"Great Horizons Flooded with the Alien Light of the Sun": Le Sacre du Printemps in

the Russian context
Abstract:

Even a century after the premiere of Le Sacre du Printemps, Russian contemporary
sources offer a wealth of material on the Ballets Russes and particularly on Nijinsky's
1913 choreography that are rarely read and never really analyzed in detail. This paper
will give an overview of some of these sources and their varied but generally positive
discussion on Nijinsky's work in order to argue that these informed Russian spectators
perceived Sacre in a manner that contests how this work has been represented in dance

history.

The title of this paper is a quote from a letter the choreographer of what became Le
Sacre du Printemps or The Rite of Spring, Vaslav Nijinsky, wrote to the composer of
the music, Igor Stravinsky 12/25.1.1913. After complaining about lack of time for

rehearsals, Nijinsky professed his faith in the forthcoming novelty:

MHe odeHb HpaBUTCS Kak Bce muio. Ecim Oymer tak nameme, Urops, Oymer

3JI0POBO XOPOIIO.

S 3Ha10 4TO U3 “BeceHHux mpa3aHecTB' MOIYUYUTCs, KOTJa Bce OyIeT, KaKk Mbl
c TobOoit xemamu. HoBoe Ha OOBIKHOBEHHOTO 3pUTENs TOTPSCAIOIICE
BIIEYATJIEHUE, a I HEKOTOPBIX OTKPOET HOBBIE TOPHU30HTHI. bosbiine
TOPU30HTHI, 3aJIMTHIE APYTUMU JIydaMH COJIHLIA. 3HAUUT [OHHU]| YBUIAT ApyTue

KPacku, Ipyrue xusHu. Bee npyroe — HOBoe, mpekpacHoe.!

The metaphor of a sun enlightening the spectators of this new art was also an allusion

to the libretto of the ballet, which dealt with sun-worship of pagan Russians. Both

1 “T am very pleased with how everything went. If all will go like this, Igor, it will be
awesome.

I know what will be born of “Sacred Spring”, if all will be the way you and I have
wished it to be. New for the habitual spectator shocking impressions, as if someone
had opened new horizons [for them]. Great horizons, flooded with an alien light of the
sun. [They] will know new colours, new life. Everything is alien — new and beautiful.”
Nijinsky to Stravinsky 12/25.1.1913 in Stravinsky 1997, ii:13.



Stravinsky and Nikolai Roerich, who was the designer of the sets and costumes and
credited with the libretto, later claimed to have invented the idea of the ballet. Both
wanted to ascertain the work — and the scandal it caused — was somehow the idea of an
individual (themselves) rather than the collective creation emphasised in the initial
reception of the work, particularly the famous riot at the Paris premiere. Writing after a
World War, both also separated the work from the tradition of Russian art, specifically
the neo-nationalist art that many Russian critics emphasised in their reviews. This
downplaying of nationalism is the most significant change in representations of Sacre

ever since, and relates to issues of authorship and modernism that I will address here.

As in any large production, who originated which aspect of the end product is, frankly,
not a very interesting research question. The process of collaboration can be fraught
with conflicts and creative disagreements invisible in the end result, and Nijinsky's
letter alludes to these with the conditional “if all will be the way you and I have wished
it to be”. As Nijinsky appraises the rehearsals with the dancers are going well, this
hints at some other discord in the collaboration or within the company.? It is very
tempting to read such conflict in terms of the modernist myth of the vanguard young
creators separating their ties to academic conventions and the habitual spectator
Nijinsky mentions. This view has dominated interpretations of Stravinsky's score, but
not of Roerich's neo-nationalist sets and costumes, which lack the necessary signs of

aesthetic break attributed to both the music and the choreography.

But although Nijinsky’s letter offers a rare glimpse into the creative processes of the

Ballets Russes, it also illustrates lacunae in previous research. Letters and telegrams

2 Nijinsky wanted to see Roerich’s designs as soon as possible: from the reviews of
Sacre it is clear he had certain colours on stage correspond with musical themes in the
orchestra. Roerich, however, had sent the designs to Stravinsky, with the result that on
20.12.1912/2.1.1913 (in Stravinsky 1997, 1:398), Nijinsky’s partner, the impresario
Diaghilev, was still asking Stravinsky for the set designs, as well as issuing the
ultimatum that were the composer not to show up in the rehearsals as Nijinsky
requested, Sacre would not be performed. The company régisseur, Grigoriev gave the
lack of costume designs as the excuse for not beginning the rehearsals in a letter to
Stravinsky 5./18.12.1912 Stravinsky 1997, 1:390; cf. Stravinsky-Craft 1978, 93.
Diaghilev renewed his request 10./23.3.1913 (Stravinsky 1997, ii:42), which means
Nijinsky still had not had the designs. In this letter, Diaghilev also told Stravinsky that
the presence of Roerich was not required in the rehearsals, which may explain why
Roerich was not credited with the mise-en-scéne of Sacre, even though the libretto had
been written by him in collaboration with Stravinsky.



are only necessary when collaborators are physically distant from each other. As such,
they undermine the predominant idea that the Ballets Russes "masterpieces" resulted
from close collaboration between peers, particularly as these sources also reveal
hierarchies between collaborators: for example, Stravinsky (who was 31 at the time of
the premiere of Sacre) and Nijinsky (who was 24) speak to each other in the familiar
second person singular (te1) but to Roerich (who was 39) in the polite form (Bsr). In a
sense, a letter in Russian also points to the extent that later narratives have dominated
research on and interpretation of Sacre. Canons are retrospective discursive formations
where everything is made to make sense post factum, and particularly with the
choreography this has supported the assumption that contemporary reviews had

nothing to say of a "lost" work of a presumed madman, Nijinsky.3

With the exception Millicent Hodson's pieced-together new “original” too often treated
as such,* discussion on Sacre has shied away from choreographic analysis. Of the four
choreographies Nijinsky made for the Ballets Russes in 1912-1916, Sacre was the only
one he did not mention in his so-called Diary (manus. 1919). Consequently, the tone
of voice researchers adopt with Sacre has greatly differed from how the other Nijinsky
choreographies have been primarily read as signs of the approaching mental illness of
the choreographer or as declarations of his sexual proclivities.> The missing
retrospective interpretation by the choreographic author precludes an intentionalist
reading of precisely the work for which he is best known as a choreographer. This
absence cannot be explained either by Nijinsky’s alleged trauma over the riot the work
caused or by the Russian practice of attributing authorship in ballet to the composers

of the libretto and the musical score.® Unlike with Faune or Jeux, no notations of Sacre

3 E.g. Citron 1995, esp. 19-22; DeNora 1995, esp. 5-8, 186-191.

4 For insightful criticism of Hodson's work, see e.g. Acocella 1991; also, as Fink 1999,
esp. 299-304 points out, the music used by Hodson was considerably different from
the score of 1913. See also Franko 1989 for the potential of reconstruction as a
practice to criticise canons, however Hodson has insisted only masterworks are of
value to dance: McCarthy

5 As in e.g. Garafola 1992, 63, following Kirstein 1971, 199.

¢ Ezhegodnik 1907-1908, ii:131: “ITaBunons Apmuabl. baneTs-nanToMuMa Bb 3 Kapr.,
cou. A. benya, my3sika H. H. Uepenanna.” ”Armida’s pavilion. Ballet-pantomime in 3
ta[bleaux]., lib[retto]. by A. Benois, music by N.N. Cherepnin.” Even in programmes
of the Ballets Russes, 'maitre de ballet' should not be confused with 'choreographer' as
the word is nowadays used.



by Nijinsky himself have surfaced, although Stravinsky’s annotations designed to

assist the choreographic process are well known.”

Considering how central Sacre has become to the history of dance as an art form,? it is
remarkable how little critical attention has been given to what the contemporary
primary sources do say of dancing, choreography and modernism in this work,
particularly as Nijinsky's choreographic works brought precisely this kind of detailed
attention to the formal qualities of dance into the Western reviews of the Ballets
Russes.” It is not the purpose of this article to remedy this, but in the following, 1
outline some aspects of the choreography that provoked critical interest, particularly
those that clearly held a very different significance for Russians than to their better-
known Western colleagues. However, this requires a short foray into the nationalist

concerns evoked by the theme of Sacre, primitive Russia.

The Russian Invasion

Commenting on the Balkan peace treaty of 30.5.1913, Alfred Capus wrote in the front-
page editorial of Le Figaro 2.6.1913 that the Russian barbarians had formed their own
state on the Avenue Montaigne, led by Nijinsky, “sorte d’Attila de la danse”'® — a
characterisation that explicitly rendered the Russians as an invading horde. Capus then
proposed a peace treaty could perhaps be negotiated between the French and these

foreigners in their midst:

Nijinsky s’engagera, je suppose, a ne plus représenter de ballet dépassant un
certain degré de beauté inaccessible a nos faibles intelligences et & ne plus
produire sur la scéne le type bien moderne de la femme de trois cents ans, ni

des petits garcons a la mamelle, ni méme de mamelle. Grace a ces concessions,

7 Stravinsky 1969. Millicent Hodson also found Marie Rambert's annotations, but
unlike she presents in Hodson 1996, xxi, these were created at least months and
possibly years after the premiere. Neither has the choreographic accuracy even of
Nijinsky's annotations to Jeux that I have discussed in Jarvinen 2009b.

8 E.g. Noisette 2011, 142 begins his chronology of contemporary dance from Sacre.
® See my previous articles in this journal, Jirvinen 2009a and b.
10 1.e Figaro 2.6.1913.



on continuera de lui dire qu’il est le plus grand danseur du monde, et le plus

beau des hommes, et on le lui prouvera. Nous sommes a la paix.!!

The situation in the Balkans was similarly alluded to in The Sketch 23.7.1913, which
described Stravinsky’s use of different keys as: “relations between them are not,
perhaps, very unlike those that exist between Servian and Bulgarian at the time of
writing.”'? Even the positive reviews used the metaphors of warfare — for example,
Jacques Riviére wrote of “les combats de ces étranges bataillons™? in the work
(perhaps an allusion to the fourth section of the first act, Nrpa aByx®s ropoaosws,
Games of two cities). As Modris Eksteins has discussed, a year later, Sacre was less
humorously presented as a prime example of the nihilism that had caused the
assassination of the Austrian Archduke and the following July crisis, and as something
against which the healthy and sane would protest; and even in 1918, Sacre cropped up

as an example of moral degeneration in French nationalist rhetoric.'*

Such allusions reflect how, by 1913, a major war between European empires seemed a
certainty, and it is important that with Sacre, only a little over a year before the
declaration of war, Russians got positioned as the potential enemy.' Capus's
description of modernity in the shape of an impossibly old woman and of sex in the
shape of (bare) breasts echo how choreographic choices distanced Sacre from the
expectations of the audience regarding beauty; but they also reflect how aesthetics

were inseparable from politics and the imagined future of the nation.

From their first season onwards, the Ballets Russes had been discussed as representing

the true, semi-barbaric Russia - that is, as being the East, not only representing it. In

' [e Figaro 2.6.1913.
12 Sketch 23.7.1913.

13 Riviére in La Nouvelle revue francaise November 1913, 721.

14 Eksteins 1989, 53-54 quoting La Revue Bleue 11.7.1914; Silver 1989, 20-22 quoting
La Baionette 18.4.1918.

IS Thanks to the crises in the Balkans, Russians had a reputation as war-mongers.
Hobsbawm 1989, esp. 312-315; Kern 2000, 252. Sacre was not the first time the
Ballets Russes stood in for Russian imperialism: see The Punch 24.1.1912 for
“startling results of exotic influence of the Persian native”, 13.11.1912 for “Our War
Pictures” and 11.12.1912 for “The Balkan Pas-de-Quatre”.



1912, the influential French critic Camille Mauclair illustrated what exactly this

'Russia' was:

La sensualité¢ enragée qui, par instants, convulse I’ordonnance des miniatures
persanes animées par la magie asiatique, la puérilité, la cruauté, le luxe barbare,
la souplesse féline des organismes, I’étrangeté des gestes et des faces, la
violente bizarrerie chromatique des parures, le caractére spasmodique de
certaines agrégations de cette foule ocellée qui sursaute et se distend en folie,

tout cela devra rester le propre du ballet russe.'¢

Barbarous luxury, cruelty, Asian magic, otherness — this ‘Russia’ was a Russia as
imagined by the Western audiences in the best traditions of Orientalism. Spatially,
temporally and ideologically separated from the West, this imagined Russia was
temporally located in the past and its aesthetic was that of the 1890s, not of the 1910s -
in the same article, Mauclair expressly wrote of how the Ballets Russes were realising
the dreams of the French Symbolists like himself, Lugné-Poé¢ and Mallarmé. Only this
kind of Russia - a Russia somewhere beyond civilisation or preceding it - could act as
a revitalizing influence on Western culture,!” as Mauclair explicated when he attacked
Nijinsky's Faune (associated with the French art of Mallarmé and Debussy) a fortnight

later.'®

Of the reasons contributing to the critical reversal that Mauclair's reactions here
illustrate, two are particularly pertinent to the reception of Sacre: the choreographer's
self-proclaimed "Cubism" and the assumption that the Russians' total works of art
rested on their inborn, racial ability to think as one. For both reasons, it was significant
that Diaghilev’s enterprise had construed itself as a "revolutionary" company, in
opposition to the Russian Imperial Theatres but also in opposition to all Philistines
who did not understand Art (i.e. the Ballets Russes). Yet, by 1913, new artistic
movements and up-and-coming artists disputed precisely the opulent fin-de-siécle

aesthetic of the company and gave lie to their claims of being the vanguard in art.!® At

16 Mauclair in Le Courrier Musical 1.6.1912.

17 See e.g. Rhodes 1994, esp. 8; Barkan & Bush 1995; also West 1993, 131-138 on
primitivism and revitalisation.

18 Camille Mauclair in Le Courrier Musical 15.6.1912.
19 See e.g. Acocella 1984, esp. 304-308, 352-359, 387-452.



the same time, these new movements lent credibility to the (nationalist) argument that
any "revolution" in art was simply dangerous anarchy, a disregard for tradition and

decency that undermined the very foundations of the nation.

In the nationalist atmosphere anticipating a war, many French critics identified new
forms of art as foreign and alien influences, destructive, degenerate and altogether
undesirable. To quote but one example of the indignation caused by the 1912 Salon

d’Automne:

Cette invasion sans cesse grandissante de météques, pour la plupart sans talent,
qui viennent, non plus comme autrefois pour étudier le clair génie de notre
race, mais pour nous imposer les brumes ou les extravagances du leur, est un
véritable péril national. [--] Nos artistes les imitent, le mauvais golt pénétre a
leur suite! [- -] Futuristes italiens ou ‘fumée de pipistes’ hongrois et slaves
contaminent notre jeunesse frangaise; ils sont la cause de ces folies ridicules

dont nous donnons quelques échantillons ici.?°

As evident from this quote from Le Monde illustré, the new art of Futurists, Cubists
and the like was seen as contaminating the impressionable French youth, especially if
these foreigners were allowed to exhibit side by side with native talent (nationalist
critics conveniently forgot Georges Braque was quite French). Similar voices were
also heard in England in conjunction with the first Post-Impressionist exhibition.?!
This is why Nijinsky's identification of his choreography as a kind of applied Cubism

doubled the foreignness of Sacre:

Moe mnpousBereHne B CYIIHOCTH He OaseT. DOTO COBEpIIEHHO HOBas
pUTMHYECKass My3bIKaJIHO-Xxopeorpaduueckas xommo3umms. Mos ¢opmyna —
CTporasi TUIACTHKA, CBSI3aHHAS C MY3BIKOIO. MOSI TONBITKAa 3aKII0YaeTCs B

YKEJIaHUU OTMETUTh HOBBIH, JIOOOMBITHBIN 3Tan B Xopeorpaguu. Mosi HoBast

20 Le Monde illustré, October 1912. The magazine calculated that 316 of the 709
exhibitors in the salon and nine of the jury of twenty-one were foreigners. Similarly,
Léon Werth in La Grande revue 25.10.1912; cf. musical perils discussed by Jean Celte
in La Nouvelle revue 15.5.1912.

21 Tickner 1997, 68; Stansky 1997, 214 quoting The Times: “Like anarchism in
politics, it [Post-Impressionism] is the rejection of all that civilization has done, the
good with the bad”, also 220, 232-236; Hynes 1969, 324-348.



dbopMyIia ABMKCHUS TOTICPKHET MEXAHM3M JKECTa W JIMHUU. S mMpuUMEeHWI K

xopeorpaduu TEOPHIO KUBOIUCIEB-KYOUCTOB. >

Keeping in mind what was said of Cubism in other arts, it is hardly surprising to find
Sacre represented as Orientalist excess unsuited to French culture, taste and morals:
Vuillermoz compared Nijinsky’s work to Metzinger and Picasso, whom he disliked,*’
and Reynaldo Hahn jokingly called Sacre “Ce Gauguin du Printemps”,?* which may
also have alluded to the name of the loose group Gauguin was associated with, les

Fauves.?

In addition, by 1913, the Ballets Russes was in Paris for its fifth consecutive summer
season (which was the eighth of Diaghilev’s "Saisons Russe") and as Truman Bullard
has noted, at the cessation of the indigenous theatre season in Paris, the Russians
presented a recurring challenge to French art.?6 Victor Débay complained that enough
was enough: “L’exces en tout est un défaut, n’est-ce pas? D’ailleurs, depuis quelque
temps, les étrangers considérent Paris comme un patient docile sur qui toutes

opérations peuvent étre tentées.”?” His colleague, Jean Perros, went a step further:

It is culture which makes for true superiority. If animals could paint and dance

without doubt they would compose ballets like the Russians! [- -] the first

22 “My work is not, in fact, ballet. It is really a new rhythmic musico-choreographic
composition. My formula [consists of] a rigorous plastique tied to the music. My
attempt includes a welcome to signify new, interesting stage in the development of
choreography. My new formula of movement emphasises the mechanism of gesture
and line. I apply to choreography the theory of Cubist painters”. Nijinsky in
Peterburgskaya gazeta 15./28.4.1912 quoted in Zilberstein-Samkov 1982, i:448;
similarly, Nijinsky in Comeadia 18.4.1912.

23 Vuillermoz in S.I.M. Revue musicale June 1913.

24 Hahn according to Reiss 1960, 126; see also Blanche La Revue de Paris 1.12.1913;
and Count Kessler to Hugo von Hofmannsthal 4.6.1913 in Kessler-Hofmannsthal
1968, 361.

25 ‘Fauve’ was generally interpreted as meaning ‘wild (beast)’. See also Carraud in La
Liberté 17.5.1913; and Cocteau 1918, 64.

26 Bullard 1971, 86-90, 191-193, 205-210.
27 Victor Débay in Le Courrier Musical 15.6.1913.



moment of surprise having passed, we see clearly that we have no reason to ask

them for lessons.?®

This anger had accumulated after what Nijinsky had made of the French art of
Debussy and Mallarmé in Faune, and his Jeux added insult to injury, as it showed the
choreographer had paid no heed to the criticism of the previous year. In many ways,
Jeux prepared the ground for Sacre, performed only a fortnight later — most of the

critics who had condemned the former also condemned the latter.

At the same time, Sacre not only confirmed Nijinsky's odd new style, it was a major
work that engaged the entire company of dancers and a large orchestra, and lasted
twice as long as most of the Ballets Russes works. Consequently, its success was
imperative for the company and advance publicity began over a year before the
premiere — in May 1912, Emile Vuillermoz already spoke of “le fameux Sacre”.?° The
first reviews of the novelty, based on the open dress rehearsal of 28.5.1913, illustrate
these high expectations: Le Figaro, amongst others, ran a publicity story praising the
Russians as great poets and their work as the “la réalisation la plus surprenante qu’ait
jamais tentée ’admirable troupe de M. Serge de Diaghilew.”? The same was true of
the London premiere in July: “Report said before the curtain rose on Friday night on
the newest Russian ballet (“Sacré [sic] du Printemps”) that it was going to whip
creation, and that all previous efforts of M. Serge de Diaghileff’s company were going

to be eclipsed.”!

What is crucial to understand is that these expectations rested on the reputation of the
Ballets Russes as an exceptional company whose spectacles were appraised for having
realized the total work of art principle, which, simply put, meant a performance that

created a seamless unity of the different arts involved. As an ideal, the total work of art

28 Jean Perros in La Critique Independante 15.6.1913 quoted in Bullard 1971, ii:151-
158; and La dame au Masque in the same paper, quoted op.cit., ii:144-146.

2 S.I.M. Revue musicale May 1912; similarly, Grande revue 25.6.1912. Also Bullard
1971, 11-13 and Stravinsky-Craft 1978, 90 quoting La France 12.11.1912.

30 Le Figaro 29.5.1913; also Bullard 1971, 132 on this notice being printed in several
papers. Vuillemin in Comoedia 31.5.1913; and Johnson 1913, 201 noticed the
anticipation was eager, however, see Jarvinen 2009b, 219n9 for similar advance
publicity for Jeux.

31 C.M. in The Lady 17.7.1913.



was imbued with social as well as aesthetic impact: it was believed that rediscovering
this lost unity would elevate the social prestige of (theatrical) arts in contemporary
society and that it would facilitate transcendental experiences through synaesthesia, the
mixing of sensory perceptions (hearing colours, for example).3? In the nineteenth
century, the German composer Richard Wagner (1813-1883) advocated the dominance
of one creative individual — the artist-genius — over the entire production of what he
called 'Gesammtkunstwerk', and from the first, the Ballets Russes was positioned in
opposition to this Wagnerian ideal (and German influence more generally) through
stressing the collectivity of the creative process in this company.3® For many of the
French critics disappointed with Symbolist efforts - like the aforementioned Camille
Mauclair - the total work of art could not be achieved by individuals but only by a

collective, atavistic genius, determined by race.

This is why, despite their praise, these authors never suggested that the lost bodies of
the Western spectators could be recovered if only they took up dancing. Ballet —
originally a Western art form — could be a perfect vehicle for Russian art because of
the racial atavism of the Russians: the Russians' dancing was a reversion to type that
was also a reversion in time - their inspiring vitality could only serve other races in arts
more suited to refined tastes of civilized people. Hence, critics lauding the Russians
simultaneously rescued the Western sense of cultural superiority by arguing that the
only reason for the Russians to have achieved the total work of art is biological and

inherent, dependent on race:

S’il leur est impossible de communiquer avec nous, lorsqu’ils sont entre eux,
ils ont une extraordinaire faculté¢ de méler leurs ames, de sentir et de penser la
méme chose a plusieurs. Leur race est trop jeune encore pour que se soient
construites en chaque étre ces milles petites différences, ces délicates réserves
personnelles, ces légéres mais infranchissables défenses qui abritent le seuil

d’un esprit cultivé. L’originalité n’est pas en eux cette balance fragile de

32 On Greek drama as Gesamtkunstwerk and this as exemplified by the Ballets Russes
see e.g. Kinney & Kinney s.a., 249-251; Austruy in La Nouvelle revue 1.7.1912;
Touchard in La Nouvelle revue 15.7.1912. On synaesthesia, Classen 1998, esp. 109-
137.

33 See Ghéon in La Nouvelle revue frangaise August 1910; similarly, Cocteau 1918,
65.



sentiments hétérogenes qu’elle est en nous. Elle a quelque chose de plus libre,
de plus rude, de moins facile a endommager. C’est pourquoi elle peut s’engager

et se perdre un instant dans les autres.*

The author of this quote, Jacques Riviére, is the most often cited defender of Sacre and
one portrayed in dance research as the sole critic who really understood its
modernism.35 This is, in itself, a remarkably Orientalist claim considering the lengthy
analyses of the work in the Russian press, but particularly so because in this excerpt
from the first of the two pieces Riviere wrote of Sacre, he not only uses the familiar
juxtaposition of us and them (nous, les Occidentaux vs. eux, les Russes) but explicitly
rests his appraisal of the new work on this presumed inherent racial difference. The
representation of primitivity in Sacre is thus successful because the Russians, despite
outward signs of civilization, were primitives who could think the same thing

simultaneously like some kind of a hive mind.

Riviere was hardly original in thinking thus: racial difference had for years justified
both what the Russians presented onstage and how they went about presenting it.3¢ It

can be found also in English sources:

The real truth about the Russians is that they are expressing themselves, so that
we get a sincerity and a unity of purpose hardly possible under the usual

operatic conditions in this country. This is specially true of the ballets,*’

wrote The Graphic. A few years earlier, The Lady found this self to be the “Tartar

element”,3® a misperception that would have been particularly insulting to Russians, as

Ta(r)tars were Muslim descendants of the Mongol invaders who had occupied Russia

34 Riviére in La Nouvelle revue frangaise August 1913.

35 Riviére’s second essay on Sacre, published in the November issue of La Nouvelle
Revue Frangaise, has been cited as the best or most important discussion on the ballet.
See e.g. Kirstein 1975, 144, 164-168; Garafola 1992(a), 69-70; Hodson 1996, xi;
Lepecki 2000, 340-342. See Nochlin 1989, xvi on canon formation and colonialism.

36 See e.g. Abel Bonnard in Le Figaro 18.6.1910; Jean-Louis Vaudoyer in Revue de
Paris 15.7.1910; Touchard in La Nouvelle revue 15.7.1912; Marnold in Mercure de
France 1.10.1913.

37 The Graphic 12.7.1913.
38 The Lady 20.7.1911; likewise The Graphic 13.7.1912.



until the fifteenth century.

This ideological Othering of the Russians and the emphasis on racially defined
collective creation in particular affected how reviews of the spectacles rarely analysed
what took place on stage. For example, The Graphic spent several paragraphs
describing the plot of Petrouchka (1911) and then dismissed the dancing with: “Of the

3% When what the dancers did on stage receded

performance nothing need to be said.
to the background in texts that focused on the emotional impact of the total work of
art, the finished product just magically appeared at each performance and the labour
that went into the actual creation of these spectacles was excluded from the discourse,
including much of the later research. In contrast, Russian critics used this apparent
disinterest of their Western colleagues to justify their own critical view of the Ballets
Russes company, although these critics actually did engage with choreography in

unprecedented detail with Nijinsky's choreographies.*’

The Old vs. the New Ballet

For most Russian critics, the Ballets Russes was not a revolutionary company — on the
contrary: Russian audiences had got used to ‘new ballet’ choreography since Gorsky’s
Don Quixote of 1900 - a style originally opposed by both Diaghilev's Mir iskusstva
group*! and by Fokine and the ballet strikers of 1905.42 Moreover, the majority of the
works performed during the 1909 and 1910 visits of the Imperial Theatres to Paris had
already been seen in St. Petersburg, and their sets were in the neo-nationalist style
familiar to Russian critics from productions of the Krotkov (or Mamontov) Private
Opera (1885-1887, 1896-1903) and the Moscow Arts Theatre (est. 1898) as well as

earlier productions of the Imperial Theatres. Thus, when Yakov Tugenkhold reported

39 The Graphic 22.2.1913.
40 See my articles in this journal Jirvinen 2008 and 2009a.

41 See Benois in Mir iskusstva 2-3/1902 attacking the “oxecTOYEHHBIMU BepUYEHIIMU
Maccw” (“wild whirling masses™) Gorsky staged - cf. Benois in Rech 19.6./2.7.1909
praising Fokine for the same.

42 Unlike e.g. Garafola 1992a, 4-5, 7 presents, the 1905 'Ballet strike' at the Maryinsky
was against the reforms instigated by Teliakovsky that included replacing the aging
Petipa and his old ballet with the new ballet of Gorsky. Cf. Telyakovsky 1990, 42-46;
Souritz 1999, 104-108; Krasovskaia 1971, i: 46-50, 107-151.



in Apollon 8/1910 that Bakst’s scenery was a revelation to the French, he implied there
was little that was new in it for the Russian spectator. It is true that the costumes broke
some of the rules of decency of the Imperial Theatres - a fact that became cause for
Nijinsky's 1911 dismissal - and some of the themes (like suicides) were expressly
forbidden on the Imperial stage. But these qualities were also associated with "low"
forms of the variety stage and credited to Diaghilev's ideas on marketing, his

n43

"GapeirEEKE HckyccTBa"® seen as unfit for Artists of the Imperial Theatres and

detrimental to the reputation of ballet in Russia.*4

Against this background, the reception of all of Nijinsky's choreographies, and of
Sacre in particular, was rather exceptional. For one, in comparison to previous
reviews, the Russian critics seemed to lose interest in what their Western colleagues
wrote of Sacre - the reviews included far fewer quotations from the French press than
before. Also, many of the critics who had disparaged the company also markedly
changed their opinions with Sacre, and found in it evidence of the truth of their

particular aesthetic agendas, even though these agendas were mutually exclusive.

To begin with, in the Russian dance discourse, tradition was one of the points of
contestation between the faction defending the old ballet - critics like André (Andrei)
Levinson - and the advocates of the so-called "new ballet" of Aleksandr Gorsky and
his followers - critics like Valerian Svetlov. The gist of this strife between the old and
new ballet was that the defenders of the former claimed that the latter had introduced
to dance a dilettantism that undermined the value of dance training, technique and skill
in favour of expressive acting;*> whilst the latter argued that the former were so stuck

in their ways they caused the entire art form to stagnate.*®

43 Le. "huckster art". Obozrenie teatrov 30.5./12.6.1909. Baryshniki was a name for
people selling (black market) tickets to the performances of the Imperial Theatres at
exorbitant prices.

4 More on Diaghilev's image in Russia in Jirvinen 2008. See also Benois quoted in
Wiley 1979/1980, 177 using the "immorality is in eye of the beholder" argument to
justify his costume, the one that got Nijinsky dismissed.

45 See Akim Volinsky quoted in Rabinowitz 2009, 6 on Fokine destroying the
greatness of Pavlova, Karsavina and Nijinsky; or Levinson on Fokine’s Les Préludes
in Rech 2./15.4.1913.

46 Svétlow 1912, esp. 6-12.



Therefore, it is remarkable how Levinson, despite his apparent dislike of Nijinsky's
choreographic principles, appreciates the choreographic composition of Sacre and how
he praises Maria Piltz's dance as the Chosen One as "o4ueHb yBbpeHHO, MY>KECTBEHHO,
noutu kpacuso".4” In contrast, the usual Russian advocate of everything the Ballets
Russes did, Valerian Svetlov, was unusually quiet about both the choreography and the
music of Sacre in his review for Peterburgskaia gazeta 23.5./5.6.1913. However, this

review, too, ends with an appraisal of the solo of the Chosen One:
JbByIka HaYMHACTH TaHEIb, KOTOPBIN JITUTCS YETHIPE MUHYTHI.

Bemp BenbixanHass BB Jrbrommcsaxb xoperpadin, W OCTaeTCS yAWUBISATHCS
BBIHOCJIMBOCTH U MY’KECTBY MOJIOJIEHbKOW [IMiblrb, KOTOpasi BBIIEPKUBACTCS
3Ty XoperpaduuecKyro IbITKY, 00€3CHINBAast JUIIb 110 TPeOOBaHiI0 THOPETTO, a

He Ha caMoMb abirb. 48

Although he does not explicitly state it, Svetlov implies he was very uncomfortable

with Nijinsky's choreography. He concluded his review:

Becr 3TOTHP akTh IOJNIOHH KAaKOrO-TO CIABSHCKAaro MuUcCTuu3Ma HW Bb

BeJMKONBHHOMN JeKopallin Pepuxa uyBCTByeTCS KaKas-TO CTUXIIHHAS KyTh.

Together with the description of the choreography as torture and the emphasis on
Roerich's costumes over music or dance this points to how Sacre provoked such
strongly emotional reactions from critics - in praise and in blame - that it seems it
genuinely expanded the affective possibilities of dance, and it did so precisely by

challenging previously expected aesthetic qualities of beauty and grace.

47 1.e. "very certain, brave, almost beautiful." Levinson in Rech 3./16.6.1913.
48 "The girl begins a dance that lasts for four minutes.

The piece is unprecedented in the annals of choreography, and one remains
puzzled/astonished by the stamina and courage of the young Piltz, who kept to this
choreographic torture, without giving up, only because it was required by the libretto
and not actually."

Svetlov in Peterburgskaia gazeta 23.5./5.6.1913.

49 "All of this [second] act is full of some kind of Slavic mysticism and in Roerich's
magnificent scenery [i.e. set design] one feels some kind of primal terror." Ibid.



With a very different emphasis, the former Director of the Imperial Theatres, Prince
Sergei Volkonsky wrote in Apollon 6/1913 of Sacre as a ritual, because he saw it as so
disconnected with anything the word 'ballet' could evoke. However, he did not claim
that Nijinsky would have emulated a ritual capable of creating some kind of a mystic
experience in spectators or dancers, or aimed at something that was not ballet.’® In
fact, he chided Roerich's décor and costumes for reducing the impact of the

choreography:

IepaTUYHOCTh  TAHIICBh HBCKOIBKO  pa30aBisiach ATHOTPAPUIHOCTHIO
PepuxoBCcKkUXb KOCTIOMOBB, — CIHIIKOMB YYyBCTBOBaJach ‘TyOepHis’ Moab

3TUMB JOUCTOPUYECKUMb CIABSIHCTBOMB. !

The "provincial" costumes similarly displeased Anatoli Lunacharsky, writing to the
theatrical paper Teatr i iskusstvo. Just like the prince, the future People's Commissar of
Enlightenment (NARKOMPROS) under Lenin argued that Sacre did not aim for
archaeological accuracy or ethnographic authenticity, and he dismissed Roerich's
contribution as belonging to a wrong kind of primitivism, an unoriginal fashion in the
wake of Gauguin. Despite his reservations, Lunacharsky thought Sacre "crans (sic) BB
YPOBEHB BOOOIIIE XOPOIIUXb criekTakie.">? More importantly, however, Lunacharsky

analysed how Sacre overhauled traditional notions of beauty:

Ho CrpaBunckiit 1 HuxuHCKIH [--] X0ThJIM BOCKpECUTh IPUMUTHUBHBIS TUISICKH
Xy00oicecmeeHno, BO BCEOPYXKIM COBPEMEHHOH MY3BbIKaJIIbHO-OPKECTPOBOIA,
OasleTHOW M NEeKOPaTUBHOM TeXHUKH. OOBIKHOBEHHO BB ThXb Cilydasxb, Koraa
pexuccepb crapaercs JAarh "KpacoTy', TOJHSABb JO €A  YCJIOBIH
o0OpabaTbIBaeMyI0 UMb ThICTBUTEIBHOCTD - OHB TBHCTBYEeTH 10 00pa3iy Thxb

CBOMXb NPEAIIECTBEHHUKOBB, KoTopble Bb "Kusnu 3a Llaps" Beimyckanu Ha

50 Krasovskaya 1979, 241-244 quotes Volkonsky and claims Nijinsky insisted that his
work was ballet, neither Dalcrozian, nor ritual, in essence. Cf. Levinson 1982, 53: “[I]
can believe that the spring rites of pagan Russia were, down to the smallest details, just
as they were on stage at the Champs Elysées.”

51 Le. “the hieratic dancing was somewhat diluted by the ethnographic accuracy of
Roerich’s costumes, which felt too provincial for this prehistoric Slavism." Volkonsky
in Apollon 6/1913.

52 "It was on the level of the very great spectacles." Lunacharsky in Teatr i iskusstvo
9./22.6.1913.



CIICHy 3HAaMEHHUTHIXh IMeH3aHb Bb MICTKOBBIXH pyOaxaxb M IUIMCOBBIXH
mapoBapaxb. [[OCTENIEHHO JHINB MPOCAYMBACTCS JaK€ Bb ONEpy U OaleTh
CO3HaHie, YTO NMpeKpacHoe NAIeKO He IBIMKOMB CBOAWUTCS Kb KPacHBOMY, a
ThMb Oombe kb Kpacusemvxomy. CrpaBuHCKIH W HmKWHCKIN naBmm
XYI0XKECTBEHHOE M co8pemeHHOe TIpou3BeneHie, umbiomee cBoeto Irbibio
BO3C03/1aTh €IIIe MJIaJICHIYECKYI0 KPacoTy, KOTopasi Bb HeoOpaboTaHHOMDB BUIb
HE MOXETh HE MOKa3aThCs HAMb YPOJCTBOMb, HE MOLUINM HU MO IyTH HAY4YHOUI

TOYHOCTH, HU M0 ITyTH OaeTHaro odcaxapuBaHbs Marepiana.ss

Lunacharsky speculated that this kind of middle ground was perhaps the only one
possible for ballet, but it is obvious that he had his doubts. What was at fault was the

sources Nijinsky had used for his primitivism:

[Ipu sTOMB OHAKO 3a0BIBACTCSI OHO OOCTOSTENHCTBO. [IpUMUTHBHEIN TaHEIb
M300paXkaJics TMPUMUTHUBHBIMB JK€ XYJOKHUKOMB. Bb 3TOMB ciydab
M300paxkeHie JOHKHO OBLIO OBITH CTOJb KE HEMOXOKUMb HAa OPUTHHATH, KAKb
HE MOX0Xb Ha pedeHKa MMb caMMMb cIbiaHIbIi aBTONOPTPETh. 3aTEMBb,
TaHICBAIBHBIA CTHUJIb TMPOITYCKAJCS Bb ITOMB cliydab CKBO3b KHBOITHCHBIH

CTHIR. 4

In other words, Lunacharsky resorted to a claim similar to those made of Nijinsky's
Faune in Western Europe - that Nijinsky was mistaken to imitate in dance the

conventions of a two-dimensional picture.> Lunacharsky did not even consider the

53 But Stravinsky and Nijinsky [--] fully equipped with the techniques of contemporary
musical orchestras, ballets and decoration, wanted to revive primitive dances
artistically. Usually in the cases when the director labours to make "beauty", they
heighten the reality to fit their conditions like their predecessors who in "Life for the
Tsar" bring on stage the usual peasants in silk shirts and corduroy trousers. Only
gradually the knowledge seeps even into opera and ballet that the beautiful is not
entirely limited to beauty, much less to the pretty. Stravinsky and Nijinsky gave an
artistic and contemporary work that has childish beauty, [a work] that in its refined
guise cannot seem to us but to be ugly. They did not take the road of scientific
accuracy, nor the road of balletic sugaring of the material.

54 "This, however, means forgetting one thing. Primitive dance was depicted by
equally primitive artists. In this case, the image has to be as different from the original
as a child himself from his self-portrait. Thus, in this case, the painting style conditions
[lit. shows through in] the dance style." Lunacharsky in Teatr i iskusstvo 9./22.6.1913.

55 See e.g. Pall Mall Gazette 18.2.1913; Johnson 1913, 186.



possibility that Nijinsky would have taken to the primitive form as something beautiful
in itself, and although he thought the dances created interesting effects, he condemned
what he thought was its method of creating these effects. Also, as with his Faune
review,% instead of detailing his critical view of the choreography, he veered to

condemning the audience behaviour.

Volkonsky, too, pointed out that primitivism - or as he called it, archaism - was

problematic for dance:

ApXaudHOCTh BB JABIDKEHISIXH — OMACHBIA 31eMeHTb. Pbako el Bbpurcs Ha
cuenb; ona Bcerna kaxxercst YbMb-T0 ablaHBIMB, HCKaHBIMB, HAPOYHBIMB. HO
s JOJDKEHB CKaszaTh, 4TO 31bCh, Ch MepBaro MrHoBeHist Bbpuiioch, HU pa3y He
Obut0 ‘Hapo4HO’. S MOMKEeHB CKa3aTh, YTO Bb NEPBBIA pa3b s MOBLPHIDH

HAWBHOCTH Ha crieHb.>’

What is interesting in this quote is, that Volkonsky states he believes in the action on
stage precisely when it does not seem connived or intentional. A page later, Volkonsky
went on to explain what he found to be the most important qualities of Nijinsky’s

choreography:

Hano cka3aTh W TO, YTO HCIIOJHEHO 3TO OBLIO BOCXHUTHTEIHHO, — POBHO,
OJHOTOHHO: ABHUI'aJIUCh HE JIFOJU, ABHUI'AJIACh BCA J'[I/IHiSI, KaKb H”I3'~ITO OJHO,
camo mo cebb kxmBoe, — denopbueckoe oxkepenbe, CBSI3aHHOE HEBHIUMOIO

HUTBBIO PUTMA...

bonbmoe  BocmuraTenbHOe — 3HadeHie  MMbeTh  3TO  MOATBEpXKIEHIE
XOPUCTHYECKAaro Hayajaa Bb TOMb HCKYyCCTBb, KOTOpoe 10 CUXb MOpPH ObLIO

camoe ‘commctudeckoe’ m3b Bchbxb. 3abBeHie cBoero ‘s’ — mepBoe yCIOBie

56 Lunacharsky in Teatr i iskusstvo 15./28.6.1912.

57 1.e. "Archaism in movement [is] a dangerous element. Rarely is it believable on
stage — it always looks like it has been made, searched for, intentional. But I should
say that here, from the first moment it is believable, not once did it become
‘intentional’. I should say that for the first time I believed in the naiveté on stage.”
Volkonsky in Apollon 6/1913.



HCKYCCTBA, U Bb O3TOM cMbIcih HOBOE HanpaBneHie HCJIB34 HE HpI/IB"]STCTBOBaTL,

KaKb DJIEMEHTD XYI0XKECTBEHHATO 3/I0POBbA. >

Thanks to his interest in Dalcroze's eurhythmics, Volkonsky believed the "primitive"
form — the choreographed repetition and mass movement, the de-individualization of
the dancers — could bring something new to the art of dance. His reference to how
ballet was the art of great individuals could well be extended to dance more generally
as the notable personalities of contemporary free-form dance, like Loie Fuller and

Isadora Duncan, figured prominently on the pages of Russian theatre magazines.

Primitive Rhythm

E. Pann, writing for the theatre periodical Maski, found Sacre the most convincing

work the Diaghilev company had ever produced:

MO’KHO Pa3MaTpHBaTh KaKb caMOe KPYITHOE COOBITie Bb MOJIOJION MTOKA UCTOPIH
JIsTuieBcKaro TpEArpiATis: OHa O3HaMeHoBaia coOoro phmmrensHOE
BCTyIUICHIe Ha MyTh Putma. O0a MOJOABIXH HOBATOPa; OJUHB BH OOIACTH
MY3BIKH, APYroi Bb obiactu xopeorpadinm, namum kpymHoe u yObaurenbHOE

XYIOKECTBEHHOE ycHiie.>

In a manner reminiscent of Volkonsky, he went on to discuss this rhythm and the new
form of choreography that he had not seen as necessary in Nijinsky’s Jeux but found

very suiting to the music of Sacre. Lunacharsky agreed: although he found

8 “It must be said that the execution of this was wonderful — steady, monotonous; the
people did not move, only the lines moved, as if no-one lived alone, on their own — a
human necklace tied by the invisible string of rhythm...

The great pedagogic significance [of Sacre] is this strengthening of the choristic
foundation in an art, which up to now has been the most ‘solistic’ of all. The forgetting
of one’s ‘I’ [is] the first imperative of art, and in this sense the new trend can only be
welcome as an element of artistic health.” Volkonsky in Apollon 6/1913.

3 “must show as a great event in the so-far short history of the Diaghilevian enterprise:
it signifies its determined stepping onto the path of Rhythm. Both young renovators,
one in the area of music, the other in the area of choreography, give great and
convincing artistic effort.” Pann in Maski 7-8/1913-1914.



Stravinsky's score filled with "mukuxp ¥ rpyObIXs> MOHOTOHHBIXH M HEYKIIOKHXb

putMoBs",% he commended how:

HwxuHckaro mpexae BCero MPUXOAUTCS MOXBAIUTH 3a TO, YTO JIBUXKEHiEe Ha
cueHb ¢b BEeNMKOH TOYHOCTBHIO W 3aMbyareIbHBIMB HCKYCCTBOMDB MOAYNHEHO
TaJIaHTIIMBOM 3ByKomucu CtpaBuHcKaro. J{ist Toro xe, yTo0s 00pbctn Kimods
Kb 0COOEHHOCTSIMb IPUMHUTUBHATO JKE€CTa WM CTaJHaro nopsia - HmkuHCKiM
o0paTwiics Kb BBIIIMBKAaMb, OYE€Hb CTAPbIMBb JTyOKaMb U BOOOIIIE pa3Haro pojaa

HpHMHTHBHOfI )KI/IBOI'H/ICI/I.61

That is, Lunacharsky appraised the tight connection between the sounds of the

orchestra and the movements on stage as Volkonsky and Pann.

In contrast, André Levinson, who preferred the "old ballet" qualities of Jeux to the

primitivism of Sacre, wrote against this excess of rhythm:
51 He 3HAr0 HUYero u3bICKaHHbe 3TOM rOTTEHTOTCKOBI MY3bIKH.

Ho BBH TOMB, Kakb BOCIPHHSIb 3Ty MY3BIKYy OaneTrmeicrepb, Bb TOMb, KaKb
OHb INOJYUHWIb €{ HCIOJIMTENICH - POKOBAs JIOKb M OYEHb IOYYMTENIbHAS

OIIMOKA ITOM ITOCTAHOBKH.

EnunacTBeHHAs bIb MPHIyMaHHBIXb UMb JIBIDKEHIN - OCYIIECTBIICHIE PHTMA.
Putmp - TtakoBa 3mbCch €IWMHCTBEHHAs, YyJOBHUIHAsA CHJIa, 00y3daBIIas

MEePBOOBITHYIO JYIITY.

TaHYOBIIMKKA BOIUIOIIAKOTH OTHOCHUTENBHYIO JUIMTEIBHOCTh, CHIIy 3BYKA,
YCKOpEHIC W 3aMelJICHIC TeMIla CXEeMaTHYeCKObl THMHACTHUKOBI JBHUKCHIMH,
cru0arThL u BBIIPAMIIAIOTH KOJT]BHI/I, IMOJHUMAIOTh W OIIYCKAIOTh IIATKH,

tonuyTcst Ha Mberb, c¢p cunoit orOuBas akieHTHpoBaHHBIA HOTHL. llpu

60 "wild and coarse, monotonous and clumsy rhythms." Lunacharsky in Teatr i

iskusstvo 9./22.6.1913.

1 "Above all, Nijinsky has to be praised because the movement on stage subordinates
itself to Stravinsky's talented sound signals with great accuracy and excellent artistry.
In order to find the key to the special features of primitive gestures or the herd's
impulses, Nijinsky turned to embroideries, very old lubki [i.e. woodcuts or engravings]
and in general to all kinds of primitive painting." Lunacharsky in Teatr i iskusstvo
9./22.6.1913.



yCKOpeHin oHM ObryTe Apyrs 3a ApyromMb, TOYHO KOHHM Ha xXopxab; - MycTh
mpocTITh MHB 3TO cropTuBHOE ymoTpeOseHie. DTO - BECh NPHUBBIYHBIN
MEeIarormyeckii  apceHanb  NpEenojaBaHiss PUTMHYECKOW TUMHACTHKH.
Pasymubist camu no ced6b u ubnecooOpasHbisi 3TH JBUTATENbHBIS CXEMBI,
JTUmeHsl  374bCh  CBOETO  TEpBOHAYANbHArO  NMPHUKIATHOTO  3HAYEHIs,

orpaBaaHHAro0 OnbITOMb.

[To KakOMy-TO HENOCTH)KMMOMY YKJIOHEHII0 BKyCa W TIOHHMAaHIsl 3TUMH
BCIIOMOTATENIbHBIMU  (pOpMyJIaMH JIBWKEHIH NOAMbBHEHO IUIaCTUYECKOE U

TICUXOJIOTHYCCKOC coaepmaHie TaHIa.

Ho Benmp putmb - TOIbKO ronas ¢popma, ToIbKO Mbpa JABIKEHisI BO BpEMEHH,
JUIIEeHHas cojepxanis. HeGnaropazymMHO ObUIO MPUHOCUTH €MY Bb JKEPTBY
mwiacTuky. M BOoTh, BCIOAY, ITb XaOTHUYECKisS METaHIis OACPKUMBIXDh BECHOU U
OTbSIHEHHBIXb 00KECTBOMB JIUKapel, 00palanuch Bb HyAHbIN [TOKa3aTeIbHbIN
YPOKBb PUTMHYECKObI THMHACTHKH, KOTJa ImamMaHbl U ObCcHOBaThle HauWHAIN
“xomuTh HOTHI” ¥ “‘mbiarh accelerando MM CHHKOIBI, - TaMb HAYHHAJICS
NICUXOJIOTMYECKIM MpoBadb BCEro 3aMbIClia, CaMOE€ 3aKOHHOE M camoe
KoMHuueckoe  Hemoymbaie  3purens. HauBHas  KycTapHOCTh  mpiema

OTTaJIKHMBaJia.

HoBprit puTMudeckiit popManu3mMb He 0 MPaBy MOJABISAETh CaMOAOBIBIONIyT0

IUIACTUKY; Kb TOMY K€ OHb IYCTh M MAJIO BIIEYATIISAETH CaMb 1o ce6b.5?

62 «“T know nothing more researched than this Hottentot music.

But in the manner the ballet master has understood this music, in the way he submits
the executors to it — here lies the fatal lie and the very instructive error of this
performance.

The sole aim he has invented for the movement [is] to realise the rhythm. Rhythm —
here it is the only thing, a monstrous force that harnesses the primitive soul.

The dancers embody the relative length, volume, speeding up and slowing down of the
tempo in schematic gymnastic movements, bending and straightening, rising and
lowering their heels, stopping still, as the force beats the pace of accented notes. While
it is faster, they run together like horses in a herd — if you forgive me the sportive
metaphor. All this [is] familiar from the pedagogic arsenal for teaching rhythmic
gymnastics. Sensible in themselves and purposeful, these motor schemes are here
deprived of their original practical significance that has been justified by experience.



In this remarkable review, Levinson seems torn between his own preference for the
graceful old ballet, its taste, elegance and refinement, and the lure of the new, alien
formalism of Sacre. His assessment of the music as both "Hottentot" and "refined"
illustrates an emotional response similar to Svetlov's that has him search out "the fatal
lie" in the choreography - the fact that Nijinsky follows the musical structure too
closely, which is precisely the quality that Lunacharsky and Volkonsky praised in
Sacre. But paradoxically, Levinson both complains that rhythm "leaves no impression
in itself" and yet pays a lot of attention to sow exactly the dancers embody this rhythm.

In the end, he nonetheless praised Sacre for its bravery, its dazzling failure that, either

despite or because of its downfall, was worth appreciation — it was only years later that

he modified his opinion, writing that he had been “carried away”® by it all.

When contrasted with the review by Volkonsky, one can discern shades of another
important dispute in contemporary Russian dance: the question about the relationship
between ballet, free form dance and other forms of contemporary body culture such as
eurhythmics. The rhythmic gymnastics that Levinson alludes to are a direct reference
not only to Dalcroze but other forms of body culture with which also some Western
critics associated Sacre.®* For Volkonsky, a Russian advocate of Dalcroze's rhythmic
gymnastics, rhythm was the vital principle upon which the art of the future would be
built, and hence, Sacre was a fine example of this art of the future. Levinson thought

Dalcroze was only good for pedagogical purposes, not for the stage, and in his opinion,

In some kind of unfathomable evasion of all taste and understanding, these additional
formulas of movement replace the plastic and psychological foundations of the dance.

But rhythm [is] only naked form, only the measure of movement in time, devoid of
content. Unwisely used, bringing it in sacrifices the plastic. And this is where, as the
savages everywhere chaotically throw [themselves] around possessed by the spring
and drunk from the godhead, the circulation turns into a boring exercise lesson in
rhythmic gymnastics. When the shaman and the possessed began to “walk the notes”
and “divide the accelerando or the syncope” there begins the psychological collapse of
the entire attempt, its legality and [to] the comic bafflement of the spectator. Naive
kustarnichestvo repels the reception.

The new rhythmic formalism should not crush the self-sufficient plastic; by itself it is
empty and leaves little impression in itself.” Levinson in Rech 3./16.6.1913.

63 Levinson 1982, 54. This is a translation of Levinson's 1918 book. In addition to
significantly rearranging the text and changing quite a few of his wordings, in 1918
Levinson also makes a specific reference to Dalcroze's system.

% See e.g. The Sketch 23.7.1913 on "Swedish-exercise-like movements", a reference to
Nils Bukh's gymnastics.



Sacre had erred precisely because it relied too much on rhythm. The 'plastic’ that
Levinson requires of dance refers to statuesque poses, slow, harmonious and, most
importantly, graceful movement. As such, plastic refers to both the pictorialist style of
theatrical composition and to an aesthetic of grace, both of which Nijinsky had set out

to oppose already in his previous choreographies.®

The second important word in Levinson's review is "kustarnost". This means the style
of Russian peasant manufactures, the most famous of which were Elizaveta
Mamontova's Abramtsevo and Maria Tenisheva's Talashkino. Roerich was something
of a protégé of Tenisheva's, but this is not why Levinson is alluding to the kustari -
rather, Levinson indicates a political difference between his own nationalist alignment
and what he presumes is that of the makers of Sacre. Like most advocates of the "old
ballet", Levinson was politically aligned with the zapadniki or Westernizers, for whom
Russians imported Western cultural products to improve them for the greater glory of
the nation.®¢ In contrast, kustari were the domain of the narodniki or Populists, who
sought for the Russian soul in the folk traditions of the peasants. Many of the
narodniki embraced primitivism, which utilised the crafts of peasants to create designs

for the modern consumer.%?

The genealogy of why Diaghilev's enterprises have so often been misrepresented as
straightforwardly opposing the narodniki ideals of the 'generation of the 1860s' is too
complex to go into, here.® However, it is crucial to understand how important it was

for Russian reviewers that Sacre could be interpreted in this very different aesthetic

%5 See Nijinsky in The Daily Mail 14.7.1913; for stage pictorialism, see Jarvinen
2009a.

6 See Mikkeli 1999, 149-155; Vihavainen 1999, 168-169; Williams 1999, 3-18, esp.
11. Ballet was one of these 'improved imports' associated with the Petrine reforms.

67 Salmond 1996; also Rhodes 1994, 24-31.

%8 T.e. Diaghilev's family ties to merchant estate, to narodniki politics and to the kustar
revival, his navigation of Russian nationalist politics and the importance of these to all
of his enterprises were edited out of the 'revolutionary' narrative of Diaghilev's private
ballet company (1911-1929). In this narrative, the Ballets Russes and its central figures
both oppose everything in semi-barbarian Russia and represent a 'truer' version of this
Russia for the connoisseur audiences in the West. The importance of zapadniki authors
like Aleksandr Benois, Walter Nouvel and Valerian Svetlov (of whom more below) to
the canonization of Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes has ensured that dance history
continues supporting this narrative, despite critical historiography by authors like
Roland John Wiley and Tim Scholl.



and political tradition than any ballet before it. Ballet as an art form was closely tied
with the figure of the tsar, his court and the supporters of autocracy, and had been
bypassed by the nationalist reformers of the 'generation of the 1860s' and their Populist
ideology. The references to kustarnost, to native old forms like lubki, and to primitivist
art in the reviews of Sacre all show how, despite being set in ancient Rus, Sacre was
the first Ballets Russes work that could be aligned with contemporary political and
aesthetic changes in Russian art at a time when the Social Realism of the 1860s and
the Symbolism of the 1890s were coming together in new forms of Russian

Modernism.

Realism and Modernism

In the West, Nijinsky’s works had been seen as “une phase nouvelle de la lutte de
I’idéalisme contre le réalisme dans I’art scénique”,® a new kind of anti-realist art. In
part because of the importance of Realism to Russian arts and national identity, the
reverse was true with Russian critics, who connected Sacre with contemporary
changes in Russian arts. One of Nijinsky's greatest admirers was the poet Nikolai
Minsky (pseudonym of Nikolai Maksimovich Vilenkin), who had begun his career as
one of the first Russian symbolists in the beginning of the 1890s. Minsky had written
to Mir iskusstva, the arts journal Diaghilev edited from 1898 to 1904, but by 1912-
1913, when he wrote of Nijinsky's choreographies, Minsky had embraced the new
Russian formalists known as the Acmeist school - the loose group that included Osip

Mandelstam and Anna Akhmatova, authors who eschewed the florid language and

flights of fancy of the Symbolist generation.

In an effort to connect this new style to what was already called the ‘Golden Age’ of
Russian art - the social realism of the peredvizhniki painters and music of the kuchkist
composers, the works of Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy - Minsky labelled it ‘neo-realism’.
For Minsky, Nijinsky's choreographies were examples of neo-realism in dance, a
contrast to the heady overdose of Symbolism that he himself had left behind (of which

another implication lies in the manner Minsky chided Fokine with the words of

%9 Vuillermoz in S.I.M. Revue musicale June 1913.



Tolstoy.)’® As in the West, Russian modernism of the 1910s disavowed the opulent
legacy of Symbolism in favour of simpler forms, many of which were taken from
kustarnost as well as from urban popular culture.”! It was this new art in theatre as well

as in painting and poetry that most of the Russian critics connected Sacre.

In striking contrast to how Western critics tended to portray simplification and
stylisation as ugly, unsuited to dance as an art form, and, more specifically, as a
foreign tendency,’” the Russian audiences of Sacre could immediately make the
connection between this work and their native forms of avant-garde art - the work of
the Russian Cubo-Futurists in particular. This shows particularly well in Volkonsky's

description when he states:

OavHb M3b HAIUXb KPUTUKOBbB, H3b JPYKECTBEHHO PACIOJIOKEHHBIXD,
OXapaKTepu30Badlb HMEHEMb ‘MKOHONHMCHAro KyOu3ma' Ty apXanyecKyro
YIJIOBaTOCTh ABWXKEHIM, KOTOpas pa3BepThIBAETCS NMEpelb HaMU MOIb 3BYKU

‘cnaBsHCKaro Ilana’.”?

Once again, this was also immediately apparent to Andrei Levinson, who similarly

"74 of the girls in the round dance of the second

noted the "WKOHONHMCHBIXBH KECTOBH
act. Although Levinson does not create the connection between ancient traditions and
contemporary painting, the fact that he interprets the aesthetic of Sacre in a similar
manner to Volkonsky indicates how the Russian critics' shared cultural context

influenced their understanding and analysis of the novelty.

Notably, in Russia, the qualities of stylization and simplification were thus seen as
inherently national and as such, positive qualities in the choreography. Nationalism

was in no way exclusive of modernism - rather on the contrary. This familiarity of the

70 Minsky in Utro Rossii 30.5./12.6.1913.
"1 See e.g. Rhodes 1994, 46-50 on Russian art and primitivism; Gray 1971.

72 Exceptions include Mauss L’Art Moderne quoted in Bullard 1971, ii:72-76; and
Marnold in Mercure de France 1.10.1913.

73 “One of our critics in all amity favourably described it as “cubist icon-painting”
where the archaic angularity of the movement unravels itself in front of us to the pipes
of Slavonic Pan.” Volkonsky in Apollon 6/1913.

74 Levinson in Rech 3./16.6.1913. For some reason (perhaps stage lighting?), Levinson
spoke of these girls as dressed in red.



modernism in Sacre, is apparent references to native forms and contemporary concerns
in Russian art, explains also the critics' indignation at the manner in which the work
was derided in France. For example, one anonymous critic explained at length the
indignation of the French audiences and admitted it was hard to tell if they were right
about the stylistic qualities of the work. Nonetheless, he ended the review by
suggesting that: “Ho, MOxeTs OBbITH, 31bCch MAETH 1bJI0 O CTHIM3AI[IOHHBIX OMBITAXb
a la Meitepxonbas. U Torma — Takb ju yke BUHOBaTHl (paniyssi?”’> It seems the

critic himself would have liked to see it thus.

The French Barbarians

For the Russian critics, the outrage Sacre provoked proved the superiority of Russian
art and that Russian critics had been correct in their earlier assessment of their Western
colleagues' ineptitude. Nikolai Minsky revelled in this when he wrote in Utro Rossii

30.5./12.6.1913:

JIrobombITHO TO, YTO €Bpomeiickas KpUTHKa IpoBo3riacuia Jldarunesa
cMbibIMBb HOBAaTOPOMB U IIpeoOpa3oBareneMb xopeorpadiu Kakb pasb TOIJa,
KOTJ]a OHb CTaBWJIb CTapble, POMaHTHUYECKie MO COJCPKAHII0 M KIACCHYECKie
no TexHUKb OayeTsl, MPHUKpAalICeHHBIC, IPHUIITIOPEHHBIE TEMIIEPAMEHTOMD
®dokuHa, BKycoMb bakcta, BnoxHoBeHiemb bopoanna u Pumckaro-Kopcakoga.
Ho kakp Tompko HwxkuHCkil, a BCbabs 3a HUMB W CTpaBUHCKIM 3a7aJIiCh
1rbJIbI0 KOPEHHBIMB 00pa30Mb IpeoOpa3oBaTh TEXHUKY W COZAep)KaHie Oaiera,

ny6nka 038bpbia n kpuTuky 3aroBopuiy o chBepHBIXL BapBapaxsb.’®

Minsky went on to note how Nijinsky’s Faune had already anticipated this reaction,

the loud protests that greeted his Jeux being but a prelude to the uninterrupted chorus

7S “But maybe this is just stylisation & la Meyerhold. And in that case — blame the
French?” N.N. in Teatr i iskusstvo 26.5./8.6.1913.

76 “It is curious that European critics acclaimed Diaghilev as a bold innovator and
reformer of choreography all the time when he was staging old ballets with romantic
plots and classical technique, adorned, quickened by Fokine’s temperament, Bakst’s
taste, inspired by Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov. But as soon as Nijinsky, and
Stravinsky in his wake, set themselves the task of radically transforming the technique
and content of ballet, the public fled and the critics began to speak of northern
barbarians.” Minsky in Utro Rossii 30.5./12.6.1913.



of whistles in the premiere of Sacre. Conveniently, the critic forgot how he had
complained of the French use of words like ‘barbarian’ in conjunction with the
Russian Ballet already in 1910, when the company's repertory had been precisely the
kind of old-fashioned stuff “quickened by Fokine’s temperament, Bakst’s taste, and

inspired by Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov‘ mocked here.”’

Similarly, Anatoly Lunacharsky spent almost half of his review disparaging the

behaviour of the French audiences:

[[Mapwmxkckast myOivka] TMpoOCcTO OE3CMBICIICHHO W HIIOTHYECKH XOXOoTaja |
CBHUCTAJIa, TIOTOMY YTO TO, YTO €W MOKa3bIBaIH, OBUIO COBChbMB He mMoxoXke Ha
TO, Kb Y€MYy OHa MPUBKIKIA. [--] CKaXyTh - BCE 3TO PyCCKie, HHOCTPAHIIBI, HO
9T0 (Ppaseosoris Takuxb (PpaHIly30Bb, KOTOPHIC YOIMCTBEHHO HAIIOMHHAIOTH

ThXb PYCCKUXb, KOTOPBIMB MOBCIOY MepemaTcs "KuaomMaconsr".’s

Unlike Minsky, Lunacharsky noted that the worst insults came from nationalist French
critics, and claimed that later performances of Sacre were received better. Yet, his
indignation at the behaviour of the audiences is more than clear. Valerian Svetlov

found evidence of premeditation in how exactly the audiences reacted to the work:

Mput moka3anoch CTpaHHBIMB, YTO XOXOTaTh HAYaH MPHU TEPBBIX-KE TAKTAXb
YBEPTIOPHI, KOT/Ia My0JIMKa HE MOT/Ia eIl CYIUTh O CaMO# BEIIH, TaKb YTO BCSI

JOMOHCTpAIlisi HOCHJIa XapaKTephb KaKb-Obl 3apanbe MoAroToBaeHHoOMN,”

Svetlov concluded that this, of course, meant that the audience also gave no chance for

the artists to prove themselves, and claimed Roerich had said Diaghilev had planned

77 Minsky in Utro Rossii 1./14.8.1910.

78 "[The Parisian audience] quite senselessly and idiotically guffawed and whistled
because that which they saw was utterly not alike that which they were used to. [--] It
will be said - all this is Russian, foreign, but this is the phraseology of those
Frenchmen who murderously remind that Russians everywhere are "Yid-Masons"."
Lunacharsky in Teatr i iskusstvo 9./22.6.1913.

7 "To me it seems odd that the laughing/guffawing began before even the first bars of
the prelude, when the audience could not yet have evaluated the work, so that the
whole demonstration had the character of being prepared in advance." Svetlov in
Peterburgskaia gazeta 23.5./5.6.1913.



the uproar.®® Yet, Svetlov predicted that like Faune, all of Paris would want to see the

work for themselves, simply for the scandal value.

Because of the riot at the premiere of Sacre, Russian critics could see it as a revanche
— an example of a Russian ballet that upset the French snobs rather than catering to
them an unacceptable view of Russia as a nation. This was because - regardless of
whether anyone had thought of this in advance - the theme of a re-birth, of spring ritual
ensuring the return of the sun, could be understood as explicitly propagating the idea
of a Renaissance of Russian culture. This made Sacre far more nationalistic a work

than anything previously shown by the Ballets Russes.

In his review of the choreography for Russkaia molva, Vyacheslav Karatygin pointed

out how:

Every age has its art, and it is better to value it than to mourn lost forms of
creative expression. Neither in architecture, nor in sculpture, nor in painting (at
least in the classical varieties of the latter) can we compare with our
predecessors. But in the area of decorative fantasy, not only in the theater but
in life itself, our time has spoken a new word, and in this realm we Russians
have turned out to occupy the first place. This is an undeniable strength and we

can only take pride in it.%!

Here, Karatygin separates Sacre from the Symbolist lament that the present can never
aspire to the greatness of past civilizations. Writing for the "thick journal" Rech
16.2./1.3.1914, Karatygin further aligned Sacre with modern inventions - automobiles,
the cinema, telephone, aeroplanes and radio, and although he denied any sympathy for

the futurists,®? his emphasis on this work as an indication of this change in both arts

80 Roerich was interviewed about this in Peterburgskaia gazeta 26.5./8.6.1913, but
said only that he had heard Astruc ask Diaghilev whether there might be protests and
Diaghilev had replied: "Who would think that there would be?" This left the proverbial
barn door open and Novoe Vremia 28.5./10.6.1913 ran with the implications, accusing
Diaghilev of engineering the scandal, in collaboration with Nijinsky, drunk on his
success as a dancer.

81 Karatygin in Russkaya molva 24.5./6.6.1913 quoted in Taruskin 1996, 1010.

82 "J nanexb orThb conumapHoctd ¢b 'Gyrypuctamu’." Le. "I am far from having
solidarity towards the 'futurists'." Karatygin in Rech 16.2./1.3.1914.



and society also separates it from the concern that Russia's modernity was somehow

belated and dependent on Western advances in science and technology.

All in all, if the purpose of Sacre had been to reassert the company's connection with
Russia, this certainly succeeded: Richard Taruskin quotes a review of the first concert
performance of Stravinsky's score in Russia in which the critic paraphrased Pushkin's
Ruslan i Ludmila: “Zdes’ Rus’ zhivyot; zdes’ Rus’yu pakhnet.”®* Rus, the ancient
Russia, was the imagined community of "motherland" (poauna), not the "fatherland"
(oteuectBo) of the state,®* which may explain why Nijinsky, who was not ethnically

Russian, could identify with the subject matter.

Unlike Stravinsky, who was seen as denying his debt to Russian traditions,® Nijinsky
never represented himself as misunderstood or maltreated by the Russian audience or
dance critics — only by the bureaucrats of the Imperial Theatres, who had, by
dismissing him, deprived him of the chance of ever performing in his native country.%¢
Nijinsky’s alleged revolution also seemed more sincere than Stravinsky’s simply
because it bore less of a resemblance to his known predecessors. Consequently, the
reviews of his works were generally positive - with Sacre, the notable exceptions were
Binshshtok in Rampa i zhizn 9./22.6.1913, who thought the work was "my3bikanbHas u

n87

xopeorpaduueckas vermyxa,"’ and the critic of Novoe Vremia, who concentrated on

the French reaction and thought that "HmkuHCKiii HOMKEHB OTTaHIIOBAaTH CBOE

83 1.e. "Here lives Rus, this has the scent of Rus." My translation of Peterburgskii listok
14./27.2.1914 quoted in Taruskin 1996, 1024. Taruskin does not note the distinction
between Russia and the mythical, ancient Rus.

84 Medvedev 1999, 19-20; also Hellberg-Hirn 1999, 52-53.

85 In Birzhevyie vedomosti 14/17.2.1914 quoted in Taruskin 1996, 1024, Koptyayev
called Sacre "a modernised Serov"; cf. Stravinsky 1975, 6 calling Serov a “second
rank” composer. In an interview to The Daily Mail 13.2.1913, Stravinsky had claimed
that “Russian musical life is at present stagnant. They cannot stand me there.” As
Bullard 1971, 54-57 notes, some Western critics saw Stravinsky’s debt esp. to
Rimsky-Korsakov, but only the Russians saw the young composer’s statements as
denying this link. Also e.g. Sabaneyev in Golos Moskvi quoted in Stravinsky 1997,
11:484-486, esp. 485.

86 See Wiley 1979/1980; Nijinsky 1999, 160-161, 204-205 was perfectly aware of this.

87 T.e. "musical and choreographic treachery". Binshshtok in Rampa i zhizn
9./22.6.1913.



HoKasiHie, 4T0ObI BEPHYTh NPEKHis CUMIaris napwkans..."3 However, neither of

these texts is actually a review as the authors had not seen Sacre.

For the nationalists, Nijinsky's choreographies provided a more wholesome image of
Russia: despite the accusations of pornography (or even because of them) Nijinsky’s
work was seen as quintessentially modern, and hence, waging war with the ideas of
Russia as seeped in Oriental decadence present in Fokine's works for the Ballets
Russes. Decadence was a downfall from an achieved level of civilization, so obviously
Russians preferred to see Russians represented as a mass of stomping primitives
because primitive Russia, especially when joined with the idea of spring, held promise
of a glorious future. For those who desired to see in Sacre an 'authentic' depiction of
how the ancient Slavs behaved, the primitivism of the work was not a problem,
because as modern Russians they knew exactly how much Russia had progressed,
what great art it had produced since. For others, the uses to which native art forms -
both 'primitive' kustarnost and contemporary Cubo-Futurism, ballet and stylized
theatre - were put in Sacre implied recognition that Russia was capable of producing
art that no longer depended on either Western conventions or Western opinion. The
reaction Sacre provoked served a similar purpose: it attested the Western critics could

no longer follow the vanguard Russian art.

However, in its references to Russian art Sacre implied that national colour was not
simply an exotic addition or piquant setting for entertaining dances. The work was
sufficiently different from the Russia that had previously existed on ballet stages that a
desired revolutionary force — whatever that would be for the critic in question — could
be read into its stylised form. However, the same was true in reverse: for foreign
audiences Sacre was not as much a continuation of the established agenda of the
Russian company as an escalation of barbarian excess that became a threat, even a

danger to social order itself, a premonition of a coming war.

Conclusions

88 "Nijinsky should dance out his repentance, and perhaps the previous sympathies of
the Parisians would return..." Novoe Vremia 28.5./10.6.1913.



For the past century, Sacre has functioned as an agent in a discourse of power where
Russia is something through which the West defines itself. The discourse has
transformed the Ballets Russes into a company performing Russianness, culminating
in the barbaric novelty of Sacre; the Orientalism inherent in much of the repertory of
the Ballet has been written into a characteristic of the Russian Other, much in the
manner that Sacre has been represented as a quintessentially Oriental work, an orgy of
violence of unruly, atavistic masses. In other words, Sacre was canonised in part
because it confirmed existing stereotypes about dancing Russians in a manner that

Nijinsky's other choreographies did not.

Years later, when the musical score became all there was, its modernism became a
formal abstraction that would have been recognised by the Western experts already in
1913 were it not for the unruly bodies of contorting dancers directed by the madman
Nijinsky. However, this diluted and almost erased the nationalist (and overtly racist)
bias for and against the work, and the important local differences in how audiences
responded to it. For example, as Ramsay Burt has recently discussed, the British
reception was not riotous at all - the critics seemed more confused than angry, and
some of them even reversed their earlier published opinions after seeing another
performance.®® The Russian reviews I have here illustrated provide even sharper

contrast to the French outrage.

Of all the choreographies performed by the Ballets Russes, Sacre was the first one that
was seen as quintessentially Russian in Russia — and it was liked precisely for the
qualities that disturbed contemporary Western critics. Although the choreography was
never performed in Russia, the Russian reviews indicate a cultural context shared by
the Russians performing the work that explains something of the possible ideas of the
authors as well. The frequent allusions to Russian arts past and present, the
interpretation of modernism as a positive and national quality rather than something
threatening and foreign, and the lack of references to warfare all speak of a familiarity
with the principles of the work that is absent from even the most enthusiastic
appraisals by French or British critics. Although the list should include Volkonsky,

Karatygin and Lunacharsky as well as numerous others, one can agree with Taruskin's

8 Burt 2009. See e.g. Francis Toye in The Graphic 19.7.1913, cf. in The Bystander
23.7.1913; similarly, Propert 1972, 81.



assertion that: “No artist could hope for a finer appreciation than Nijinsky (“and,
following him, Stravinsky”) received from Messrs. Levinson, Minsky, and

Kostilyov.”?

Finally, I want to briefly return to the choreographer's letter with which I began this
piece. Although Nijinsky never extrapolated on whether Sacre did become what he
and Stravinsky wanted, the opposition within the company did triumph and the work

was withdrawn from the repertory. Peterburgskii Listok 25.6./8.7.1913 wrote:

W3b [Mapmxa HaMb Uy Th, uyTo y Jarunesa ¢b HwkuHckuMB mocnb mpoBana

0arnera NOCTaHOBKH NMOCTBIHATO HAYAIMCh KPYTHBIS HeopasyMbHis.

HwuxuHckilt nmpooimxaeTh Aepkarbess MHBHIS paauvKalbHAaro MOAEPHU3MA U
TOJIBKO TIPH YCJIOBIM COXpAHEHisl 3TOr0 HAlpaBIEHIs COTJAIIAETCS CTaBHUThH

nanbHbIIisT HOBUHKU.

JsruneBs ke HA000pOTh, ObETH [sic?] oTOOW MO cBed JIMHIM M HaMmbpeHb

CTaBUTh BIPE/b KIacCUUYECKIe OaeThlI.

Ha oroif moust wummpeccapio Tpo3uTh MOpBaTh KOHPAKTh CO CBOUMbB

YBJIEKAIOMUMCS OaneTMencTepoMpb.”!

Diaghilev was running an enterprise and deeply in debt. He had repeatedly borrowed

92

money from Nijinsky to finance the company’= and although scandals sold tickets,

9 Taruskin 1996, 1013.

1 "t is written to us from Paris that the disagreement between Diaghilev and Nijinsky
has become noticeable after the failure of the latter's ballet performances.

Nijinsky continues to hold the opinion of radical modernism and only on the condition
of retaining this direction consents to future novelties.

Diaghilev on the contrary keeps to his line and is going to henceforth retain classical
ballets.

On this ground, the impresario threatens to break the contract with his easily excitable
ballet master."

%2 Diaghilev apparently persuaded Nijinsky to lend him 100,000 francs before the
South American season of 1913 to cover the debts from the 1912 and 1913 seasons.
Stanislav Drobecki told Haskell 1955, 263 that the impresario had previously
borrowed (and paid back) 17,000 francs for a similar purpose. In a letter to Stravinsky
0f26.11./9.12.1913 quoted in Stravinsky 1997, ii: 181-82, Nijinsky claimed Diaghilev
never paid him for his dancing in the company or for his three choreographies of



most of Diaghilev's rich backers did not appreciate the kind of attention Sacre (and
Nijinsky’s choreographic work more generally) was getting in the press. The appraisal
of Russian critics who reviled both the foreign audiences and the repertory of the
company did more harm than good. Also, despite the responses Sacre elicited in
Russia, Diaghilev could not run a touring company that never performed in Russia on

Russian funding, particularly as Nijinsky could not return there.”?

Diaghilev pleaded with Stravinsky and urged Nijinsky to plan a ballet to the music of
Bach, but the dancer's sudden marriage during the company’s South American tour
became the last straw for the impresario, who dismissed him. Hearing the news,

Stravinsky was devastated:

Pa3zymeertcs, 3T0 nepeBopaunBaeT Bce — OyKBaJIbHO BCE B HAIIEM Jieje — Ja Bl
U CaMM MOJKETe MPEABUAETh BCE MOCIEACTBUS 3TOTO — JUIsl HEr0 BCE KOHYEHO,
JUISL MEH$ K€, OBITh MOKET, HAaJIOJT0 OTHATA BO3MOKHOCTb YBUAETH YTO-IHOO
LIEHHOE B 00J1acTU Xopeorpaduu u, 4TO ewje 8adxcHeli, yBUAETb MOE JIETHUIIIE, C
TaKUMHU  HEBEPOSTHBIMU  YCWIMSAMM  TOJy4yuBLIEe  Xopeorpaduyeckoe

Borutonieane. >

After complaining of Diaghilev turning his coat, Stravinsky blamed this on financial
pressure on the impresario, with whom he could no longer collaborate. Nijinsky did

return, briefly, to work for Diaghilev in 1916, although not on Les Noces, the work

1912-1913. Nijinsky 1999, 164-165 also speaks of Diaghilev asking him for money;
also, Nijinska 1992, 486-487.

93 After being fired from the Maryinsky, Nijinsky was called to armed service, which
the Artists of the Imperial Theatres got to serve nominally. He had become a military
deserter in September 1911 and left to live in exile. See e.g. Nijinska 1992, esp. 324,
382-383, 390-391.

4 “This [Nijinsky's marriage and dismissal], of course, will turn everything — literally
everything that concerns us — upside down; and You can predict for Yourself all the
consequences — for him everything is finished, for me the possibility has been taken
away, perhaps for a long while, of seeing something worthwhile in the realm of
choreography, and what is even more important, of seeing my child, whose scenic
realisation had cost such incredible effort.” 20.9./3.10.1913 Stravinsky 1997, ii:146-
147; cf. what Stravinsky-Craft 1978, 106, 512, 515-518 says of Diaghilev’s musical
taste. According to op. cit., 511-512 in 1914, Nijinsky was “the only choreographer
whom Stravinsky would consider as a collaborator for new works”; Stravinsky 1975
totally passes over Diaghilev’s break-up with Nijinsky.



Diaghilev used to lure Stravinsky back to the fold.*> But the decision to withdraw
Sacre after only nine performances did mean that the choreography disappeared for
good: no effort was made to restage it prior to Nijinsky's institutionalisation in 1919.
For the development of dance in the twentieth century, the myth of the radical novelty
of Sacre quickly became more important than Nijinsky's choreographic ideas, which

should be discussed in more detail in another article.
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