hovered over her.5 Although she told the doctors and her husband, Victor D’André, that she had been “poisoned” by the food in Paris, no one took her words seriously.6 Instead, her doctors treated her for pneumonia. When that failed, they treated her for bacterial blood poisoning.7 As the doctors failed to find a cause, they were reduced to treating symptoms. Despite their efforts, injecting her with serum and draining fluid from her lungs, nothing they did helped.8 With death closing in, Anna Pavlova made her company swear to go forward with the scheduled opening performance of her tour on the following night. Around midnight, she called for the costume that she had worn so many times as the dying swan.9 Too weak to speak further, she raised her hand as if making the sign of the cross, and died.


On the following night, true to her company’s promise and her command, the show went on before a weeping audience. Anna’s part was played by no one; a spotlight followed her marks on the stage. And when Anna’s signature Dying Swan was played with the spotlight shining where she should have stood, the audience, led by the king and queen of Belgium, was moved to tears. Royals and commoners stood as one, openly crying.


The death of Anna Pavlova was front-page news all over the world—except in the Soviet Union, which earnestly ignored the fact that the most famous daughter of Russia had just died. Her sudden death was mysterious enough to provoke a Dutch police investigation, which yielded nothing except the clearing of her husband who had been in London when she first became ill.10 The fact that such an alibi was required for Victor D’André demonstrates that the Dutch detectives believed there was reason to suspect Pavlova’s death was a homicide. Various unlikely causes for her death were proposed. She had stood briefly in the rain a few days before her death. Perhaps that had caused an unknown respiratory ailment? Her death was ultimately ascribed to pleurisy. That she suffered from inflammation of the lungs was certain. But these were fatal symptoms without a certain cause. As recently as 1996, the Dutch surrealist artist and writer Jean Thomassen dealt with Pavlova’s mysterious death, concluding it could not have been pneumonia and instead ascribing the death to contaminated surgical instruments which caused blood poisoning.11


Pavlova’s London mansion, Ivy House, and her costumes were auctioned off to the highest bidder. Famous for populating her estate’s lake with swans, Anna had a favorite: her devoted swan Jack who loved Anna, fiercely guarded her, and was often photographed with her at Ivy House. He disappeared after Anna’s death. Anna passed into legend, the subject of a biography by the great ballerina Margot Fonteyn and an inspiration to a legion of little girls, including Audrey Hepburn.12 Homages to Anna Pavlova are many, such as “Fred’s Steps,” a ballet sequence created by Sir Frederick Ashton, head of the Royal Ballet, commemorating his inspiration in 1917 at age thirteen in Lima, where he saw Pavlova perform.13 From time to time, dancers and admirers of many nations find their way to Ivy House. They leave flowers and notes. Even now, nearly ninety years after her exit, the great, now legendary, Pavlova is invariably included in lists of history’s greatest dancers—usually at the top.


Ashes and Porcelain


The Golders Green Hippodrome, once advertised by a marquee gaudy with electric bulbs, is now a Protestant megachurch. Anna Pavlova is interred a five-minute walk away at the Golders Green Garden and Crematorium in the north of London. The twelve-acre Garden of Rest, which surrounds the crematorium, is among the most beautiful cemeteries in London, planted nearly one hundred years ago by the garden designer William Robinson. Designed primarily in a wild English cottage garden style, but with a Japanese garden pond and impressive monuments, it includes almost five hundred British dead from the First World War.


The ashes of many of England’s most famous entertainers also rest there, including writer H. G. Wells, actors Peter Sellers and Sir Cedric Hardwicke, and musician and drummer Keith Moon of The Who. Except for the rather dreary Communist Corner (reserved for leaders of Britain’s Communist Party), Golders Green is a lighter and happier place for internment than under a stepping stone in the dark shadows of Westminster Abbey.


On a shelf in a niche sits a marble urn containing the ashes of Anna Pavlova. It is marked only with her name in Russian and English and an inscription of the date of her death. In contrast to many pretentious statues like that of a dour Sigmund Freud, Pavlova’s urn is joined only by a beautiful porcelain swan protectively guarding her ashes and a porcelain ballerina representing a dancer at final rest. These simple objects were once accompanied by the ballet slippers in which she danced around the world, but these and much else were stolen long ago.


A visitor cannot help but feel a sadness tinged with rage over Pavlova’s ashes, the feeling of a great dance performance prematurely interrupted. Walk to Ivy House, where Pavlova established her ballet school and appeared in pictures worldwide with her pugnacious but protective swan Jack, and one will find a bronze statue depicting Pavlova as a ballerina en pointe, arms outstretched and looking up as if about to fly to a far different place than Golders Green.14


For decades, the Russian government sought the return of Pavlova’s ashes, as it had once pursued Pavlova herself in life and later, her estate.15 Recently a publication of the Russian government picturing Pavlova’s ashes described her as first among the most famous and greatest of Russians whose remains are still located outside of Russia.16 In 2000, Russian officials, joined by Dutch Pavlova fans, were within a few days of transporting her ashes to Moscow when Pavlova’s friends and relatives succeeded in blocking the transfer. Moscow was a city with little connection to Pavlova, who had danced with the long-gone Imperial Ballet in the once great Mariinsky Theater in Saint Petersburg, then the center of the ballet world.17


Pavlova’s friends and admirers in Hollywood, where she had visited and briefly starred in a silent film, mourned her mysterious death the following year on film. The Grand Hotel (1932) is centered around the story of a doomed Russian ballerina, clearly patterned after and inspired by Pavlova. Only the great Greta Garbo could play the ballerina, whose lover in the movie was Anna’s close personal friend John Barrymore. At the film’s end, the ballerina goes to the Vienna train to meet Barrymore, who, unbeknownst to her, has been murdered. She is clearly doomed as well, but her precise end in the movie is left a mystery, as in life. The Grand Hotel won the 1932 Academy Award for Best Picture, but no other awards—the only film ever to do so. Perhaps this recognition was the Academy’s way of underscoring unanswered questions. Like The Grand Hotel’s mystery, Pavlova’s friends and admirers insisted that her death was as much a mystery as a misfortune.


Destruction of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour


As Anna Pavlova was dying, Stalin was planning the destruction of the most renowned church in the Christian Orthodox world, Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Saviour. Next to Pavlova, it was the clearest symbol to the world of Old Russia, and thus a threat to Stalin’s campaign to erase Russia’s historic culture and replace it with Soviet agitprop.18 Situated near the Kremlin with a vast golden dome visible throughout the city, the church was built to commemorate the salvation of Russia from Napoleon. It was designed in the style of the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, the center of the Christian Orthodox world for a thousand years until its conquest by the Turks in 1453. The 1812 Overture by Tchaikovsky was first written and performed for the church’s completion. Through the hunger and grief of World War I and the trauma of the Bolshevik revolution, the great golden dome of the church on Moscow’s skyline reminded all of both another time and the promise of future redemption. A month after Anna died in The Hague in January 1931, the Soviet security organ, OPGG, planned for workers in Moscow to quickly remove the golden dome before demolishing the church.19 With this demolition, Stalin believed that even the memory of Old Russia and the hope for a future reversion to religion would disappear. Stalin was, of course, disastrously wrong. The church was rebuilt, almost identically, by the Russian Orthodox Church between 1995 and 2000.


There is no evidence that anyone outside Russia at the time connected the two events—the mysterious death of the world’s greatest ballerina in The Hague and the ensuing destruction of Russia’s greatest church in Moscow—even though they involved the loss of two of the most important symbols of historic Russia. To understand the how and why of Pavlova’s mysterious death, it is necessary to understand the connection between these events and what Pavlova’s life represented to Russia and the world. To solve the mystery of her premature death, it is necessary to understand the dark motives of the dictator Stalin.


The Great Cathedral was an obvious, even necessary, target for Stalin and his regime. It was visible from many windows in the Kremlin, that rambling, ancient collection of palaces and buildings built by the Romanov dynasty. In an office there in the ironically named “Palace of Amusement” sat the man who ordered the destruction of the Great Cathedral. Stalin also ordered destruction of Russia’s most famous historic structure, the so-called Gate of Resurrection topped by the Iberian Chapel, where Russians entering today’s Red Square had prayed for four hundred years. He had no need of a Gate of Resurrection since Stalin had decreed that he would kill God so completely that even the word “God” would be forgotten in Russia by 1937.20 In a century of carnage, Stalin would exceed Hitler and rival Mao as the century’s most successful killer, ordering the murder of tens of millions of human beings.


Stalin, wrecker of cathedrals, was perhaps the only person in the world who would have smiled at the death of the beloved ballerina. One of communism’s most prominent critics, George Orwell, would later capture the mentality of Stalin and his obsession with what could have been dismissed as mere “cultural” milestones and personalities: “Who controls the past controls the future; who controls the present controls the past.”


What sledgehammers and explosives did to a church that represented the past, poison did to Russian expatriates who had become inconvenient reminders of the glories of pre-Soviet Russia. Stalin invested heavily in labs dedicated to the dark art of poisoning opponents of the regime while maintaining the appearance of death by natural causes. At his direction, a dozen or more Russian expatriates in Paris and other cities in Western Europe were poisoned, adding credibility to an overwhelming circumstantial case that Pavlova herself was poisoned on Stalin’s orders.


In time, Stalin’s poison labs and his network of assassin-poisoners had become an entrenched, institutionalized scientific and military enterprise. As we will see, Stalin himself likely became a victim to his own chemical weapons of stealth. But Stalin’s legacy continued in a growing science and substructure of labs dedicated to developing untraceable poisons and new bioweapons.


Stalin’s labs live on today in Putin’s Russia, which dispatched operatives to poison Ukrainian leader Viktor Yushchenko, ex-Russian agents in the UK, and Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. His labs and their technology are shared with other Communist states, a toxic legacy that has long outlived Soviet communism. These projects endure in the form of hideous human experiments being conducted today in the concentration camps of North Korea, and in the very public killing of the “dear leader’s” brother in an airport in Kuala Lumpur.


And, as we shall see, the spirit of Stalin persists in the People’s Republic of China, where the military is aggressively exploring toxins and biological weapons. We will make the case that the coronavirus pandemic was not a natural transference of a disease from a still mythical animal to man, but a blunder committed by either the military or civilian labs in Wuhan. The Chinese Communist Party is responsible for the release of the coronavirus, leaving the cities of the world with empty streets and closed shops during the COVID-19 pandemic and killing millions of people.


From the death of Anna Pavlova to today, Stalin has cast a shadow over the world with his enduring ideology and famous followers—each dedicated to his memory, his methods, and even his tools of death. They have become the absolute leaders of nations and are among the most powerful men in the world. Murder is perpetuated by them, sometimes individually, sometimes in groups, and sometimes in entire races and religions. Stalin’s ruthless ideology and strange fascination with (and use of) poisons and bioweapons are an evil legacy that is felt by everyone on Earth today, including you, dear reader. The road to the great pandemic running through Wuhan and now killing in every city in the world began a century ago, in 1921, in Moscow.


As Stalin said, a single death can be a tragedy, but a million deaths is just a statistic.21 The tragedy of Anna Pavlova is the origin story for stealth murder, a tragedy that leads to the sad “statistics” of the present.










CHAPTER TWO The Impresario and the Swan



The best history of ballet, Apollo’s Angels, proposes that ballet periodically swoons to near death, until, like Sleeping Beauty, it is redeemed with a great talent’s kiss.1 There is little doubt that for a time in the 1920s, those saving ballet were two Russian émigrés: the impresario Sergei Diaghilev and the dancer Anna Pavlova, both of whom were the face of Russia to the world.


As different as they were in style, outlook, morals, and temperament, they were both formed by their apprenticeships in the legendary Mariinsky Theater and Imperial Russian Ballet of Saint Petersburg, where Pavlova trained and where Diaghilev honed his singular talent. By the late 1800s, the center of the ballet world had moved from France to Russia with productions like Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker, and Swan Lake.



Diaghilev and the Ballet Russes


Diaghilev was never a dancer, composer, or choreographer. He was from the start a producer who understood the essence of integrating music, performance, and visuals into an awesome spectacle. A biography of Diaghilev by Sjeng Scheijen portrays with encyclopedic detail the life of this extraordinary genius, with a friend’s conclusion that the producer “was a terrible and charming man who could make stones dance.”2


Diaghilev, the child of a once-wealthy, then bankrupt, Russian family, was eternally in debt, though in his lifestyle he was eternally rich. He coasted on his skill in attracting, usually on the strength of a promise (that often went unfulfilled) of future payments to the most gifted composers, choreographers, dancers, and designers of his day. He combined superb taste with a lack of means, but proved time and again that he was unrivalled in discovering and cultivating the most talented composers and dancers. He was an expert at finding and highlighting sometimes controversial geniuses. He first made Stravinsky and Prokofiev famous—arguably the two greatest composers of the twentieth century. Diaghilev populated his ballets with undiscovered dancers and choreographers like Serge Lifar, Vaslav Nijinsky, and George Balanchine. He also conceived using artistic geniuses like Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, and Henri Matisse for set and costume design, joined by a young, unknown Coco Chanel.


In 1909–10, Diaghilev began the Ballet Russes in Western Europe (primarily in Paris, London, and Monte Carlo) in order to bring together Russian and European talent in a combination of classic Russian and French ballets, alternating with new, revolutionary creations. His productions instantly became the talk of the art world. His initial ballets featured Anna Pavlova, but as his productions became more novel, abstract, and less dancer-oriented, Diaghilev and Pavlova grew estranged from one another. Diaghilev’s productions (a total company of as many as one hundred forty) featured more and more novel sets, elaborate plots, and fresh music. To Pavlova, in this distracting milieu, dancers became dehumanized props. It is possible to see her point of view while appreciating the novelty and artistry of Diaghilev’s creations. The Ballet Russes productions were among history’s most impressive ballets featuring revolutionary productions like 1913’s The Rite of Spring, which left its Paris audience openly fighting over the merits of Vaslav Nijinsky’s loud and stomping choreography that drowned out Igor Stravinsky’s orchestral concert work, which was itself dissonant to ears tuned to classical melody. It was a multi-media show featuring great sets, costumes, staging, and dancing at art’s cutting edge. Diaghilev’s shows were the most dynamic live artistic entertainment in the world for almost twenty years. Because of their immense size, the productions and their elaborate sets moved mostly by train between Paris, London, and Monte Carlo. There was another reason for Diaghilev’s keeping his productions in a close radius—he avoided passenger ships because he was deathly afraid of the sea.


Anna Pavlova and the Mariinsky Theater


To gaze on the five-foot-tall Anna Pavlova was to wonder how so much dynamism could be packed into such a short, thin frame. The illegitimate child of a laundry worker, she was the most unlikely of ballerinas. Lacking polish and connections, Pavlova was rejected by ballet school as undersized. But by dint of her work ethic and natural genius for dancing, she was eventually accepted for training by the Russian Imperial Ballet. Later, when she was famous, she would remember her mother’s swaddling her as an infant in swan’s down, a tender memory she would draw on when she became the most well-loved and famous of swans.


The great Mariinsky Theater in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was dominated by the renowned ballet master Marius Petipa. He was perhaps ballet’s most gifted choreographer, the creative genius who collaborated with others to create The Nutcracker, The Pharaoh’s Daughter, Don Quixote, and Sleeping Beauty. Petipa, born in 1818, had danced and grown up with the beautiful French ballerinas of the Romantic period. They were long gone, and aged Petipa was perhaps the last leaf on the tree from that long-ago artistic period of the 1840s. Since those days, beginning in the 1860s, Petipa had developed a powerful Imperial Ballet School in Saint Petersburg. Well into his eighties, he encountered a new ballerina whom he must have regarded as God’s gift to an ancient ballet master. Her name was Anna Pavlova, and he loved her from the first time he saw her dance.


She was far from a master. Pavlova was at first somewhat awkward, a less than confident dancer, but he saw in her passion the glories of the past. She reminded him of the age of the great Romantic ballerinas of his youth in Paris, where expression and emotion counted for as much as execution. From the beginning, Anna had an almost magical ability to express profound emotional and spiritual feelings not only with her face, but with the movement of her body. Petipa’s diary reflects his disdain for some very talented, but very self-possessed, ballerinas of the Imperial Ballet. From the beginning, however, he admired Pavlova and how her character, spirit, emotion, and determination showed in her dance. If the stage or walls of the venerable Mariinsky Theater, still standing in Saint Petersburg, could tell a story, they would surely tell of the ancient ballet master’s first meeting, coaching, and ultimate worship of the young Pavlova.


It was at first a great struggle. She did not have the raw power and strength of other famous ballerinas. After a series of embarrassing accidents (she landed once in a conductor’s box), she finally began to heed the advice of her teachers that her weakness was in fact her strength. Anna Pavlova began to use her frailty, emotion, and delicacy in her dance, developing a style never fully replicated, one that moved audiences to believe they were actually glimpsing her inner soul. It was this quality that drew Mikhail Fokine to create for her his seminal work, The Dying Swan, in 1905. As the Swan, she became the most famous dancer, not only in Russia, but eventually in the entire world.


With the retirement and then death of her beloved mentor Petipa, Pavlova’s ties to the Imperial Ballet and to Russia weakened. After nearly a decade at the Imperial Ballet in Saint Petersburg performing at the Mariinsky Theatre—then the center of ballet—it was time for the Swan to fly beyond Russia. She began to tour, first appearing abroad in Paris with Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes in 1909.


Anna Pavlova was from the very first minute magic to all who saw her. In Paris, a commentator said that it was as if God had secretly given her wings.3 Sculptors, painters, and composers competed to capture the movement of this divine creature. After a performance in Bombay, a critic averred that Pavlova was not one of the best dancers of this world because she could not be of this world.4 Yet another admirer stated, “Her most wonderful gift was her ability to vivify and spiritualize by the help of a poetic feeling which never left her.”5 In New York, it was said she was a “Goddess, immaterial, light as swan’s down,” and a song to put behind us the wounds of the world.6


In that less cynical world of the early twentieth century, there was much more room for expressing romantic ideals. The word, “ethereal,” now seldom used, was often applied to Pavlova, meaning her performances were almost spiritual ceremonies that seemed to point to the heavenly.


Pavlova would perform The Dying Swan throughout the world in venues ranging from great opera houses to music halls. The artistically restless Diaghilev kept disrupting his own masterworks, with the goal of finding new ways to mesmerize and enchant the public. His dancers were constantly competing for attention with stage art and impressive backdrops. Their performances were parts subordinate to a greater whole—what we today would call an experience. Ballet Russes eventually dropped classical ballet performances like Swan Lake altogether and explored the energy and new sensibilities of modern dance. Pavlova loved the classical music of traditional ballet and the choreography of her mentor Petipa. Although her own style was somewhat unconventional, she did not approve of the radical changes embraced by the Ballet Russes. As their artistic disagreements became rancorous, Pavlova refused the lead in Diaghilev’s brilliant 1910 The Firebird and left the Ballet Russes. Instead of returning to the Imperial Ballet, Pavlova, at some risk to her pocketbook and reputation, started her own competing dance company.


Anna Pavlova danced primarily in short extracts from the great ballets. In time, as she traveled, she opened to new forms. In the later years of her career, Pavlova incorporated compositions from Mexican, East Indian, and Japanese dance. But fundamentally she remained unlike her former mentor, Diaghilev. Pavlova’s focus was always on the dance rather than the great multimedia shows of the Ballet Russes. Victor D’André, her husband, said that Pavlova, who otherwise had gone silent on Diaghilev, began crying quietly as a spectator in London watching the Ballet Russes. She was disturbed at the way Diaghilev reduced talented dancers to props.7 But Pavlova was also innovative where Diaghilev was traditional. As unconventional as he was, Diaghilev remained conservative in his choice of what constituted a proper venue. He sniped at Pavlova for lowering the dignity of ballet by appearing in venues like theaters, where on other nights one would find a musical or vaudeville routine.


From our vantage point, we can appreciate them both. The great division between Diaghilev and Pavlova actually enriched the world with two very different styles and locales of performance.


In Paris, Monte Carlo, and London, the Ballet Russes produced the most avant-garde performances of the age, combining stage art by the greatest artists with compositions by the best composers and costumes at the cutting edge of design—art and music in a way that had never been done before. Each season’s new compositions, whether The Firebird or The Rite of Spring, were the talk, if not the scandal, of the artistic community.


Pavlova loved to travel. Her company, not confined to war-torn Europe, crisscrossed the world, spending the years of World War I in North and South America, dancing selections from many classic ballets, as well as their own compositions.8 They were celebrated in many countries as the first classical ballet company ever to perform in Ecuador, Burma, Australia, and Panama. They enchanted audiences from Japan, where she incorporated classical Japanese dance, to Mexico, where she brought peasant dances to the stage.9 Pavlova displayed a natural understanding of publicity, dancing with elephants at the Hamburg Zoo and posing with camels in Egypt for pictures sent all over the world. She hired a renowned agent, Sol Hurok, and seems to have followed his advice.


She once said her prayer was her dance, and her mission was to seed the entire world with ballet.10 With the world made accessible by fast passenger ships, she became one of the first and most famous international celebrities.11


Accounts from many countries report that she had a smile that captured all who saw her and a magnetic presence. Like Madonna in the eighties, she was everywhere. She was a fashion model for Best + Company. She compiled a fortune recommending shoes, waxes, and soaps. She was the “peerless Pavlova” with her own windows at Selfridges and endorsed Baldwin and then Bechstein pianos.12 Pavlova went from the Met in New York City and the Royal Opera House in London to a mouse-infested theater in Jackson, Mississippi.13 When asked why she went to marginal venues in out-of-the-way places, she said, “If I do not go there, how will people ever see me?” In Chicago it was said, “Pavlova doesn’t need a floor. For 15 minutes she did not touch it…. You thought she was a butterfly.”14


Her headquarters was her home on four acres in London called Ivy House. There she also taught ballet to new students and kept her trademark swans. She endowed charities for children, Russian refugees, and aspiring ballerinas.15 Like her namesake swans, she spread her wings and toured the entire world, bringing ballet to Africa and the Pacific islands. New Zealanders still argue over who named the dessert Strawberries Pavlova for her. One poll shows it to be Australia’s most popular dessert.16 Everywhere she was celebrated.17 In the same way that Tiger Woods brought golf from country clubs to the masses, Pavlova brought ballet from the elite to the millions.18 Whether dancing with Zulu warriors or learning classical Japanese dances, she was the Babe Ruth and Johnny Appleseed of ballet. On the European continent there were Pavlova dolls and porcelain figures everywhere.


Along with her natural magnetism and legendary dedication, she possessed two other foundational qualities. One, she had a personal sense of dance as spiritual, as an expression of the sacred. Like other great dancers, her dance seemed to leave the physical plane, expressing the deepest spiritual and religious emotions. She bared her soul in dance, and her followers felt hers was the noblest of souls. Obviously no prude and deeply physical, she also was spiritual in a way once common among Russian Orthodox believers. That spirituality reflected itself in her dance and the need to spread it everywhere on earth and across oceans and mountains from Buenos Aires to Tokyo.


Her second foundational quality was courage. Any ballerina who performs in front of an audience knows that an awkward fall on opening night could color her entire career. But Pavlova, who rose from poverty and left her comfortable position as a premier grand ballerina with the Imperial Ballet and then the Ballet Russes, gambled her credibility and renown to dance in the West with her own company and democratize the ballet. She ignored criticism from Diaghilev and others and continued to take her dance to wherever it was in demand. For those who felt ballet required more dignity, Pavlova showed that dignity was portable.


In 1916, she starred in a silent film advocating the overthrow of the established order. She also danced several times despite warning of great danger if she appeared.19 Her small frame carried the bravest of hearts. The diminutive ballerina struggling against death itself as the Dying Swan and displaying truthfully her own inner courage captured the hearts of the world. She became larger than ballet itself.










CHAPTER THREE The Last Ball and the Day of the Soviets



The Romanov dynasty ruled for more than three hundred years. In the nineteenth century, the sprawling, developing country of Russia and the young United States were both rising nations shaped by their frontiers. As Russia expanded east past the Ural Mountains to the Pacific, the United States expanded west to the same ocean. The great sin of slavery in the United States was matched by serfdom in Russia, enslaving men to soil, with both practices ending at around the same time. Only a short time after the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad, Russia completed the much longer Trans-Siberian Railroad running through its heartland to the Pacific. Both nations were industrializing, building vast wealth on the backs of shamefully treated workers. The vibrant culture of Longfellow and Mark Twain was more than matched by that of Tolstoy and Tchaikovsky, creators of Anna Karenina and the 1812 Overture.


But there were two critical differences. First, the United States occupied a continent buffered by two oceans without powerful rivals. Russia, meanwhile, was threatened from the east and west by the two most aggressive and powerful nations of that time: Germany and Japan.


Second, the United States, from birth a republic, was far more resilient and adaptable to the waves of change that came with the early twentieth century. Russia’s Romanov dynasty was crusty, repressive, and made only faltering steps toward meeting growing cries for representative government. This frail, outdated monarchy, resting on the outdated belief that the tsar’s power came from God, could not withstand the internal pressure of civil unrest and external pressure from a militant Japan in 1904 and a militant Germany in World War One. It was doomed to crack like a Fabergé egg in a vise.


The Start—The Imperial Ball of 1903


From the Rome of Petronius to the court of Versailles under Louis XIV, the height of an era, or a premonition of its end, is sometimes connected with memories of a party. At the Tour D’Argent restaurant in Paris, a table under glass marks the legendary “Dinner of the Three Emperors,” which brought together King William I of Prussia, Tsar Alexander II of Russia, his son the tsarevich (later Alexander III), and Otto von Bismarck for a sixteen-course meal served with eight wines over eight hours. Older Americans wistfully remember John F. Kennedy’s days of Camelot by his 1962 dinner for Nobel Peace Prize winners at the White House. When exiled Russians were asked about their last and most vivid memories of the ancien régime after its fall, despite as much as a half-century of exile, they invariably described the Imperial Ball of 1903, held in the Winter Palace of Saint Petersburg in February.


Beginning in the 1840s, the Winter Ball was a Romanov tradition to celebrate the New Year and the anniversary of their long rule. The celebrations consisted of opulent parties, performances, and dinners that became more lavish and complex with time, culminating in what would be the regime’s last ball.1


The ball was attended by approximately four hundred invited guests dressed in the elaborate costumes of seventeenth century Russia, commemorating the two hundred ninetieth anniversary of the Romanov dynasty. The costumes are still widely studied today for their beauty and innovation and included jeweled designs by Peter Carl Fabergé, history’s greatest jeweler.2 The costumers of a Star Wars film drew inspiration from the fanciful costumes of the 1903 Winter Ball.3 The Empress Alexandra’s dress alone, if designed today, would cost at least ten million Euros.


The main event was the masquerade ball, which opened with a polonaise and featured room after room of sumptuous foods and music. But the celebrations began the evening before, with selections from the opera Boris Godunov and a new star, Anna Pavlova, not yet a prima ballerina, dancing selections from Swan Lake under the direction of her mentor, Marcus Petipa. Grand Duke Boris Vladimirovich, a noted warrior and more noted philanderer, called Pavlova, “my little angel,” but made no progress with her.4 The following evening, now a guest at the ball, young Pavlova appeared in a stunning red, white, and gold bejeweled traditional Russian costume created by the Imperial Ballet. She wore an ornate Russian headdress that has been recreated many times for display.


It is sometimes said that “each age is a dream that is dying or one that is coming to birth.”5 The great Imperial Ball was both a dying dream and one being born. For Pavlova, it marked a transition from talented student to famous performer. It was for her a presentation ball before society. For Imperial Russia, it was the last bright glint of a setting sun. Within a year of the opulent, never-repeated ball, the Japanese Empire suddenly and without a declaration of war attacked and almost destroyed Russia’s Pacific Fleet. On land and sea, the Japanese revealed Imperial Russia to be an inept paper bear. The final humiliation was the Russian defeat in the great naval battle of Tsushima, where superior Japanese tactics eliminated with little loss Russia’s most modern ships. Over 10,000 Russian sailors died or were captured, and its great battleships were destroyed—at a cost of only 117 Japanese sailors. The ensuing peace, largely on Japanese terms, was deeply humiliating to Russia. That humiliation in turn brought to the surface long, festering resentments fueled by the concentration of power and wealth in a few hands, now revealed to be toothless and incompetent.


Anna Pavlova, only newly accepted into the Imperial Ballet, was swept up in the reformist currents of the age. At great risk to her career and her life, she led a strike of the Imperial Ballet’s performers demanding political reform. A member of the ballet, Sergei Legat, tortured into denouncing the strike, committed suicide. Pavlova presented a large wreath at his funeral with the inscription, “To the first victim at the dawn of freedom of art from the newly united ballet company.”6


The Romanovs and the Empire did not heed Pavlova or other reformist voices. On Sunday, January 22, 1905, a large, unarmed religious procession led by an Orthodox priest, Georgy Gapon, approached the Winter Palace to deliver a petition to the tsar as their father and head of their Church. The Imperial Guard opened fire without warning, killing and wounding hundreds. This atrocity destroyed any remaining affection the Russian people had for the Romanovs. For many Russians, the tsar was no longer either their spiritual or political father. The death of Old Russia began in the bloody snow of that day. While Pavlova, Petipa, and her friend the gifted choreographer Michael Fokine wept for their friends and for Russia itself, the Bolsheviks, Lenin, and Stalin rejoiced in the chaos caused by the Bloody Sunday slaughter.7


In the following decade, Russia lost millions in the First World War, where courageous troops were no match for superior German armament, tactics, and leadership. Some of those pictured at the last Imperial Ball died in the Pacific War and many more in World War One. When the Bolsheviks later gained absolute power in Russia, one’s appearance in the many public photographs of the Great Imperial Ball, if discovered, was a ticket to a quick death sentence. The ball marked in its own way the beginning of the end for Imperial Russia, but only the end of the beginning for Anna Pavlova. The graceful polonaise that had opened the Imperial Ball was stilled. The Danse Macabre, the dance of death, had begun.


Even the thickheaded Romanovs realized that after the ravages of the Japanese War and the political mayhem that had followed, it would be indiscreet to hold another ball. The majority of the four hundred merrymakers and their families would be killed within fifteen years. The remainder would flee for their lives into exile.


The Collapse


In 1914–1917, Imperial Russia was ground down by the better-led and better-supplied forces of Germany and Austria-Hungary. Pavlova and Diaghilev spent the war years outside of Russia—Diaghilev mostly in France, and Pavlova touring in Europe, the United States, and South America. Starvation and death were everywhere in Russia. Imperial Russia, which had helped save Europe from Napoleon and defeated the Swedes and Turks, did not survive the conflict, and with it died the living link to the rich lore of the Don Cossacks and Alexander Nevsky. The culture which had birthed Tchaikovsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy was, for a time, no more. The remnants of Russia’s historic culture were scattered among refugees in Western Europe, China, and the United States. To much of the world, Pavlova and her rival Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes were all that was left of a Russia killed by the Bolshevik Revolution.


Diaghilev and Pavlova were both initially sympathizers with the Revolution. In 1916, Pavlova lived briefly in Hollywood, where she appeared in her only movie, The Dumb Girl of Portici. Her performance was recently heaped with highest praise in a retrospective by the New Yorker, which proclaimed Pavlova’s singular feature film role to be history’s greatest single performance by a motion-picture actress.8 In the movie, she portrays a revolution against nobility in a sympathetic light, presaging and perhaps encouraging the brewing Russian Revolution. Although it is a silent movie from film’s earliest days, in it one can see Pavlova’s amazing ability, like Greta Garbo’s, to convey deep emotion with subtle gestures of the face, hand, and body.


In Paris, Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes unfurled red flags in 1917 and some performances featured the “Song of the Volga Boatsmen,” a revolutionary hymn as the Revolution occurred.9 It didn’t take long for artists and intellectuals in Europe to become disillusioned, however, by the 1917 Revolution and the Soviet slaughter that followed. Choreographers, dancers, artists and musicians, music-makers and dreamers of dreams joined large numbers of Russians seeking escape from the Red prison, fleeing certain oppression and likely death for the uncertainty of the West.10


The Russian government slowly collapsed first into a provisional government led by parties of the left and then into a Soviet Bolshevik government headed by Lenin. The Romanovs stayed in Russia until it was too late to escape and ultimately moved to Yekaterinburg in the Urals, where Nicholas, Alexandra, their four daughters and son were accompanied by a doctor, nurse, and two others. By this time, the Bolsheviks had assumed complete control. On the orders of Lenin approved by the Party, the family and their servants were awakened around eleven o’clock at night on July 17, 1918. They were taken to a small room and after waiting for an hour, a heavily armed group of twelve men entered.11 The thugs opened fire—killing Nicholas but only wounding his wife and children, who were partially protected by jewels which Alexandra had sewed into their clothing. The brutal gunmen wounded at least two of their own cohort with ricochets. When the smoke cleared, the butchers went back to work, shooting and stabbing the Romanov children. A few children still stubbornly breathed when others appeared dead, so they were each shot again in the head. Their bodies were then stripped so as to make identification impossible, thrown in a mineshaft, retrieved and burned, and then reburied in a secret location. Afterwards, Russia announced it had no knowledge of what had happened to the little family and their staff. The Romanov executioners were themselves executed—at least two at Sukhanovka Prison—to maintain the lie.12 There were no witnesses.


In 1919, Robert Wilton, an English reporter for the London Times inspected the rooms where he believed the Romanovs had been killed. He found bullet holes everywhere, many blood stains, and crude pornographic drawings of Alexandra and her young daughters. In the absence of their bodies or witnesses, the Soviets claimed to have no knowledge of where the Romanovs went or what fate befell the family. The Soviet Union was silent on their fate for more than seventy years. Other than Wilton’s evidence, there was no definitive proof of what happened to the Romanovs until after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In 1990, Wilton’s evidence of location coupled with DNA technology enabled identification of the family and their servants who were reburied in Saint Petersburg. But for DNA evidence, their final fate would never have been known with certainty.


Before leaving Saint Petersburg in 1914, Pavlova was told by Tsar Nicholas that he deeply regretted never having seen her dance The Dying Swan. He extracted her promise that she would return to Saint Petersburg and the Mariinsky to dance The Dying Swan for his family. Pavlova, of course, would not be able to live up to that promise, as there was soon no royal family. Pavlova would never again dance in the Mariinsky, let alone set foot on Russian soil.


The murders of July 17, 1918, set the tone for everything to come, not just for the Soviet Union, but for many Communist and neo-Leninist regimes in the future. The pattern was to be repeated in Russia under Vladimir Putin, in North Korea under Kim Jong-un, and in the People’s Republic of China under Chairman Mao and Xi Jinping. That pattern is as simple as it is brutal: Horrific crimes are mercilessly committed in secret with massive efforts to conceal them, often including the secret execution of the executioners themselves. As opponents disappear, they become non-persons who never existed at all. Their disappearances, whether in Moscow or Wuhan, are unexplained and irrelevant. These are followed with denial of wrongdoing and claims of an absence of knowledge, even when confronted with incontrovertible evidence. And any reminder of the old regime, like the Romanovs’ memory, is to be destroyed beyond recognition.


Pavlova and Diaghilev would soon become Old Russia’s preeminent remaining human symbols after the slaughter of the Romanov family.










CHAPTER FOUR Their Greatest Days: 1910–1920





“The appeal of Pavlova is to all; because it is the appeal of perfection to humanity.”1


—Evening Standard and Saint James’s Gazette





The decade surrounding the Great War brought the greatest days of Pavlova and of Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes. Like the flight of the Swan, Pavlova was alight and aloft on ships and trains traveling everywhere, becoming one of the first truly international entertainers.


In 1919 in Mexico, Pavlova produced in the most unusual of locations in one of the single greatest nights in the history of ballet. Mexico was in revolutionary turmoil. Francisco Madero, who sought to bring freedom and democracy to Mexico, was slaughtered by the tyrant Huerta, who in turn was overthrown by President Carranza. A long struggle culminated in the death of revolutionary Emiliano Zapata shortly before Pavlova’s arrival with her company of forty-four dancers, musicians, and others in Veracruz, where they were warned of the very dangerous conditions in Mexico and urged by the American Counsel to terminate their plans to perform in Mexico City. Pavlova and her company refused and instead journeyed to Mexico City on a train with more than two hundred armed soldiers riding on the tops of the railway cars.2


Upon their arrival in Mexico City, they were presented with the most unlikely of ballet locales: the Plaza de Toros, the famous bullring of Mexico City. After some practice, they gave a performance at night in the bullring attended by 32,000, rich and poor, peon and shop owners alike. It was the first classical ballet performance ever held in Mexico. Illuminated by searchlights and fires, Pavlova, according to her husband, danced as she had never danced before.3 When she began The Dying Swan, she could feel a change in the music. Looking over in surprise, she saw that Pablo Casals, the world’s most gifted cellist and musician, had risen from the audience to play. This was to be, as a matter of general opinion, the greatest of her 4,000 performances of The Dying Swan and, given the many threats on her life and the vast crowd, a near miracle that it was not a real, final performance of a dying swan. To conclude, she and the company had choreographed a performance of Jarabe Tapatío—the Mexican Hat Dance—which had traditionally been scorned by the Mexican upper classes. As they performed it brilliantly, the Mexican audience threw sombreros onto the stage in the traditional sign of appreciation. It was an incredible display of genius, compassion, artistry, and courage.


For a few minutes, the terrible hate of the Mexican Revolution was gone, and the audience sat together as proud Mexicans. In a subsequent meeting, President Carranza thanked Pavlova, predicting that in a few years Mexico would be a united, peaceful country. Sadly, it was not to be. Carranza was assassinated, and the hopes and dreams of that wonderful night dissolved in a continuing downward spiral of violence and corruption. But Pavlova danced the Mexican Hat Dance in performances all over the world from Rangoon to Berlin. It became Mexico’s national dance in 1924. In Mexico City today, the Ballet Folklorico still dances the Jarabe Tapatío, first choregraphed and then danced that night a century ago by Pavlova.


After her performance in the Mexican bullring and in following years, Pavlova and her small company danced in forty-four different countries, before emperors and common folk. Pavlova, driven by a love of ballet which she saw as spiritual, popularized it in places it had never been and among people who had never heard of it.4 Pavlova was truly a missionary of this great art form. Wherever she went, she produced instant crowds, and audiences appeared eager to say they had seen her.


Diaghilev’s Greatest Days


If Pavlova brought classical ballet to the most unconventional places, Diaghilev did exactly the opposite. He brought the most imaginative and unconventional new ballets to the most conventional of venues in Paris, Monte Carlo, and London.5


Because of Diaghilev’s fear of the ocean, he limited his trips largely to Europe, although sometimes he sent his company to the United States or South America without him. As Pavlova toured worldwide, Diaghilev and the Ballet Russes remained at the cutting edge of the intellectual world of Europe. A brilliant showman, after the revolutionary effects of The Rite of Spring produced fights in the audience, Diaghilev’s 1917 Parade had a score that included gun shots and typewriter keys clacking. All of Paris awaited each ballet season wondering what surprise Diaghilev would unveil. Although unable to recruit Pavlova later for his company, he otherwise had his pick of the greatest musicians like Prokofiev and Stravinsky, choreographers, painters Henri Matisse and Georges Braque for magical sets, and Coco Chanel for costumes.6 Diaghilev’s genius lay in part in producing cross-collaborations by the most renowned artists of the age. To be in a Ballet Russes production was in those days a handprint on the sidewalk of history.


Picasso prepared the sets for six Ballet Russes productions.7 Despite the high art, there was, to be fair, a kitsch aspect to these productions. Chanel is oft quoted as saying, “Diaghilev is Russia for foreigners.”8 With his massive company of one hundred forty to two hundred fifty, the Ballet Russes was a multi-media experience of art, costume, magic, and dance not unlike what the Cirque du Soleil is today.9 It was clearly the greatest such show of its time—a collection of geniuses with Diaghilev as its leader. To the world outside enslaved Russia, it was Russia. And as Pavlova traveled all over the world, the Ballet Russes, through extraordinary imagination and recognizing no boundaries, became the world’s ultimate symbol of artistic freedom.


The Ballet Russes in its twenty years from the 1909 performances in Paris to Diaghilev’s 1929 death was fundamental to all ballet and continues to exercise foundational influence. Its new ballets were so innovative, inspired, and marked by genius that they are performed over and over to this day, much like the earlier immortal Russian ballets. Like the arguments over which movie or play was the greatest of all time, there is no consensus over which of Diaghilev’s creations was the most important. Many would single out three ballets as among his most esteemed work.



The Firebird (1910)


The Firebird, a new ballet staged by Diaghilev in Paris in 1910 to massive public acclaim, was important for several reasons. In a certain sense, it marked the launch in the West of Diaghilev and separately, Pavlova. Although Pavlova had performed in Diaghilev’s 1909 Paris productions, which met with some success, and was scheduled to dance the lead in The Firebird, she declined to dance in the revolutionary production after listening to Igor Stravinsky’s score. She judged it inharmonious. Despite Diaghilev’s efforts to lure her back, she would never again appear in his productions. Instead, Pavlova launched her own company, appearing sometimes in music halls with popular acts, but acquiring her own company and worldwide reputation by the magic of her dance.


The Firebird was the talk of Paris and the entire world. It solidified Diaghilev’s reputation as the most famous producer in the world, whose productions were awaited with anticipation by dancers, artists, and designers eager to be associated with the Ballet Russes and its packed houses. The Firebird, based upon two ancient Russian fairy tales, is the story of a prince who happens upon a magic garden maintained by an evil wizard full of imprisoned, transformed women. The prince finds his love with one and also captures a magic firebird who delivers a future promise in exchange for her freedom. Later when the evil wizard appears, the firebird delivers on her promise.


The score by Igor Stravinsky was revolutionary, a clear departure from the largely harmonious music of Russia. Many great composers received it coldly. The sets and costumes were opulent and spectacular to a degree never before seen in ballet. They were paired with wonderful choreography by the great Mikhail Fokine, who danced the male lead and who had also done Pavlova’s Dying Swan. It was the Phantom of the Opera of its day: a vast multi-art show of beautiful paintings; wonderful costumes; a large, diversified orchestra; brilliant music; and splendid dance never before seen. Although Russian critics believed it a “horrifying poverty of melodic invention,” others like Rachmaninoff believed it “a work of genius,” and “true Russia.”10 Like Phantom, it has been recreated and replayed many times. The Firebird was foundational for Diaghilev. From its production until his death, he would remain the most discussed and most important ballet producer and art director in the world. Additionally, The Firebird assured that Pavlova would leave the comfortable nest of the Ballet Russes and begin a flight that would eventually take her all over the world as her own boss.


Perhaps because they no longer had a true homeland with Russia, the slave state, ballet itself became the homeland of Pavlova and Diaghilev. To many it was pure magic—from The Dying Swan to The Rite of Spring. But it was not so in Russia for Stalin.



The Rite of Spring (1913)


If The Firebird and the 1910 Paris Ballet season made Diaghilev and his Ballet Russes famous by its vast, rich, multi-art approach, it was The Rite of Spring that, by its genius, made him and the Ballet Russes immortal. Art at this time, particularly in Paris, had moved from extraordinarily epic and realistic depictions by artists like Delacroix to the great Impressionists whose depiction of light and color was to them at least as important as subject and form. Still undiscovered Vincent Van Gogh was depicting the thoughts of the subconscious mind on canvas. Picasso was pioneering contemporary abstract art with Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and cubism, not tied to either the forms or colors of nature by 1907. And on May 29, 1913, ballet exploded into the new world of abstract artistic expression often called “Modernism” with the revolutionary The Rite of Spring performed in Paris at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées.


The score by Igor Stravinsky, which opened with strangled bassoons and other strange sounds never before heard from any orchestra, was intentionally and brutally jarring, but brilliantly conceived. Minutes into the show, the audience split into factions. One was cheering while others were booing the orchestra and pelting them with programs. Fights broke out, mock duels were fought, canes and hats flew. Stravinsky fled the theater within five minutes.


The stage designs and costumes by the great Russian artist Nicholas Roerich were among the strangest ever seen in a ballet. The other-worldly stage set was disorienting to many. They have since appeared in several science-fiction works and productions. The costumes were mostly exotic takes on primitive Russian designs.


The lead male dancer and Rite’s choreographer was twenty-four-year-old Vaslav Nijinsky, a strikingly handsome and brilliant male Adonis, who was the love of Diaghilev’s life until other loves and then insanity consumed Nijinsky. He was the most acclaimed male ballet star of the early twentieth century (and perhaps of all time) and The Rite of Spring was possibly his greatest performance. He fought for weeks with Stravinsky over the meshing of his choreography with Stravinsky’s score. Rite was at complete war with traditional ballet, with Nijinsky, in the words of one critic, “tromping around the stage.” From the contrived and calculated chaos, something amazing and wonderful emerged—arguably the most influential and creative ballet and music of the twentieth century.


Diaghilev, recognizing that controversy is fame’s father, was elated at the near riot of the audience, telling friends that opening night went exactly as he had planned. The Parisian papers were full of stories about Rite’s opening—some critical and some adoring.11 Of course, everyone, not only in the world of art but also the larger world, wished to see, hear, and experience it for themselves. Diaghilev would produce sixteen more years of new or recreated ballets (many quite innovative), but neither he, nor anyone else, would have another night like the opening of Rite. He truly became the father of a new age of ballet and art.



Parade (1917)


Sometimes a work of art is good in itself, but noteworthy because of the circumstances when it appears. So it was with Parade. In early 1917, World War I had already raged for three terrible years, killing three million French soldiers, two million British, three million Russians, and perhaps four and a half million Germans and Austrians. By the spring of 1917, it appeared the Allied powers, including France, would surely lose the war. Russia had overthrown the tsar and descended into chaos. The French Army revolted after the catastrophic failure of an ill-conceived offensive. England moved towards starvation because of effective German unrestricted submarine warfare.
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