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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

 

In 1924 a small unknown group of young ballet dancers left St. Petersburg for what 

was to be a four month educational tour of Germany. The dancers were to get the chance to 

see the world outside of Russia, and the tour was to include a few recitals to show what 

artists in the new Soviet Union were doing. As the time came for them to return home, the 

Soviet Dancers, whose members included George Balanchine, Alexandra Danilova, Tamara 

Geva, and Nicholas Efimov, decided to stay in Western Europe despite having no jobs, 

money, or visas. The decision not to return had major influence on ballet, not only in 

Western Europe and the United States, but on future Russian ballet as well. Three of the 

dancers became international stars. After dancing with Diaghilevõs Ballets Russes, Geva went 

to America, eventually becoming a Broadway star particularly known for her role in the 

Broadway musical On Your Toes. Danilova toured Europe with the Ballets Russes, and also 

toured Europe, South America and the United States with the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. 

Later she performed with her own company in Japan. She danced in hundreds of small 

towns and cities in front of audiences who had never before seen ballet, building a following 

of balletomanes and future dancers. Later, when Balanchine hired her to instruct the classical 

technique and repertory as they had learned it in Russia, she taught several of Balanchineõs 

American ballerinas while they were still young students at the School of American Ballet in 

New York.  

Balanchineõs contribution to the art cannot be underestimated. The òBalanchine 

danceró-tall, slender girls, with high, flexible extension, and clean lines has become the 

standard physique. Although the developments of these qualities in ballet dancers partially 

paralleled changing fashions and sport trends, even as a young dancer and choreographer in 

the 1920õs Balanchine began creating dances on women who exemplified this ideal. The basic 

physique of the dancers, however, is only one small element in the transformation 

Balanchine made to ballet in the first decades of the 20th century. Combining elements of the 

St. Petersburg Imperial Ballet, the Soviet avant-garde movement in theater and dance 

together with Diaghilevõs innovations in Western Europe, Balanchine transformed the face 

of ballet, both in terms of basic technique and choreography. No longer the art form that 
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had all but died out in Western Europe and had stagnated in czarist Russia, he created an 

entirely new direction in the art of dance, one whose ramifications extended far beyond his 

own company of dancers. 

Balanchine began his experimental work during a time of great creativity in the Soviet 

Union. However, this burst of creative energy was not to last there. Although he left before 

Stalin came to power, the direction of the Academic Theaters at both the Maryinsky in St. 

Petersburg and the Bolshoi in Moscow was moving clearly in the direction of the 

preservation of the classics, to the exclusion of more modern, experimental choreographic 

forms. Had he not left the Soviet Union, it is certain that he would not have developed into 

the choreographer that he did, possibly falling into obscurity as Goleizovsky did later in life, 

or abandoning experimentation in the face of opposition as did Lopukhov. One can only 

speculate how modern ballet, even in Russia, would now look. It certainly would not have 

attained the status that it has. 

This study is two-fold, a historiography as well as a choreographic study of 

Balanchineõs early life and work, beginning as a student at the Imperial Theater School, then 

tracing his development as an artist. Many biographies have been written on Balanchineõs 

life, most notably, Bernard Taperõs Balanchine: A Biography and Richard Buckleõs George 

Balanchine: Ballet Master, each of these dedicating a few chapters to his early life and works. 

Much of the material presented in these two accounts is based on Yuri Slonimskyõs essay 

òBalanchine: the Early Years.ó Later a Soviet dance historian, Slonimsky was a teenage friend 

and collaborator of Balanchine, and also a witness to Balanchineõs youth and first works. In 

addition to his own memories, his article contains the accounts of many others. The first 

chapters of this study, those covering Russia, tell the story of Balanchineõs youth through the 

eyes of those who knew him best. Accounts in Slonimskyõs essay are compared with the 

memoirs of those who left the Soviet Union with Balanchine and whose details therefore do 

not appear in Slonimskyõs article, most importantly Alexandra Danilova and Tamara Geva. 

In chapter five, the study continues with the transition period between the Maryinsky and the 

Ballets Russes: the 1924 tour of the Soviet Dancers in Germany, England and France. It 

addresses the very important question of why he and his friends chose to stay in Western 

Europe rather than return to the Soviet Union as they had planned. Chapter six covers 

Balanchineõs work at the Ballets Russes, again based on the accounts of Danilova and Geva, 
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but including the accounts of other dancers at the Ballets Russes, especially those of Alicia 

Markova and Felia Doubrovska. 

The material used for the chapter on the tour of the Soviet Dancers is dealt with 

differently than the material preceding and following it. Although this subject has been 

studied very little, all the dancers who participated remember it as being a crucial point in 

their lives. Since the aim of this study is to examine Balanchineõs life through the eyes of his 

friends, the main part will consist of their memories. It will, however, include other historical 

information to help the reader better understand their statements. This section will also deal 

with the question of why Balanchine and the other Soviet Dancers chose to remain in the 

West rather than returning to Russia as planned. 

The second aim of this study is to provide a choreographic examination of 

Balanchineõs early works, starting with his first choreography, La Nuit (1920) and ending 

with Apollon Musagète (1928), his self described turning point. Documentation on these works 

will be analyzed in detail, primarily using information passed on to us by witnesses. This will 

include oral histories, written memoirs and other historical documentation. It will examine 

the different influences that came together in Balanchineõs work and later culminated in neo-

classicism. As in the historical study, it will be based primarily on the memories of the 

dancers who performed these roles. Other studies use similar methods to piece together as 

much information as possible about one particular ballet for the purpose of reconstruction. 

This study, however, is not pursuing the goal of such a revival; its primary focus is those 

ballets for which little information is available and reconstructions would most likely not be 

possible. In examining the early vocabulary of Balanchine, these dances provide vital clues to 

both his development as a choreographer, as well as giving hints to elements in other early 

works. In addition to the ballets for which little information is available, ballets that have 

been reconstructed, as well as Apollo, which has remained in the repertory, are included to 

give the reader a more complete picture of Balanchineõs earliest works. It would be 

impossible to gain a complete picture of all of Balanchineõs earliest works: many have 

completely disappeared, but many have been mentioned in various memoirs. The most 

complete listing of Balanchineõs works can be found in Choreography by George Balanchine: A 

Catalogue of Works, hereafter called the Catalogue, which was compiled with the help of 

Balanchine, dancers, and dance historians in the U.S., Europe and Russia. It lists several early 

works of Balanchine that are not included in this study since, other than this catalogue, they 
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were not mentioned by the dancers, nor were any choreographic elements detailed in 

memoirs or interviews that were initially done in English or have since been translated.  It is 

possible however, that more details on the dances listed can be learned from other sources, 

in particular in Russian and French materials. This applies to all of Balanchineõs 

choreography for the Ballets Russes. Regarding his earliest works, it would be particularly 

relevant for the ballets La Nuit (1920), Valse Triste (1922), and Poème (1921) which were all 

performed for decades in the Soviet Union, long after Balanchine left.  

This book is structured chronologically, beginning at the point where three of the 

four Soviet Dancers first met at the Imperial Theater School and ending at the point where 

Balanchine reached maturity as a choreographer.  This period of time encompasses 

Balanchineõs youth and education: from his earliest ballet classes, his first performances in 

childrenõs roles in Petipaõs ballets on the Maryinsky stage, his emergence on the scene as an 

avant-garde choreographer in St. Petersburg, and finally the process of polishing as he 

worked for Diaghilev. The study will end with the creation of Apollo. This ballet marks the 

point at which Balanchineõs development as a choreographer came full circle and he showed 

a distinct return to the classical tradition of Petipa, transformed through his experiences with 

Soviet art movements and the Ballets Russes of the twenties.  

The historical study and the choreographic study go hand in hand, and for this reason 

the choreographic analysis has been included in the chapters at the time they were either first 

created or were performed at an important concert or event. The development of the arts is 

inextricably bound together with the historical events, both those with sweeping impact on 

international politics as well as the sometimes insignificant moments that later proved to be 

turning points. Geva described these moments as òsplit seconds of decision.ó (Geva 1984, 

329) For example, the Revolution itself opened up new artistic possibilities for Balanchine. 

In her introduction to Souritzõs book Soviet Choreographers of the 1920s, Banes described that 

òthis was the time of the greatest freedom and innovation in the arts, the formative years of 

the country and the culture, when debates and experiments were deemed not only possible, 

but important.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 2) Without the Revolution, the 

door would not have been open for Balanchine to begin experimenting as he did. Small, 

seemingly unimportant events also served to have a large impact on the work of Balanchine. 

For example, the dancers of the Young Ballet all recall having seen Goleizovskyõs Chamber 

Ballet perform in St. Petersburg, and all say that Balanchine was greatly influenced by what 
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he saw, directly copying many of Goleizovskyõs innovations in his own work. Some of these 

elements remained distinguishing characteristics of Balanchineõs choreography throughout 

his career; his short visit to the theater had as much a lasting impact on his work as did the 

Revolution that enabled him to experiment. 

Three appendixes are included in this book. The first is a catalogue of Balanchineõs 

early ballets described by him and witnesses in various memoirs, interviews and studies, as 

well as some historical documentation such as newspaper reviews. These sources detail the 

most important innovations and choreographic elements of the works. The material 

presented is the same as that which is analyzed in the text, but is presented in a more concise 

form for quick reference, and does not contain an analysis. My aim is that scholars and 

reconstructors will find it a useful tool for further study of Balanchineõs work. The second 

appendix contains four letters Balanchine wrote to Diaghilev while he was choreographer for 

the Ballets Russes. These letters have been translated into English from the original Russian 

and French text and are presented in this dissertation to give the reader a view into the 

workings of the Ballets Russes, in particular in the exchange between the two men. The 

French to English translation is mine, and the Russian to English translation was done 

together with Vera Vielhaber from the Eastern European section of the National Library in 

Berlin. The third appendix deals with the challenges and methods of dance reconstruction. 

Two important sources used in this study are products of reconstructions: Fyodor 

Lopukhovõs reconstructions of the classical repertory and Hodson and Archerõs 

reconstructions of three of Balanchineõs early ballets. 

 1.1 Sources 

Before discussing the research method of this study, I would like to describe the main 

sources, since these weigh greatly on the method chosen. As has been stated, much has been 

studied regarding the work of Petipa and the classical repertory, and most biographies on 

Balanchine dedicate a few chapters to his early life. For this study, the primary source of 

reference will be the personal accounts of Balanchine himself and those who knew him best: 

his school comrades, fellow members of the Maryinsky corps de ballets, collaborators in the 

Young Ballet, and the dancers on whom he created some of his most interesting roles at the 

Ballets Russes. 
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 For accounts of Balanchineõs life and choreography in Russia, the most reliable 

source of information is Slonimskyõs essay, which was translated into English and published 

in Ballet Review in 1976. In addition to his own recollection and the memories of other 

witnesses, including Vera Kostrovitskaya, Peter Gusev, and Olga Mungalova, the essay 

contains essential information from newspaper reviews as well. Many other biographies on 

Balanchineõs life contain chapters based largely on this article; however, they are generally 

focused on the facts of Balanchineõs life, and contain little choreographic information, a 

deficiency in earlier biographies that Slonimsky sought to rectify in his article. In 

correspondence between Slonimsky and Balanchine before the article was actually written, 

Balanchine bemoans that others works are ònot accurate regarding my lifeó and do not òsay 

anything that is essential to the art of choreography.ó (Balanchine 1973) Slonimsky 

responded to Balanchine, stating his intent to write a òworthwhile bookó about him. 

(Slonimsky 1973)  This article is the most accurate source of information on Balanchineõs 

early choreography available in English, and has been used in this project as a basis for the 

choreographic analysis of the dances Balanchine created in the Soviet Union between 1920 

and 1924. In cases where accounts of events or choreography differ, I have presented all the 

points of view, and attempted to reconcile the differing account or explain possible reasons 

for the discrepancies. In my analysis, when inconsistencies are so large that only one can be 

correct, Slonimsky material is given precedence. 

Missing from Slonimskyõs article are the witnesses who were no longer living in 

Russia when it was written, most notably two of Balanchineõs closest collaborators, his first 

wife Tamara Geva, and Alexandra Danilova, who did not officially marry Balanchine, but 

lived with him and was presented as his wife after his breakup with Geva. (Danilova 1988, 

82) Their importance as early witnesses, not only as members of the Soviet Dancers, but as 

two of his first muses, lies in that some of Balanchineõs early ballets were choreographed on 

them, some of the ballets were choreographed on someone else but later performed by 

Danilova and Geva, and some dances were òworked outó on the two women, but then given 

to someone else to perform. In their autobiographies, other articles, and interviews, both of 

them talk of the dances Balanchine created. These sources are used extensively in this study. 

 The personal accounts have been taken from several sources, one of the most 

important being the Oral History Archives of the New York Public Library for the 

Performing Arts, Dance Division. In hours of unpublished taped interviews of those who 
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knew and worked with Balanchine, a picture of him as a youth and a young man as well as 

his earliest work begins to emerge. Although these interviews have been used for other 

projects, they have not been analyzed for their choreographic content. Comparison of these 

interviews with various published interviews, memoirs, biographies, and other accounts, 

especially those in Slonimskyõs essay, helps to provide a more complete view of Balanchineõs 

life and work as perceived by his closest friends and collaborators. 

Histories have been written on the topics of the Imperial Theater School, the 

Maryinsky Theater, notably Murray Frameõs The St. Petersburg Imperial Theaters: Stage and State in 

Revolutionary Russia 1900-1920. The social, political and artistic ramifications of the 

Revolution have been covered in countless histories. I have used information about these 

subjects sparingly, only as it directly relates to the lives and work of the children and dancers. 

This project is intended to be their story, in particular Balanchineõs, not the story of the 

Theaters, the Revolution or the general artistic movement that accompanied it. 

  Slonimskyõs essay ends with the death of Lydia Ivanova, friend and fellow dancer 

who was to accompany the dancers on their trip to Germany. In essence, the story of the 

lives and work of the four dancers in Russia ends here and a new chapter, a time of transition 

between the Soviet Union and the Ballets Russes begins. The tour lasted the summer and 

autumn months of 1924 and followed the dancers from Berlin to the German Rhineland, 

then to London and ending in Paris where Diaghilev tracked down the small group and 

invited them to join his company. Although this tour represents a time of important 

decisions for the dancers who participated, little is known about it. Most books give it merely 

a paragraphõs attention, one exception being the postscript to Tamara Gevaõs autobiography, 

Split Seconds: A Remembrance.  Again, the main source of information for this section comes 

from the memories of the dancers themselves, in particular Danilova and Geva. The details 

provided by the dancers provide a spring board for the study of the tour, and I have 

attempted to analyze these details in the context of contemporary newspapers and journals 

including the revue scene in Berlin and the German Rhineland as well as London. This 

inclusion of this material should enable the reader to better understand the impressions the 

dancers had and the statements they made, shedding light on the groupõs final decision to 

remain in Western Europe despite their apparent failure as a tour ensemble. The translations 

of German sources into the English language are mine.  
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In addition to the accounts of those persons who worked with Balanchine both in the 

Soviet Union and in the West, Alicia Markova and Felia Doubrovskaõs accounts have been 

used extensively in chapter six, which deals with Balanchineõs years as choreographer for the 

Ballets Russes. He created some of his most memorable roles on these two dancers and 

worked closely with them. Outside of the memoirs, there is an abundance of documentation 

available on the ballets he did at the Ballets Russes.  This study focuses on the memories of 

the dancers and includes other information only as it directly relates to those memories to aid 

in completing the picture of the ballets, as well as to help the reader put the dances into 

context. 

In the accounts of the work Balanchine did for the Ballets Russes, memoirs and 

interviews by dancer and later director of the Paris Opera Serge Lifar are not used as 

extensively as those of the other principal dancers since much of what he left behind is in 

French. This study, in particular Appendix I: Summary of George Balanchineõs Early 

Choreography, is intended to provide a resource of English language accounts. It is my 

intention that it be used by others to for comparing different sources, including those in 

Russian and French.    

The choreographic analysis in this section is different than those in earlier chapters 

for one overriding reason: much more material on the dances Balanchine choreographed for 

the Ballets Russes exists than for those choreographed earlier. Whereas many of his dances 

in Soviet St. Petersburg were performed once for a small audience and then forgotten, many 

of the ballets he choreographed for the Ballets Russes were performed dozens of times in 

several countries over the span of years. Because of the notoriety of the company, ballets are 

recorded not only by the informal memories of witnesses, but also by countless newspaper 

reviews. In addition, the numbers of those who saw the ballets are greater, giving the scholar 

the chance to compare different accounts. For this reason, I have limited my analysis to 

those elements about the ballets that were most prominent in the recollections of the 

witnesses, again giving enough information from other sources for the reader to put the 

dances into context, but leaving much detail out since it is readily available elsewhere.  

The reader will also note the use of three documentary films as sources in chapter six: 

Diaghilev: a Portrait, Four Emperors and a Nightingale, and Reflections of a Dancer: Alexandra 

Danilova, Prima Ballerina Assoluta. Each of these films contains substantial footage of the 
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dancers listed above speaking about their lives and the ballets in which they performed. Their 

statements have been used to tell the story in their own words, similar to the way they are 

used in the spoken interviews from the Oral History Archives.  

The reader will also note that I have not corrected the grammar of the speakers in 

quoting oral sources. Some of the written interviews were also recorded; others have 

corrected the English. I have quoted each source as it stands in the record. From written 

documentation, I have also left the original spelling intact. For example, in his 1928 review of 

Apollo for The Dancing Times, Evans spells Diaghilev, òDiaghileffó and writes about òApollon 

Musag®tes.ó The reader will also note that some of the names of the dances are given in 

English, some in French. I have generally used the name as it most often appears in 

literature, but included different names in the catalogue. For this reason, some appear in their 

French version, for example La Chatte instead of The Cat, as it was listed in the billings in 

England, and some in English, such as Funeral March instead of Marche Funèbre. The title 

Apollon Musagète was later changed by the artists themselves, and appears most often as Apollo 

in literature, therefore, I have usually called this ballet by its common name as well. 

Chapter seven contains an analysis of the only ballet from this time period that has 

survived in the repertory, namely Apollo (1928). The study will end with, but also include, this 

ballet. The analysis will show how Balanchineõs transformation of ballet, beginning with his 

education at the Imperial Theater School through his experimentation in Soviet St. 

Petersburg and his polishing at the Ballets Russes, culminate in this ballet. The method, 

however, will differ greatly from that of other chapters in that the analysis of this dance will 

be based on a video material and live performances as well as documentation. Many elements 

from the other dances Balanchine had choreographed before this time appear in this ballet. 

Because of its ready availability both in video form and live performances, comparisons 

drawn between Apollo and the other dances enable the reader to gain a better mental image 

of the other works for which there is only written documentation. 

  The analyses of three of the ballets in this study owe much to Millicent Hodson and 

Kenneth Archerõs carefully researched reconstructions of three of Balanchineõs early works: 

Valse Triste (1923), Le Chant du Rossignol (1925), and La Chatte (1927).  I have cited them 

extensively in the analysis of these dances. Their research was so thorough that in many 

cases, I was unable to find any new information that they had not already used in their 
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research for their reconstructions. In several of their projects, they had the privilege of 

working directly with both Markova and Danilova.  Hodson and Archer explain that in their 

work with these and other witnesses, the dancers would often refer to other early works of 

Balanchine to explain certain steps:  òDuring our work on Balanchineõs ballets from 1932, 

the dancers from these productions often observed that we could learn much about the early 

repertoire from surviving works like Apollo and Prodigal Son. They explained steps, sequences, 

performance style and atmosphere through comparison. Evoking the fateful ethos of Cotillon 

they referred often to Le Bal from 1929.ó (Hodson and Archer January 2004, 77) In a similar 

manner, I have included the reconstructed ballets from this time period as well as Apollo in 

order to give the reader the opportunity to compare these dances with the documentation 

from other early works. Reconstructions are never able to be an exact copy of the original 

production, and lost choreography has to be filled in by the reconstructor. In this study, I 

have been careful to quote those things which describe only Balanchineõs original 

choreography, and not the lost sections which have been filled in by Hodson and Archer 

using Balanchineõs early vocabulary. The problematic of dance reconstruction is considered 

in Appendix III. 

1.2 Research Method  

The research method of this project directly results from the choice of sources. 

Beginning with the standard procedure used in dance reconstructions, I began to examine all 

kinds of materials, looking for clues of where to go. Similar processes have been used by 

Lopukhov in his reconstruction of the classics in the 1920õs, by Hodson and Archer in their 

reconstructions of various productions from the twenties and thirties, and also by the 

researchers who participated in the 1999 reconstruction of the original production of Sleeping 

Beauty at the Maryinsky. According to Hodson, she approaches lost dances òas a puzzle, 

putting together all the diverse documents, if only to see what was then still missing.ò 

(Hodson 1996, xx) My method is similar: I will look at Balanchineõs early vocabulary as a 

puzzle and put together accounts of as many ballets as possible. My goal is not to see what is 

missing so that it can be filled in and a stage-worthy production made. Rather, I have 

attempted to find what information does exist regarding Balanchineõs earliest vocabulary in 

order to compare different sources to discover as much as possible about his early 

vocabulary, in particular from dances about which only a few details are known. The work of 
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a reconstructor differs as far as which dances can be studied because of their end goal. 

Hodson and Archer choose to study only those ballets for which there exists enough 

documentation to reconstruct fifty percent of the original choreography, the other half being 

choreographed by the reconstructor in the style of the original choreographer. This study has 

a different goal: it includes many dances for which very little documentation exists, far less 

than fifty percent. Its importance lies in the increased knowledge of the vocabulary that 

Balanchine used in these years, making the little documentation that does exist more useful 

to later projects where another would, in attempting a reconstruction, understand a particular 

step or phrase better. 

Memories have constituted one of my primary sources of information, and I have 

compiled as many personal accounts as were available. These include the events of their daily 

lives as well as choreographic details. I looked at the accounts chronologically, putting the 

dances into their historical context. For example, although La Nuit was performed by the 

Young Ballet, it is included in the chapter on Balanchineõs years at Theater School, since he 

choreographed it as a student, on students, and for the students. Enigma is analyzed in the 

chapter on the tour of the Soviet Dancers, since Balanchine and Geva performed this dance 

for their audition for Diaghilev, a more important performance than its original staging at a 

ball at the Maryinsky. After compiling different accounts of the choreography, I examined 

the versions, looking for likenesses and discrepancies, both in accounts from different people 

and accounts from the same people given at different time periods. Sometimes decades 

existed between one telling and another. I have quoted many of the descriptions here, and 

given my analysis on how I would put the pieces together. 

There is an abundance of research on the Russian ballet before, during, and after 

Balanchineõs time. The same is true for the Ballets Russes and its impact on the art 

movement in Western Europe. Notable sources are Souritzõs Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 

Tim Schollõs From Petipa to Balanchine: Classical Revival and the Modernization of Ballet, and Lynn 

Garafolaõs Diaghilevõs Ballets Russes. I have decided to focus primarily on the personal accounts 

of the dancers. Where more information is needed to evaluate the impact of different 

choreographers on Balanchineõs work, other sources have been used, but their presence is 

there to complement accounts of the witnesses and to examine their claims by looking at 

some of the basic choreographic elements of those artists. If a choreographer was not 

mentioned by a witness as having impacted Balanchineõs work, he does not appear in this 
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study. For this reason, Gorsky is not included, although his ballets The Little Humpbacked 

Horse and Don Quixote were reconstructed by Lopukhov for the Maryinsky in 1922, (Souritz 

1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920s, 260) and it is certain that Balanchine was familiar with 

them and possibly even danced in them. No account claims any connection between 

Gorskyõs choreographic innovations and Balanchineõs early experiments; therefore he does 

not appear in this book despite his importance as an innovative Soviet choreographer in the 

early 20th century.  Regarding Nijinsky, Nijinska, and Massine: Balanchine knew them and 

their work, performed in their ballets and presented his own choreography in programs at 

the Ballets Russes with dances done by these choreographers. However, since neither 

Balanchine nor the other dancers directly stated them as being influential, they seem to not 

have played an important role in his choreographic development, and therefore are also 

rarely mentioned. 

Regarding the choreography that Balanchine created in Russia, I have taken as many 

English sources as possible into consideration. The reader may notice that I have often 

quoted many seemingly identical statements, have analyzed them in the chapter and listed 

them side by side in the appendix. I have done this purposefully, since so little information is 

available on many of the ballets. In the analysis of the dances, the reader will note that 

sometimes the small differences spoken by different people at different times, or even by the 

same person at a different time are significant, one word giving vital information to a dance. 

By bringing as much of the available information together, an ever increasing picture of 

Balanchineõs early works can be created. My hope is that other scholars will be able to use 

the information presented in this work, compare it to Russian and French sources, and add 

more pieces to the puzzle. 

1.3 Questions of Authenticity 

In the cautious work of the historian, the subject of authenticity demands some 

attention, particularly in a study which uses oral histories and other memories as its primary 

source of information. This method has one major failing; namely that memories themselves 

fail, and that people not only perceive and remember things differently, but things are often 

forgotten or even changed to the advantage of the person reporting them. For this reason, 

while studying these records and comparing different accounts, I have not looked for 

absolutes, but have attempted to discover the most probable truth. I have presented as many 
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versions of events and dances as possible and then explained why I believe one particular 

account to be more accurate than another. To give an example from witness documentation, 

sources differ as to when the role of Terpsichore was performed by Danilova and when it 

was performed by Nikitina in the original production of Apollon Musagète. In Danilovaõs 

autobiography Choura: the Memoirs of Alexandra Danilova, she said that she danced the London 

performances, but had to let Nikitina perform the Paris premiere. (Danilova 1988, 98) In 

another interview she recalls having given Nikitina the London premiere. (Danilova 1927 

Part 1, 44) Because the critics in London (Evans 1928, 488) reviewed Nikitinaõs performance 

of Terpsichore, it would seem that Danilova danced the Paris and Nikitina the London 

performances. This example has a clear solution since a review with the casting is available-

others are not as simple, particularly in cases where only oral history or remembrances are 

available, and especially in these cases, I have attempted to include as many versions as 

possible. It is, however, important to note that newspaper reviews and articles, while 

providing important facts and details, are not necessarily accurate and also require careful 

and critical examination. For example, The New York Times stated in 1927 that Gevaõs òcareer 

has not been without distinction in Europe. Educated in the ballet school of the Maryinsky 

Theater in Petrograd, she later danced leading parts there and also with Diagileffõs ballet.ó 

(Martin 1927) Compared to her own accounts, this article contains obvious mistakes; the 

only really accurate statement in these sentences is that she trained at the ballet school of the 

Maryinsky. In this study, however, the article has not been discounted because it contains 

valuable descriptions about two solos Balanchine choreographed for Geva. Again, rather 

than simply presenting to the reader only my conclusions, I wish to enable others to examine 

the same materials, allowing for the possibility of different conclusions to be drawn, 

especially with regards to the choreographic analysis. This applies to those who will compare 

these recollections with others not included in this study, as well as to those who might 

examine only the memories presented in this project and interpret them differently than I do. 

Some might think that, in light of the shortcomings of using memories, it is 

unproductive to undertake such a study; however, I believe that what can be gained from 

such an undertaking far outweighs the negatives. In his essay about Balanchineõs early 

choreography, Slonimsky also describes the problems of studying the dances from this time 

period. He states that òit is very difficult to make a list of the Young Balletõs repertory and to 

evaluate it. Much has been forgotten, much is perceived differently today, and much was not 
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even properly evaluated at the time.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 62) He made this statement both as a 

direct witness of the events, and also as a Soviet dance historian with access to the official 

reviews of the newspapers and the records of the Maryinsky Theater during the time in 

question. Since our study is even further removed through time, distance, language and the 

deaths of the witnesses, our evaluation is even more problematic. However, I believe that it 

is not only possible to work through the material to find valuable jewels of knowledge, but I 

think that it is important to do so, since it opens up the possibility for greater understanding 

of Balanchineõs early life and work, even if a complete picture can never be achieved. 

As stated, Slonimskyõs essay, in particular the section where he quotes Vera 

Kostrovitskaya, witness, dancer and collaborator in the Young Ballet, is used as a basis for 

much of the choreographic evaluation of Balanchineõs work in the Soviet Union since this is 

the most accurate source available. Where discrepancies occur between his accounts and 

others, I have given his account priority. After Slonimskyõs account, I consider Danilovaõs 

recollections of the choreography to be the most reliable. While her accounts of personal 

events are sometimes less than accurate, she was known to have had a very sharp mind when 

it came to recalling choreography. She described herself as having the òmemory of an 

elephant,ó (Danilova 1974) and Geva also said that she òremembered everything.ó (Geva 

1976) Balanchine later hired her to teach the classics to the students and to the New York 

City Ballet because he knew that she was able not only to accurately remember the dances in 

which she performed, but was able to remember the entire ballets. For the ballets performed 

at the Ballets Russes, Markova was also known to have had a òfabled memory.ó (Reynolds 

1995 òDame Alicia and the Rossignol of õ95,ó 17) Both of these women worked extensively 

with Hodson and Archer in the reconstructions of La Chatte and Le Chant du Rossignol.  Some 

of the information contained in this book was told directly to them by Danilova and 

Markova as they worked on the reconstructions.  

Appendix III addresses the issue of the challenges of dance reconstruction; however, 

since the authenticity of reconstructed works is often called into question, I will briefly state 

my point of view on this topic for the purposes of this study. Two important reconstructors 

are discussed in detail in this book: Fyodor Lopukhov and the team of Millicent Hodson and 

Kenneth Archer. In the Maryinsky seasons of 1921-1923, Lopukhov carried out the task of 

reconstructing the classical repertory, which had suffered in the years directly following the 

Revolution. While preserving much of the choreography of Petipa and others for future 
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generations, his work was and remains controversial for two reasons.  First of all, much of 

the original choreography had been forgotten and had to be filled in, but was presented as 

the òoriginal.ó Secondly, Lopukhov òcorrectedó what he believed to have been the 

òmistakesó of the original choreographer. Balanchine participated in these reconstructions as 

well as having performed in many of Petipaõs ballets in childrenõs roles both before and after 

the Revolution. Several of Balanchineõs early ballets show the influence of Petipa. In this 

study the reader should bear in mind that while Balanchine had directly seen the work of 

other choreographers, Goleizovsky, Lopukhov, Fokine and Duncan, his knowledge of Petipa 

had been filtered both through the small changes a company makes in different productions 

of the same ballets and also through Lopukhovõs work.   

 In their reconstructions of Valse Triste, La Chatte, and Le Chant du Rossignol, Hodson 

and Archer have also had to fill in missing sections, but unlike Lopukhov, who purposely 

changed much of the choreography, they had the stated goal of not changing or adding 

anything to the dance that the original choreographer did not do or that would change the 

original intent. Because of this, I believe that they are reliable in their passing on of the 

information they received, in particular from Danilova and Markova.    

1.4 Changing Bodies and Styles 

Another issue, related to the topic of authenticity, deals with the changing trends in 

both body style and technique. Our study will not directly result in any reconstructions; 

however this issue will be specifically addressed because it affects how the reader sees the 

dances in his mindõs eye leading to, in the words of Slonimsky, the dances being perceived 

differently today than they were by the original audience. In order to present the following 

materials as accurately as possible, body style and technical differences that have evolved 

since the 1920õs will be examined here to help the reader to develop a more accurate picture 

of the dances described in this project.   

The changes which occurred in ballet over the last century found their way back to 

Russia even during the years in which the Soviet Union was a relatively closed society. Many 

of these changes can be attributed to Balanchine himself, who even at an early date began 

looking toward a new style, beginning with his first muse, Lydia Ivanova. Her height, as well 

as her high extension and split leaps are typical of modern ballet dancers, but at the time 
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were extraordinary. As his first muse, Hodson believes that Balanchine was ever after striving 

for many of her qualities, as well as Danilovaõs, in his dancers. Later at the Ballets Russes, 

Balanchine choreographed numerous roles, including Polyhymnia in Apollon Musagète and the 

Siren in Prodigal Son, on Felia Doubrovska, who was five foot six inches tall. Diaghilev 

thought she was too tall to perform classical roles, despite her having been a soloist at the 

Maryinsky. Danilova said that she was so tall compared to everyone else that it would have 

been easy for her to look òfreakish.ó Tracy and De Lano called her òalmost a prototype of 

what would later be called ôa Balanchine dancerõ: tall, thin, elegant with long legs.ó (Tracy and 

Delano 1983, 37) With the exception of these two dancers, the physique and style of most of 

the dancers Balanchine worked with in Russia were of the old style. At his arrival at the 

Ballets Russes in 1925, he worked with his first baby ballerina, Alicia Markova, and began to 

train dancers who were young enough to be formed into his vision, but he still spent years 

working with other dancers before he founded his own school in New York in the 1930õs. 

For the purposes of this book, the dancers of the Young Ballet, the Soviet Dancers as well as 

the dancers of the Ballets Russes were exclusively trained in what will referred to in this 

project as the òold school.ó  

At this point I would like to discuss a few of the differences in the styles of 

movement and body types from the 1920õs and today so the reader will have a better 

understanding of how the dancers looked in the original performances of the ballets 

examined in the project. Examining these differences will give more clarity in the analysis of 

the dances. The differences are so marked that even a superficial comparison of photographs 

taken in the first half of the 20th century with those taken in later decades shows stark 

differences in the basic positions and the figures of the dancers. Early films reveal the 

differences in movement dynamics.  

The most vital change in ballet begins with overall physique: a decreased weight and 

increased height of the dancers creating a quite different picture of the basic choreography. 

As previously stated, dancers today are generally taller than their historical counterparts, a 

change reflecting the same developments in fashion as well as other sports. Danilova 

described this as having been a major difference between her American students at the 

School of American Ballet and herself and comrades at the Imperial Theater School. She said 

that no one cared how much they weighed in Russia. (Danilova 1988, 200) Although her last 

years at Theater School and first years at the Maryinsky were during the near starvation time 



22 

 

after the Revolution, she does not attribute the lack of attention to body fat to that situation. 

Rather, she states that Russian women were more voluptuous than American girls, who are 

generally more athletic. (Danilova 1988, 200) Markova also recalled that no one ever dieted 

in those days. (Markova 1972) 

 Consistent with the physique of his first muse Ivanova, correspondence between 

Balanchine and Diaghilev showed that he was looking for girls who were both tall and thin at 

an early date. In a letter dated September 4, 1925, Balanchine wrote to Diaghilev about 

getting dancers for the corps de ballet, and highly recommended a dancer whom he 

described as òslim and beautiful.ó(Balanchine September 4, 1925) In another letter dated 

September 15, 1925, he describes one dancer as being òa beautiful woman, slim and taller 

than averageó and another as ònot at all fat and not particularly tall.ó (Balanchine September 

15, 1925) These letters seem to support the notion that Balanchine was already looking for 

these qualities in his dancers.   

 The taller, thinner figures of the dancers caused a change in the line of the body.  

Although in the classical tradition, the Russian development of the épaulement of the 

shoulders added to lengthening line of the body, it was more fully developed by Balanchine. 

In the words of Danilova, it was he who òtaught us that the body should be streamlined,ó an 

interesting description, since òstreamlinedó is a word usually used to describe sport cars. 

(Danilova 1988, 201) The line of the body refers to, for example, when the arms are 

extended at right angles to the shoulders, the imaginary line that could be drawn from the tip 

of one finger, through the arm, both shoulders, along the other arm to the tip on the other 

finger. In arabesque, the imaginary line extends from the tip on the arm extended to the 

front to the tip on the toe on the extended leg. By raising the leg above ninety degrees, 

Balanchine lengthened the line and altered the classical position slightly. In a modern versus 

truly classical arabesque, the line of the leg is also altered by winging the foot. Instead of the 

straight line going through the middle of the turned out leg from the hip to the foot, the 

straight line is drawn on the underside of the turned out leg, going out to the inside of the 

foot, which is not extended straight from the leg, but is instead lifted upwards. This minimal 

change gives the impression that the leg is longer than in the true classical style.  

  The line of the body is also changed by increasing extension; a term which refers to 

the general flexibility of a dancer, affecting her ability to raise the leg off the ground in one of 
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many positions or to perform a full split in jumps. A dancerõs extension makes itself most 

notable in adagio, although differences can also be noted in faster dances as well where 

développés and grands battements are performed at an increased tempo, or in the case of a 

grande jeté or tour jeté performed with the legs forming a complete split. Danilova said that 

òa high extension was considered vulgaró in Russia, limiting the dancerõs extension to just 

above the hip. (Danilova 1988, 191) Todayõs standards require dancers to have an extension 

well above ninety degrees in all directions, completely altering the line of the body. For 

example in a typical Petipa pas de deux, the female dancer performs développés supported 

by the hand or the waist by her partner. While standing on pointe on one foot, the other leg 

slowly unfolds, with the foot following a path from the ankle of the other leg to the knee and 

then being extended and straightened either fully to an arabesque position or bent in attitude. 

Whether the leg unfolds at ninety degrees or higher changes both the position of the leg, the 

exact point of balance for the dancers, as well as giving the movement a different dynamic. 

The développé is often held in position and is followed by a supported balance or a 

promenade in which the man turns the woman slowly on her pointe in a circle. In this slow 

combination, the line formed by the female dancer alone as well as the picture created by the 

pair is of primary importance, the change in the lines and the angles giving a greatly altered 

picture for the same steps.     

 When one couples the changed lines of the body with the higher extension, the 

increased height and decreased weight of the dancers as well as the muscles that have been 

trained to be stronger but longer and thinner, the picture of a ballet dancer, whether standing 

in position or dancing is completely different. This difference is so marked, that it is 

noticeable not only when the dancer performs in leotards, as Balanchine did in many of his 

ballets in order to emphasize the lines of the dancers, but also when the dancer is maximally 

covered in a Romantic tutu. 

 The second important change in the styles occurred in the movement dynamics. This 

is related to increased flexibility and extensions. Danilova described: òIt is only because of 

Balanchine, who wanted the leg higher, that dancers have begun to develop their extensions, 

and I personally agree with Mr. B. The leg in développé should not be stopped, if it is, the 

movement becomes stiff and mechanical. Instead, I think the leg should just go, reaching 

upward, the movement must be free if it is to be graceful.ó (Danilova 1988, 191) Just as the 

extensions have lengthened, so have the movements. Even quick movements show this 
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lengthening, in which a classical step is held in position a split second longer, or the leg is 

allowed to swing higher. The lengthening of the movements in modern ballet has changed 

the dynamics so much that Danilova claimed that most dancers today are not able to 

correctly perform the classics. She commented that òstudents today have trouble dancing in 

the classical style-it is different from what they are used to, the movement is more tightly 

framed.ó (Danilova 1988, 183) She also describes a change he made in pointe technique: 

òBalanchine insisted that his dancers relevé by rolling up and down through the foot, instead 

of hopping onto pointe, all in one movementébut in my classes I teach relev® as I learned it 

in Russia, not rolling through the foot but using the knee and pushing with the heel; this 

enables you to make the transition to pointe more quickly. For a relevé that travels, they have 

to jump onto pointe. So it is necessary for dancers today to know both ways.ó (Danilova 

1988, 194) When dancing on  pointe, whether a dancer gets onto the ends of her toes by 

jumping onto pointe or by rolling through the feet changes the overall flow of the dance, the 

first version making the movement clean and sharp, the other creating a smooth, lyrical 

feeling. 

 Danilova also described how Balanchine made changes in movement vocabulary, 

which greatly affected the overall dynamics of the movement. She said that Balanchine had 

sped up many of the classical steps, making the dancers move much faster: òéthere is all 

this movement, dragging the foot behind, or sideways, or front, changing. Really, he enrich 

vocabulary of danceéit was new, it was strangeéó (Danilova Part 2 1973, 59) She 

explained: 

Mostly I would say that the slight revisions Balanchine introduced involve speeding 

up the movement or syncopating movements that in classical dancing are rhythmically very 

even. Pas de bourrée, for instance, in Petipa would be: one, two, three. But in Balanchineõs 

choreography, it would be slightly different: for example, one-and-two, hold three-the first 

two steps are faster, so that you get where youõre going more quickly. Oréthe old way of 

doing pas de chat is to lift one leg, then the other-one at a time. But Balanchine sped up the 

timing so that the second leg immediately follows that first and you see a clear position-both 

legs up-in the air. Balanchine took classical ballet steps and sharpened the focus, so that you 

see a perfect fifth position or a jump at its height, and the time it takes the dancer get from 

one position to the next is shorter, because she moves faster in between. (Danilova 1988, 

199) 
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The changes in line, extension and movement dynamics are a direct result of the 

training a young dancer receives. Balanchine, Danilova and Geva said that the training they 

gave at the School of American Ballet (SAB) was exactly what was taught at Theater School. 

However, though the method may be similar, even when Danilova, Doubrovska and 

Balanchine were teaching there, the result was different. Geva said that SAB was the same 

and probably better than Theater School. (Geva 1976) She also recalls that the dancers of 

those days were òtechnically all right,ó but that they were ònot half as well developed as kids 

today.ó (Geva 1976) At another place she described advances made in ballet, saying that the 

dancers in New York City Ballet today dance like no one ever hoped to dance, saying that 

one is better than the other, and that they òdefy the laws of momentum.ó (Geva 1973) 

Doubrovska said that òitõs the same,ó but she went on to say that there is òmore technique 

here now. Generally it is more developed. We take more time with the students.ó 

(Doubrovska 1975) Danilova also recalled that many of the girls at Theater School trained 

badly. Regarding daily class, she said that òthese are exercises that must be done correctly and 

with care; otherwise they can overdevelop the muscles of the thigh. Looking back, I realize 

that many of the girls I grew up with at the Theater School had big claves and thighs, 

overdeveloped because they had overworked those particular muscles. Mr. B., when he 

taught, was always very conscious of which muscles he was working and was careful not to 

abuse them.ó (Danilova 1988, 192) 

  In conclusion, the evidence shows that even at an early date Balanchine was striving 

for a new body style: tall and slender dancers. He developed technique far beyond where it 

had been before, the average dancer being capable of things that only the most capable 

dancers of the 1920õs were able to do. He choreographed many of his early works on dancers 

who bore traits what would later be typical of òBalanchine dancersó: Doubrovskaõs physique 

and Markovaõs technical capacity. When he could, he used these women in his ballets. 

However, until he was able to train his own dancers, he created his ballets on dancers with 

the old physique and technique. Although the original dances may have been created on 

these particular dancers, I believe that restaging them with modern dancers possessing the 

physique and range of technique that he himself advanced does not violate his intent. In all 

likelihood it comes closer to realizing his artistic vision than the original performers were 

able. 
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Chapter 2 

First Encounters at Theater School (1913-1920) 

   

Balanchineõs early childhood has been described in detail by several scholars and 

witnesses. In Balanchine: the Early Years, Yuri Slonimsky provides the most detailed and likely 

the most accurate account. Both Geva and Danilova tell of their childhoods in their 

autobiographies. As classmates, collaborators in the Young Ballet and lifelong friends of 

Balanchine, their accounts provide an invaluable source of information. Taperõs Balanchine: a 

Biography, one of the most prominent historiographies on Balanchine also draws heavily from 

these sources. The following chapter examines the point where Balanchine, Geva, Danilova, 

and others first became acquainted, at the Theater School of the Imperial Theater in St. 

Petersburg.  Much of the information presented here is based on the recollections of the 

dancers themselves.  Although the times were politically explosive, the earliest memories of 

the dancers were about their day to day lives and experiences, not those of sweeping political 

and social change. First as young adults did they become more involved in controversies, but 

their interests seem to have been limited to the arts, in particular the ballet, and how it 

affected their own lives and work directly. The greater issues are mentioned here only in 

passing, and for the purpose of clarifying events as recalled by the dancers themselves. 

Balanchine, Danilova, Efimov and Ivanova began their studies at Theater School 

before the Revolution. Danilova and Efimov, along with his twin brother, were in the same 

class, (Danilova 1988, 24) and Ivanova and Balanchine were one year younger. (Danilova 

1988, 41) Geva came to the school later when an evening program was opened for students 

as part of the new system. Both Balanchine and Danilova recalled having difficult starts to 

their education, Balanchine going so far as to run away to his auntõs house in St. Petersburg, 

(Balanchine 1972) a transgression for which he could have been expelled. Taper said that his 

unhappiness was rooted in his not really understanding the reasons for all the hard work and 

discipline. (Taper 1984, 38) Interestingly, like Balanchine, Danilova did not really know what 

ballet was, having been brought to audition for the school because she had danced well in a 

Christmas pageant. She said that she òhadnõt really understood what it meant to perform-I 

was just having a wonderful time doing my dance.ó (Danilova 1988, 13)   Balanchine recalled 

the early days at Theater School:  
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éI was nine years old and I started as ballet dancer. It took about eight years and I 

graduated. I started with Emperor Nicolai II, and we lived very beautifully. Our place of 

study was really fantastic. We lived there and we dressed in uniforms. We were sort of like 

pages. We were trained to music and drama. You could choose finally if you wanted to be 

actor or musician or dancer...then came the Revolution. I canõt tell you how terrible it was.ó 

(Gruen 1975, 279-280)  

Danilova described: 

Our lives revolved around our classes and outside of class our little intrigues. The 

Theater School was our nest. It gave us none of the freedom children have today: we were 

told what to study, where to go, when to eat...Occasionally, we went against the rules, but 

never did we question the schoolõs authority over us. We felt secure there and took that 

security for granted-which is the way it should be for children. Our education, our dance 

training, our lives would run their course, guided by the school. We proceeded from one day 

to the next, year after year, looking ahead sometimes, but never worrying about the future. 

(Danilova 1988, 33) 

The complete security she experienced did not last long as the Revolution threw their lives 

into turmoil. 

By most accounts, Balanchineõs early difficulties changed when he performed a 

childrenõs role in the ballet Sleeping Beauty. Slonimsky said òit was the source of Balanchineõs 

most vivid impressions as a child, and later as a young man-the ballet which directed his 

thought toward the future and made him fall in love with the art of dance.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 

24) Taper said Balanchineõs experience that evening was a òrevelationó for him. (Taper 1984, 

38) He explained: òThat night, as he watched the dancerséthe boy was stirred by the 

realization that every one of them had gone through the very same schooling as he, in the 

same building and with many of the same teachers. He admired these dancers and wanted to 

emulate them.ó (Taper 1984, 39) Balanchine was so impressed with the memories of this 

performance that he later tried to put childrenõs roles in his ballets so that the children could 

have the same experience that he had. Danilova also recalled that these childrenõs roles 

impacted her future. Her first performance was in the opera Faust, her role easy and 

unrehearsed: she was only supposed to walk across stage and drink wine. Besides actually 

trying to drink the wine, which was paint mixed with water, she spoke too loud on stage and 
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had to be hushed by the adults. (Danilova 1988, 30) She also recalled being so terrified that 

she had to be dragged across stage by the other girls. (Belle 1981) Like Balanchine, 

performing in Sleeping Beauty was a significant experience for her: òIn Sleeping Beauty, I was a 

little page, carrying the queenõs train. From where I stood by her side, I could see all of the 

dancing, and so I learned everybodyõs parts, which I still remember.ó (Danilova 1988, 31) 

She claimed to have been chosen for every ballet that required children, something that not 

only cemented her love of the art, but also enabled her to pass on the choreography of 

Petipaõs ballets.   

Balanchine himself also recalled another important moment about a year after he ran 

away, one that also became a turning point for his future: 

Somehow, I was unhappy for about a year. There were a lot of examinations-very 

hard. Then I saw, through a little keyhole, three dancers. They were working with my 

professor Andreyanov. One was Karssvina, the other was Baganova, and the third was Gert. 

I looked through the keyhole, and I saw this working and it was very interesting. It was like a 

little game. So since then, I decided that it would be very interesting to look at something like 

that. (Gruen 1975, 280) 

At this point, Balanchine evidently had a turn around, Danilova recalling that they were both 

òcounted as very good students-interesting and talented,ó (Gruen 1975, 31) although she also 

says that she was not a good student in her first year, and that she was neither hard working 

nor attentive, resulting in her having to repeat that grade. (Danilova 1988, 26)   

   During the first year of the Revolution, the Theater School was closed for a time due 

to the uncertainty of balletõs place in the new Communist society1. After being saved by 

Anatoly Lunacharsky, Commissar of Enlightenment, the theaters and schools were 

reopened, but the situation had changed dramatically. Danilova recalled that they were cold 

and hungry. She said that the students at the school received a little more food than others 

did, but it was still very little: dirty water instead of tea, two spoons of brew for lunch and 

dinner and one small piece of bread every two days. (Danilova 1974) In her autobiography 

she described: òwe were all hungry and began to develop boils-at one time I had five, but 

that was nothing compared with George who had thirty. There was no nourishment.ó 

(Danilova 1988, 47)  She also recalled that the boys and teachers went to the attic of the 

school to collect boards for firewood, òdismantling the floor and whatever furniture had 
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been put there in storage. As time wore on, we marveled that the building was still standing.ó 

(Danilova 1988, 48) Taper said that the boys were sent to the streets to look for firewood. 

(Taper 1984, 49) When Theater School was closed, it was for an unknown period of time 

and the students were either sent home or had to fend for themselves. Nobody knew if the 

school would ever be reopened. Danilova, who recalled in detail their hardships in many 

interviews and in her memoirs, said that her art saved her in the Revolution. (Danilova 1988, 

5) She said òthe theater was a refuge for us, almost a paradise. Outside lay only the chaotic 

aftermath of the war and the Revolution.  But regardless of how the government had 

changed, what went on inside the theater was more or less the same.ó (Danilova 1988, 51) 

Both Danilova and Geva mentions one school master who had an important 

influence on Balanchine during his school years, Grigori Grigorevitch Grigoriev.  Danilova 

described him as òan intellectual, one of the boysõ schoolmastersó who òtook George on as 

his protégé, inviting him to his apartment for lunch on Sundays, introducing him to music 

and books.ó (Danilova 1988, 43) Geva said that he was the schoolõs director and that he had 

òbeen in charge of the school since the good old days of the Czars.ó (Geva 1984, 271) She 

recalled: 

Georgeéhad been cut off from his family for yearséMr. G.G. (Grigoriev) had 

taken him in when, in the toughest years of the Revolution, Theater School had closed, 

throwing its pupils out in the street, and George had literally no place to go. George was duly 

grateful, but I doubt that his life under Mr. G.G.õs wing pleased him. The old manõs affection 

bore unmistakable marks of latent homosexuality and a possessiveness that were at odds with 

Georgeõs masculinity. (Geva 1984, 282-283) 

It was he who encouraged Balanchine to study music at the conservatory. (Danilova 1991, 2)  

Upon his graduation from Theater School in 1921, Balanchine was taken into the 

corps de ballets of the company. At the same time he enrolled in the Petrograd Conservatory 

of Music where he spent three years studying musical theory and piano. (Taper 1984, 50) 

Slonimsky described his education: 

Balanchine did not succeed in finishing the Conservatory. But neverthelessé 

became an accomplished musician-and not only a pianist. He attended classes of harmony, 

studied counterpoint and composition, wrote music, and most often improvised easily and 
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quickly, as if drawing from innumerable prepared ideas. He wrote compositions for piano 

and dance, for recitation to music, and for voiceéWorking in the theater, Balanchine 

frequently tried his hand at the violin, the French horn, the drums, and the trumpet. And 

always he mastered the music despite the difficulties of quickly learning any new instrument. 

Judging from the recollections of ballet artists of the older generation, the compositions of 

Balanchine were somewhat lacking in originalityéIt is worth noting that he rarely composed 

dances to his own music, but most often used the works of composers of the nineteenth 

century and the beginning of this oneéIn any case, Balanchine in those years made himself 

into a professional musician within the ballet theater; this to a large extent determined the 

character and direction of his creative work in the future. (Slonimsky 1991, 33-34) 

This quote describes the extent of his musical study and explains the importance of it, 

namely that it determined the direction that Balanchineõs choreography would take, his 

education enabling him to develop the special sense of musicality that became one of the 

most important qualities of his mature work.  

   As the Revolution brought drastic changes for the current Theater School students, it 

also brought one resoundingly positive development for Geva, namely the opening of an 

evening program2, designed to combat the elitism of the former Imperial Theaters. Having 

been forbidden by her father to dance as a child, Geva was later trained as a private ballet 

student by an aging ballerina named Madame Sokolova. She was held in high regard at all 

levels of the dance world, and had been invited to teach at Theater School, but declined 

because she òcouldnõt abide that hoard of brats.ó (Geva 1984, 141) Because she was not a 

student at Theater School, Geva recalled that no matter how good she ever became, she 

would be condemned to obscurity and cut off from the glamour and glory of the Imperial 

Theaters: òIt was held as a verity that only their own schools could discover and correctly 

train the talent suitable for that glorious establishmentéthe rule established for almost two 

centuries stood inviolate.ó (Geva 1984, 81) Entrance into the evening program opened the 

doors for her future career in more ways than one. Geva first laid eyes on Balanchine at a 

ballroom class3 where the shortage of boys in the evening courses was compensated by some 

day students. 

  Geva and Balanchine began dancing together regularly after that point, and 

Balanchine often visited at the Gevergeyeva4 household.  Before the Revolution Gevaõs 

father had owned a museum collection which included paintings, lithographs, posters, 
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sketches and models of stage sets. (Geva 1984, 62) Geva recalled having spent hours in the 

museum looking at books, old programs and photographs of celebrities. (Geva 1984, 173) In 

addition to the museum Gevergeyeva had a modern two story building next to his house 

named òTheater Miniatureó which he used to promote new ideas and encourage new talent. 

In the days before the Revolution, when tradition still had a strong hold on most artistic 

endeavors, and anything avant-garde was discouraged by the authorities, Gevergeyeva gave 

moral and financial support to struggling young artists of every field. He was surrounded by 

writers, poets, artists, some of whom were famous, others unknown. He preferred the 

unknown, thinking that they needed him more. (Geva 1984, 65) 

Because of his former wealth and his honorific title òBy Appointment of the Czar,ó 

Gevergeyeva was arrested during the Revolution. News of his arrest spread quickly among 

literary and theatrical circles, and his former activities among the artists saved him. A petition 

containing sixty signatures of artists from all disciplines including the recently recognized 

revolutionary poets Mayakovsky and Yesesnin was sent to the seat of government at Smolny 

College. The petition claimed that Gevergeyeva was a man of good character and 

enumerated the good deeds he had done over the years. He was not only released from 

prison, but was further granted permission to keep what remained of his museum in his 

house and eventually became its director. (Geva 1984, 111) Although his circumstances 

changed drastically and he was no longer in the position to help Balanchine as he had so 

many others, Balanchine had many of the qualities he admired in a young artist: he had 

talent, was a non-conformist, had the determination to follow his own course, and kept his 

convictions despite opposition. (Geva 1984, 282) It was he who suggested that Balanchine 

and Geva get married, saying it would make their lives easier in the uncertain times, and that 

if it didnõt work out they could always get divorced later. In 1922, at the ages of 15 and 18, 

they were married. (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 14)  

2.1 The Cream of the Young Maryinsky 

Upon their graduation in 1921, Balanchine and Efimov joined the corps de ballets.  

By that point, Ivanova and Danilova, also officially in the corps, were òup and comingó in 

the Maryinsky company, Danilova being named soloist in 1922. (Tracy and De Lano1983, 

20) Danilova described this group, the dancers Dimitriev later chose to take with him to 

Germany, as the òcream of the young Maryinsky crop.ó (Danilova 1988, 60) Doubrovska 
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said that Danilova had the opportunity to be cast in solo roles earlier than she had been 

because hierarchy in the theater was not as strict as it had been before the Revolution. 

(Doubrovska 1975) Danilova, however, did describe the hierarchy in detail in her memoirs. 

She recalled that the dancers were 

stacked according to our ranking in the company, with those of us in the corps at the 

very bottom. The soloists, who occupied more exalted positions, hardly ever spoke to us. 

This was simply the way of the company, standard practice, not at all surprisingéa 

handsome soloist who I danced with and immediately fell a little bit in love with, refused to 

acknowledge me off the stageéwhen we met in the corridor or on the street, he would turn 

and look the other way. (Danilova 1988, 52) 

Danilova also recalled that she, Balanchine and Ivanova performed the pas de trios from 

Paquita together the year before they graduated, (Danilova 1988, 41) and that she and Efimov 

danced together for their graduation performance. (Danilova 1988, 49) 

  Balanchineõs career as a dancer was relatively short, having been injured during a 

performance at Ballets Russes. Geva said that he accidentally hit himself on the knee while 

performing a lezghinka, a warriorõs dance with two knives, (Geva 1991, 12) resulting in a 

wandering cartilage which caused his knee to lock back sometimes. After an operation in 

Monte Carlo, he was able to dance sometimes, but was more interested in choreography. 

Geva said he didnõt push it when he danced. (Geva 1976) She recalled that he was not a 

strictly classical dancer, but was very wiring and quick, and Doubrovska mentioned that he 

had an enormous elevation. (Doubrovska 1975) He himself said, òI was myself a dancer, and 

I wasnõt bad either. When I was twenty I could jump and I was a good acrobat. I did 

everything better than maybe lots of people now.ó (Gruen 1975, 285) His talent as a dancer 

was confirmed by reviews he received for his performances at the Maryinsky, in particular 

for his performance of the Harlequin Hoop Dance in The Nutcracker. He hardly touched the 

ground òéjumping several times through the hoop, moving forward toward the orchestra.ó 

(Geva 1976) Danilova said that he òwas popular and well respected. He was given solo roles, 

most of them demi-charatère. In The Nutcracker, he always brought down the house in the 

Candy Cane variation, with his sensational jumps through a hoop. His distinguishing 

features, I would say, were speed, musicality, a big jump, and a sharp attack.ó (Danilova 

1988, 58)   
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  In his essay, Slonimsky also quoted some of the reviews Balanchine got in this 

particular dance, saying that òthe praise for his performance in this dance gradually grew into 

a large choruséthe dance caused a sensation. It conquered the audience from the front rows 

to the upper balcony.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 44) He quoted that dance critic Volynsky, who later 

became one of the Young Balletõs sharpest critics, was generous with his praise for 

Balanchine as he described his performance: 

Balanchivadze dances a jester with a hoopéHe stands obliquely in the hoop with his 

profile towards the public wearing a sparkling silver costume. His face is deathly pale from 

excitementéhe is full of wild tension. He waves the hoops and throws it under his legs. 

Then he sweeps it around himself and moves underneath like a hurricane. (Boris) Romanov 

won fame in his day in this piece. But Balanchivadze today had outdone Romanov with his 

young, energetic, and superbly disciplined talent. (Slonimsky 1991, 45)  

Danilova also recalled his outstanding talent in mime. She said that òin mime he was 

also marvelous. In Fokineõs Petrouchka, he did the old man on the balcony so well that 

nobody looked at the dancers!ó (Danilova 1991, 3) Kostrovitskaya mentioned his role in the 

first scene of the ballet Esmeralda: òAnd suddenly a cripple5 appeared on the stage, moving 

about almost on all fours with one eye, protruding ears, and an enormous, swollen, potato 

like nose. He moved and used pantomime in such a way that the audience burst out laughing 

and everyone on stage laughed hilariously to the point of tears.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 46)  

Accounts differ as to whether Balanchine was a first rate or a mediocre dancer, a 

subject which Slonimsky covered extensively in his essay, since some of the newspaper 

accounts6 praised his work, and others criticized it. Many of the reports about his 

performances at the Maryinsky were positive, and it is reasonable to assume that he had the 

potential to be a very good dancer. Slonimsky, however, said that his performance was not 

always consistently good, partially due to his being more interested in some roles than in 

others. He also offered another feasible explanation for the differing opinions on 

Balanchineõs talents and his apparent lack of progress as a classical dancer: 

Balanchineõs limited development as a performer must be attributed to unbelievable 

overwork. He was torn between daily work in the theateréstudies at the Conservatory, 

earning money for subsistence by playing the piano in Vecheslovaõs class (from 1921 he 

played three hours a day) and for dances at concerts and the movies. He had no time to 
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spend on training!...Indefatigable, he went to premieres of the Petrograd theaters and to 

visiting performances of the Moscow theaters, to philharmonic concerts and stage 

productions, to art exhibitions and museums. He could not deny himself contact with new 

developments in the arts, of which there were so many at the time. He participated in the 

innumerable controversies concerning literature, music, and danceéHe undeniably did 

spread himself thin from the view point of colleagues in the theater who had only one goal-

to dance more and better, to climb up the ladder to leading roles. He did appear disorderly, 

unpunctual, because of his incessant desire to succeed in everythingéSuch a lifestyle could 

not fail to have an effect on the young Balanchine, already somewhat weakened by years of 

undernourishment. (Slonimsky 1991, 46-47)  

Slonimsky said that the entire generation lived this way, adding that òBalanchine and Lydia 

Ivanova, more than others in the ballet, were capable of neglecting their artistic interest for 

something which they considered immeasurably more important and urgent.ó (Slonimsky 

1991, 47) This statement did not just explain Balanchineõs òlimited development as a 

performer,ó but also described his interest in other forms of art and other ideas, experiences 

which educated him beyond what he had learned at Theater School. Balanchineõs 

unquenchable interest in all forms of art prepared him to work with Diaghilev who always 

took it upon himself to educate his choreographers, taking them to museums across Europe 

and exposing them to the leading artists and musicians of the day. 

   Interest in things other than those directly related to their lives at Theater School and 

their futures in the Imperial Theater was not typical of the dancers before the Revolution. 

Danilova recalled that òI thought dancing was everything, that it wasnõt necessary for me to 

learn academic subjects. I was a complete moronéit was only as I grew older that I came to 

see the importance of knowing about something besides ballet.ó (Danilova 1988, 40) She said 

that they did not even study choreography at Theater School, just dance and subjects related 

to it: history of dance, history of costumes, history of art, music, character and national 

dance, as well as speech, since the children often participated in performances in all the 

theaters7 and were sometimes required to do speaking roles. (Danilova 1974) In her 

autobiography, she said that many of these classes along with English were introduced first 

after the Revolution. (Danilova 1988, 47)  Geva recalled that her father, despite being an 

important patron of the arts, did not allow his daughter to attend the school as a child, saying 

that she was to have an education, something that was, in his words, òsadly neglected in that 
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establishment.ó He considered the children there to be like trained seals8, good only for 

dancing and he wanted his daughter to have the òtools to fight life with.ó (Geva 1984, 80)  

Later on however, they were neither cut off from the other arts and the outside world, nor 

were they encouraged to be so. Danilova remembered that artistic director Lopukhov 

became a mentor to the young dancers in the company and would scold them when they got 

morose about the hard times. She quoted him: òWhatõs the matter? You are young and 

talented! Go to the theater, go to the museums, see everything! Study languages, study 

history. Go to concerts.ó  (Danilova 1988, 53) Danilova said she followed his advice and 

began to study French and art history as well as going to concerts outside the Academic 

Theaters. (Danilova 1988, 53) It would seem however, that Balanchine and Ivanova were 

more extreme than most in their pursuits, as was Geva: òWith all these activities, schoolwork 

was bound to suffer. As a result, I flunked more than one subject in the spring exams at the 

Gymnasia, and was kicked out irrevocably.ó (Geva 1984, 286) 

  Even before Balanchine was exposed to the world of Soviet art, his interests 

expanded far beyond those of simply being a dancer. By all accounts his extraordinary talents 

as a choreographer appeared while he was still in school. La Nuit, his first ballet done at the 

age of sixteen, was choreographed well before his introduction into the world of the Soviet 

avant-garde. At this point in his life, his only influences would have been those of his 

teachers at the Maryinsky and its repertory, most importantly the classical tradition of Marius 

Petipa and the reforms of Mikhail Fokine. 

2.2 The Russian Tradition 

  In the West today, òRussian balletó normally refers to the Bolshoi Ballet in Moscow 

and the Maryinsky in St. Petersburg, known in Soviet times as the Kirov. For dancers and 

balletomanes, the òRussian schooló is used to refer to the Vaganova method of training and 

style of ballet developed by Agrippa Vaganova at the former Theater School of the 

Maryinsky, now known as the Vaganova Ballet Academy. Although Danilova mentioned 

having been trained and coached by Vaganova9 in her last years at Theater School and as a 

member of the corps de ballet, the Vaganova method was far from developed in the early 

1920õs and none of the dancers of the Young Ballet, the Soviet Dancers or the dancers of the 

Ballets Russes spoke of her as being a great influence on their training. (Danilova 1988, 50-

51) Since both Danilova and Geva claimed that the education given to dancers at the School 
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of American Ballet in New York was exactly like the one they received at the original 

Imperial Theater School, and Vaganova later developed a system of education so specific 

that the school bears her name today, it is arguable that the tradition carried on in the West is 

as much directly descended from Petipa as the current Russian ballet. Danilova said that òmy 

technique is what I learned at the Imperial School, but I also try to prepare the students for 

the modern styles of choreographers like Balanchine and Robbins. I battle every lesson with 

the arms. Ten years ago I thought they were awful, but they are much better now. I really try 

to pay enormous attention to port de bras. At the Imperial School the arms were always 

emphasized.ó (Ackerman and Summer 1982, 40) The Maryinsky can claim a constant 

residence at the theater since Petipaõs great phase of creativity in the last half of the 19th 

century, and under the direction of Lopukhov the classics, Swan Lake, Sleeping Beauty, The 

Little Humpbacked Horse, Giselle, La Bayadère and others were restaged and preserved for future 

generation. In 1988 Danilova described her impression of the direction Soviet ballet had 

taken, saying:   

I can see in the Soviet style an extension of the way I was trained, but I think what 

happened here in ballet in our century is much more interesting than what happened 

thereéSomehow, in Russia, ballet has become the exhibition of dancing. Soviet dancers no 

longer want to show the story or the mood so much as they want to show their technique-

this one can turn three times in the air, lifting both his legs, and that one can do something 

else. But itõs no longer expression; itõs exhibitionism. (Danilova 1988, 185)  

In 1908 Diaghilev brought the first group of dancers trained at the Imperial Theaters 

to Western Europe. Many of these dancers had worked directly under Petipa, and many 

never returned to Russia. From 1908 to 1924, numerous great dancers who later became 

teachers and choreographers around the world emigrated, including Pavlova, Nijinsky, 

Nijinska, Massine, Fokine, Lifar, Doubrovska, Lopukhova, sister of Lopukhov, Cecchetti, 

like Petipa not Russian, but with great influence on Russian ballet both as a dancer at the 

Maryinsky in Petipaõs ballets and later as ballet master at the Ballets Russes, and finally 

Danilova, Geva and Balanchine. These dancers worked extensively in Europe, the United 

States and South America, some up until the 1980õs, planting òRussian balletó throughout the 

world.  Doubrovska said that òlittle by little ballerinas all opened schools and started to 

teach-then good dancers began to appear.ó (Doubrovska 1975) With the exception of 
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Bolshoi trained Massine, all these dancers were trained in St. Petersburg, spreading its style 

around the world. Scholl described this process: 

The gradual closing of the borders and increasing isolation represented aéproblem 

for the young Soviet ballet, particularly as large numbers of those associated with the Russian 

balletõs most illustrious era were now working abroad and the vast majority would not return. 

By 1917, this diaspora helped established ballet as a viable art form beyond Russian borders. 

The émigré ballet metamorphosed rapidly; although its nucleus remained mostly Russian for 

a time, its outlook was international from the start. (Scholl 2004, 65) 

In our study, the term Russian ballet will refer to the pure classical tradition that 

blossomed in St. Petersburg in the second half of the 19th century while ballet in the West 

was experiencing a general decline, not the style based on Vaganova technique. Western 

European ballerinas had toured in Russia, most notably Italian ones who were technically 

much stronger than the Russians; Petipa created some of his most famous roles on Italian 

dancers10. However, the decline of the ballet in the West as a whole was well noted in Russia. 

Scholl quoted Petipaõs statements from the December 2, 1896 edition of the Petersburg Gazeta, 

stating that the òItalian School is ruining balletó and that the ballet in Paris was dying. (Scholl 

1994, 20) First when the Ballets Russes arrived in Paris and began to produce ballets with the 

collaboration of famous artists and musicians such as Matisse, Picasso, Benois, Debussy, 

Satie, Stravinsky and Cocteau did ballet begin to receive a newer, more elevated status among 

the arts. At the dispersion of the company at the death of Diaghilev in 1929, this caliber of 

creativity and artistic invention coupled with the background and training from the Imperial 

Theater School was spread around the world. After this point, due to the lack of exchange 

between the dancers in Russia and those in Europe, ballet in the West and in the Soviet 

Union developed in different directions, the Soviets defending the preservation of the 

classics and on òtechnical exhibitions,ó the Western artists developing new works and styles 

while maintaining the classical repertory.   

2.3 Marius Petipa: Father of the Classics 

  Balanchineõs early choreography showed a combination of the influence of other 

contemporary choreographers as well as a determined rebellion against the institutions 

created by the authorities at the Academic Theaters. Taper said that òvirtually nothing of 

Petipa showed in Marche Funèbre, Extase, or the other dances the young choreographer was 
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devising for his first program of the Young Ballet. The Petipa material was then present 

within him, but buried.ó (Taper 1984, 57) However, although his own choreography was 

strikingly un-classical and received much criticism from the champions of tradition, Souritz 

believed that he never intended to completely reject the classics as other choreographers of 

his time did. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 76) Geva said that she, 

Balanchine, and Efimov performed the pas de trio from Petipaõs Harlequinade in Moscow in 

costumes smuggled from the Maryinsky Theater. (Geva 1984, 287) She also recalled that 

their program in Germany included classical numbers: òThe tainted Berliners didnõt respond 

to the classical excerpts danced by Danilova and Efimovéó (Geva 1984, 327)  Danilova said 

that she and Efimov had danced the òpas de deux from Sylvia we had performed for our 

graduation from school.ó (Danilova 1988, 62) The dance, done to music by Delibes, òwas 

Mme. Preobrajenskayaõs choreography-long, not interesting, an awful number.ó (Danilova 

1988, 49) She also recalled having performed the pas de deux from Coppélia with Efimov. 

(Danilova 1973 Part I, 40) 

  As chief choreographer at the Maryinsky for several decades in the second half of the 

nineteen century and the beginning of the twentieth, Petipa is credited with having created 

the classical style as well as being instrumental in the establishment of its rules of dance. 

Balanchine was trained into this tradition and most of the ballets he performed as a child and 

later as a corps dancer were Petipaõs. Since much of his repertory had been bastardized 

during the second decade of the 20th century, director of the Maryinsky Fyodor Lopukhov 

embarked on the project of reconstructing his ballets in 1922-1924. (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 260) According to Slonimsky, in the years immediately before the 

reconstructions, the following ballets were performed; in 1918-1919: The Sleeping Beauty, Swan 

Lake, Raymonda, Giselle, Le Corsaire, The Little Humpbacked Horse, Paquita, The Daughter of 

Pharaoh, and Esmeralda. He also mentioned the inclusion of several one act ballets. The 1919-

1920 season11 retained those ballets and added others by Petipa and Fokine: La Bayadère, La 

Fille Mal Gard®e, Harlequinade, Don Quixote, The Nutcracker, Le Pavillon dõArmide, Chopiniana and 

Carnaval. (Slonimsky 1991, 37-38) A declaration was made by the management in 1922 

describing the problem with the dances as they were performed: since the original 

choreography of these dances had been changed for a variety of reasons during the years 

directly following the Revolution, the management of the Maryinsky began to make òspecial 

effortséto carefully preserve the original choreographic text, which during the past decade 
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unfortunately has been quite distorted with various insertions and restorationséThe goal of 

the management is to remove from Petipaõs ballets everything borrowed and alienéó 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 257) Balanchine and Danilova, as well as most 

of the other members of the Young Ballet participated in these reconstructions. Their 

participation brought these dancers as close as was possible for their generation to be to the 

original source. This fact is significant in that the versions brought by Danilova and 

Balanchine to America are not any further removed from the original choreography than the 

versions in Russia.  Despite his youthful experiments, Balanchine was respectful of the work 

done before him; as Taper described, the material was òburiedó in him and he had not yet 

learned to combine elements from the art movements around him with those of his classical 

background in his own choreography.  

One component of Petipaõs work always present for Balanchine was Petipaõs 

musicality; his ballets demonstrated a musical precision resulting from the close work 

between choreographer and composer. Some of Tchaikovskyõs most famous works were 

ballets, some of the most well known being The Sleeping Beauty, Swan Lake, and The Nutcracker. 

His musicality was passed on to both Fokine and Lopukhov, also influential in some of 

Balanchineõs earliest work.   Like Petipa and Tchaikovsky, Balanchine and Stravinsky had a 

collaborative relationship that spanned decades. The music to two of Balanchineõs early 

successes at the Ballets Russes, Le Chant du Rossignol and Apollo, were composed by 

Stravinsky. 

While some tributes to Petipaõs ballets can be found in Balanchineõs early work, much 

of his St. Petersburg choreography was done in direct defiance of the rules and standards of 

the Academic Theater. The following section will examine some of the elements of Petipaõs 

choreography to see which elements Balanchine incorporated into his own work, and which 

he rejected. 

In Petipaõs ballets, the corps de ballet was known above all for its symmetry. The 

dancers formed lines from upstage to downstage at the sides or in lines across from stage 

right to stage left. Steps were often performed while the dancers maintained these 

formations, or the corps was used to frame the stage, leaving the center open for soloists. In 

addition to being used to form a background for the ballet, the corps was used to create a 

dramatic presence on the stage. Scholl described: òThe miracle of these scenes is the quick 
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transformation of the ensemble from a decorative picture frame for solo dancers, to a 

palpable dramatic presence on stage, and rapidity with which Petipaõs corps can transform an 

intimate space on the stage into one which seems to transcend the walls of the theater.ó 

(Scholl 1994, 13)  

  Balanchineõs use of the corps did show the influence of Petipa. He did not overthrow 

the symmetry of the groups as Nijinsky did. For example, in Funeral March, the dancers 

entered and exited the stage in an orderly fashion. Balanchine extended the use of the corps 

de ballet beyond what Petipa had done, partially as a result of his own experimentation and 

partially the influence of other avant-garde artists. Balanchineõs use of the corps to create a 

cortege for the Man at the end of La Chatte showed clear Constructivist influence and much 

of the choreography bore the marks of Biomechanics. Petipaõs influence is seen in the use of 

an even number of men and other formations. For example, on extant photograph shows 

the dancers in a straight line across the stage from right to left. 

  Petipa expanded the use of pointe technique for the female dancers, this being most 

prominent in female solos and pas de deux. The Sleeping Beauty, considered the crown of 

Petipaõs achievement, demonstrated the new technique, in particular in the Prologue of the 

ballet. In the original production, six fairies variations were performed by six ballerinas. Each 

of these variations12 was specifically choreographed to demonstrate the dancersõ capability 

with much of the dances consisting of walks and runs on pointe, a feat made possible by 

more advanced pointe technique as well as the development of a harder pointe shoe. The 

choreography of the grand pas de deux in Petipaõs ballets also called for hardened shoes and 

advanced pointe technique: long, supported balances and pirouettes during the duet itself, 

series of turns across the floor as well as the feat of performing 32 fouettés in the coda all 

became staples in Petipaõs ballets as well as basic training tools for students of ballet.  

  Petipaõs use of space and combinations of steps in solo dances was also consistent in 

most of his ballets. The term variation described the general pattern of his solos; a few 

combinations of steps are repeated and altered slightly at different points in the music. They 

often end with a series of turns which move diagonally across the stage or are done in a circle 

around the stage. To give an example, the Black Swan variation from the grand pas de deux 

from Swan Lake demonstrates these patterns clearly. Beginning upstage right, the dancer 

repeats a combination consisting of pas de bourrées, pirouettes in attitude and développé 
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three times. She then runs from one corner of the stage to the other, repeats the 

combination upstage left to down stage right. Next, she runs to the first corner and performs 

a similar but not identical combination from upstage right to downstage left. She then runs 

back to the starting point and does a series of turns across the stage and the solo ends. This 

variation clearly shows two of the elements of Petipaõs choreography which Soviet 

choreographers such as Goleizovsky and Balanchine sought to reform. First of all, 

Goleizovsky was opposed to what he considered to be the endless tricks in the choreography 

of the Academic Theater: solos consisting of combinations which were repeated with minor 

changes as well as series of turns. In addition, the reader may note the frequent use of the 

word òran.ó Between combinations, the dancer paused, ran to another corner and then 

began a new variation on the combination, breaking the general flow of the dance. Both 

Goleizovsky and Balanchine sought to change this by creating dance with fluid movements 

where one combination flowed into the next with no clear breaks in the movement. 

  In Petipaõs ballets, solos were also presented between the dramatic action, not as a 

means of moving the story forward by itself. The story was told through mimed sections 

between the dances, rather than through the dance itself, an important point of contention 

for the new generation. Choreographers such as Fokine and Gorsky in Moscow believed that 

the dance itself could be used to advance the plot, and Duncan showed that emotions could 

be expressed directly through the dance. Valse Triste, choreographed in 1923 by Balanchine 

and Lydia Ivanova, shows a marked departure from Petipaõs solos. Inspired by Duncan, the 

dance demonstrated fluid movements rather than series of steps. More importantly, 

Balanchine and Ivanova choreographed a solo dance on pointe which expressed plastic 

emotion through the dance, something that was completely absent in Petipaõs solos. 

  According to Danilova, Balanchine brought the expression of emotion into the pas 

de deux, making it also a crucial part of creating a mood or advancing a plot : 

It was Balanchine who made adagio more important. Before he came along, it was 

just développé à la seconde, arabesque, pirouette, and lift. Real dancing together-itõs 

Balanchine who invented thatéBalanchine made the man more equal to the woman in 

adagio. In the old ballets, it was adagio, his variation, her variation, and coda. With her 

partner, the ballerina did the steps she couldnõt do by herself, or did other steps better than 

she could do them by herself. But in a Balanchine ballet, the adagio would be more like a 
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dance, conveying a mood. The man and woman create something together. The pas de deux 

isnõt dancing as an exhibition of technique, but dance as love or hate or whatever-thereõs a 

situation or a story to ité(Danilova 1988, 103) 

  Danilovaõs description accurately described the grand pas de deux, which served as 

the climax in many of Petipaõs ballets. It consisted of a duet between the hero and the 

heroine, sometimes a male solo, a female solo, and ended with a coda, normally a series of 

jumps and turns done separately by the man and the woman, the end position accompanied 

by a òbig bangó in the music. The traditions of the Maryinsky were most prominent in the 

rules pertaining to pas de deux, where the points of contact between the man and the woman 

were carefully regulated to protect the respectability of the dancers and the art. Danilova 

recalled that òduring my years at school, we didnõt lift the legs high-it was considered not 

classical, rather daring, a little bit vulgar. ôYou are not in the circus,õ our teachers would scold 

if développés or grands battements got too big. Just a teeny bit above the waist was as high 

as we were allowed. The Victorian attitudes still prevailed.ó (Danilova 1988, 40) She also 

recalled the flip side of the lives of the dancers: 

At every performance, the first few rows of the theater were filled with balletomanes, 

many of whom had mistresses in the company. And just above the box for the tsar was one 

for the grand dukes, who had easy access to the dancers: a special passage led directly from 

their box to the stage. I would say that maybe half of the dancers in the company had 

òprotectors,ó but they were discreet about it-those things were kept secret then. 

Kchessinskaya was the exception. She flaunted her affairs with her grand dukeséthey gave 

her precious jewelry, built her a magnificent palace. My aunt warned me that under no 

circumstances should I ever accept an invitation to Kchessinskayaõs palace, because it was 

considered not nice. Girls went there to pick up a protector or to be in vogue with the men.ó 

(Danilova 1988, 38) 

Danilovaõs description is interesting in that it seems to indicate that in Russia dancers were 

not automatically considered to be women of questionable morals as was often the case in 

Western Europe in the second half of the 19th century. Her auntõs warning implies that her 

reputation would be maintained if she stayed away from that sort of environment.  Geva also 

said that the reputation of a dancer was not automatically linked to a disreputable life, 

recalling that some of the dancers of the Maryinsky thought that her familyõs home had a bad 
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reputation due to her motherõs incessant revelry and string of lovers.  Another dancer told 

her that only her home had a bad reputation, but that she did not. (Geva 1984, 297) 

After the Revolution, the dancers who chose this way of life became more open 

about it. As is generally the case in times of crisis, post-revolutionary St. Petersburg 

experienced a moral decline, and what had before been considered lewd behavior became 

common and, to an extent, socially acceptable. Ivanova reveled in this lifestyle, something 

that in the end proved to be her downfall. Geva said that many young dancers were drawn 

into the scene by the hardships and described one particularly notorious nightclub: 

It was called Donon, and it had all the luxurious fittings of the pastéThe prices were 

out of reach for the general public, but every era manufactures its own elite and the upper 

crust of government officials and speculators could afford to get whatever they wanted. Both 

elements vied for the favors of young dancers, seducing them with food and gifts, and many 

a young girl succumbed to the lure. Leda Ivanova was often seen at Dononõs, supping in the 

company of questionable characters, and one night, when taking a bowéI spotted her at a 

ring side tableéó (Geva 1984, 298) 

Danilova, in recalling Ivanovaõs escapades, said that she was by no means drawn into her 

friendõs intrigues: òShe was much more sophisticated than I was-always smartly dressed, with 

a lot of admirers, especially among the Bolshevik elite. Now I understand that she discovered 

sex before I did, in this regard, I was a little bit retarded. And Lidia never told me anything 

that might have disrupted my innocence.ó (Danilova 1988, 56) 

  The standards of behavior propagated by the Maryinsky before the Revolutionary 

years were reflected in the choreography of the duet of the grand pas de deux. In large part, 

these dances consisted of the man helping the woman balance on pointe on one leg with the 

other leg in a variety of positions; attitudes in all directions, arabesques, penchés etc. He was 

allowed either to hold the hand of the female dancer, hold her waist, or she would hold the 

balance herself by placing her hands on his arms or shoulders. Supported pirouettes were 

also done with the hands on the waist or the hand. 

  Danilovaõs description of the acceptable height of the leg also gives insight into how a 

Petipa pas de deux performed by Maryinsky dancers a hundred years ago differed from the 

same choreography performed by modern dancers on the same stage. The height of the leg, 
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in particular in a pas de deux full of slow movements and balances, has great bearing on the 

overall aesthetic of positions. The leg being held en avant, à la seconde or en arrière in 

arabesque or attitude creates a completely different line if it is held at ninety degrees or 

higher.  

The height of the leg does not have a large impact on the execution of some other 

steps, in particular pirouettes, small jumps, or turns on the diagonal typical of Petipaõs 

variation, but the changes that have occurred in movement dynamics does. As Balanchine 

developed his technique in later years, elements such as the lengthening of movements, 

creating a more lyrical transition from step to step, changed the performance quality of 

Petipaõs vocabulary, creating not only different lines, but also different movement qualities in 

dancers trained after Balanchine. These changes made their way back to Russia, and even in 

the home of Petipa, ballets have been performed with high extensions and lengthened 

movements for decades.  

The rules of the Academic Theater applied not only to points of contact, but also to 

other aspects of ballet, most importantly those of the costumes. Dances done on pointe 

required that the female dancer wear a tutu, and dancing barefoot was forbidden. Danilova 

vividly remembered these rules and the stories and scandals reported by others. In his ballet 

Eunice Fokine wanted his dancers to perform barefoot, but was not allowed, and his dancers 

were forced to wear sandals and tights with toenails painted on them. (Danilova 1988, 41)  

Nijinsky was fired from the Maryinsky over a costuming issue. Years later he still had a 

notorious reputation at the Theater School and the Maryinsky. Danilova recalled being told 

about òhow fabulous a dancer Nijinsky had been, but we also knew of the scandal that had 

led to his dismissal from the Maryinsky, his refusal to wear bloomers over his tights (and 

there were no dance belts at that time).ó (Danilova 1988, 51) Balanchineõs choreography and 

costume decisions showed a direct rebellion against many of these standards, his dances 

demonstrating a complete departure from the rules regarding points of contact between the 

dancers. In his very first piece he consciously broke these rules first by placing his female 

dance in a tunic and pointe shoes, and also by having the dancers to hold a balance with a 

kiss on the lips. Because of his young age, this obvious rebellion against the Academic 

Theater could have been as much a demonstration of a teenager pushing his boundaries as 

an artistic experiment. 
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Petipaõs pas de deux also demonstrated similar breaks in the movement that were in 

the solos.  Combination of promenades, supported pirouettes and balances alternated with 

the dancers separating, taking steps away and then towards one another, at which time they 

would perform another combination. As in the solos, reformers sought to create dances with 

the steps flowing into one another. In addition, the pas de deux did not directly have 

dramatic content, but rather was a result of its placement of the action.  The grand pas de 

deux of Swan Lake takes place at a ball given in the honor of the prince where he is to choose 

a bride from among the young ladies in attendance.  This plot is only understandable through 

the mime and the setting of the act. When this dance is performed alone, which it often is as 

part of a mixed program, without the program notes, the audience would not understand its 

original purpose and could give it any number of meanings.  

  2.4 Mikhail Fokine: The Reformer 

  Although most sources do not expand upon Fokineõs13 influence on Balanchineõs 

early works, Slonimsky claimed that òthe best works of Balanchine seem to grow out of his 

experience of Fokine.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 38) His ballets were in the repertory14 of both the 

Maryinsky and the Ballets Russes while Balanchine was a young dancer and choreographer. 

Considered forward thinking for his time, Fokine did not completely reject the classical 

precepts laid down by Petipa, but in his work in Russia chose to work with the authorities 

rather than offending them. However, like many others of his generation, he saw great need 

for reform and at an early stage began to explore the narrative possibilities of ballet, drawing 

inspiration from the new theater movements. 

  Fokineõs first successes as a choreographer came in 1907, several years before 

Balanchine entered Theater School. In that year he produced Chopiniana15 and Le Pavillon 

dõArmide.  In 1910 he choreographed the ballet Carnaval. All three of these ballets were 

shown during the 1919-1920 season at the Maryinsky as well as belonging to the repertory of 

the Ballets Russes16. Slonimsky said that all the students took part in these ballets and that 

Fokine òcould not but have an enormous importance in the biography of a ballet master.ó 

(Slonimsky 1991, 38)  

  Scholl described Fokineõs reforms as he laid them out in his two manifestos 

published in 1916: òBriefly stated, the dance should be interpretative and should express the 
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epoch of the work in question: costumes should be appropriate to the theme and the music 

and movement harmonious; the ballet should represent a unity of music, painting, and 

dancing; applause should not interrupt the dance.ó (Scholl 1994, 60) Slonimsky said that he 

òachieved an astonishingly complex simplicity and an ideal interdependence of music and 

danceó noting the òunprecedented intricacy of its symphonic composition.ó (Slonimsky 

1994, 38) This certainly impacted Balanchine, for whom musicality was also a vital element to 

his work. 

Chopiniana seems to have made a great impact on the young Balanchine.  Done to 

various orchestrated piano pieces of Chopin, this ballet used non-ballet music for 

choreography, but also demonstrated Fokine use of aesthetics from other eras. Known as Les 

Sylphides in the West, this ballet resurrected one of the fantastic characters from Romantic 

Era, the Sylph. According to Scholl, 

Sylphides re-created the era of romantic ballet, the age of Giselle and the original 

Sylphide, the period when point technique was still developingéSylphides effectively isolates 

the nineteenth-century balletõs white act, or vision scene, making it the balletõs subject while 

omitting any notion of a plot. Fokineõs ballerinas, possessed of the full range of techniques 

their Russian trainers afforded them, were not asked to use it. (Scholl 1994, 64) 

Purely abstract, this ballet expressed feeling rather than a story. Many dance historians look 

to this ballet as a breakthrough in the history of dance although Scholl has pointed out that 

many of his reforms had already been put into practice by others17. As to its impact on 

Balanchineõs work, Gusev said that òBalanchine called Chopiniana his favorite ballet and often 

by himself performed various dances from it.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 38) Despite it being one of 

his favorite ballets, he evidently only performed it once, at a special performance at the Royal 

Theater in Copenhagen during the 1930-1931 season for the deceased dancer Elna Lassen. 

Balanchine danced the male role, but the spotlight was left empty for the parts Lassen should 

have danced. (Poulsen 1991, 95) It was Balanchineõs initial experience with pure dance, and 

according to Taper it was the first time that Balanchine had seen a ballet that could evoke a 

mood through the dance itself, without a story, since at the time he took for granted that all 

ballets were required to tell a story. Taper said he òkept puzzling over it, trying to figure out 

what it meant,ó (Taper 1984, 58) which would possibly explain the reason that he danced it 

over and over, as Gusev recalled. Les Sylphides was included in Kostrovitskayaõs list of ballets 
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prepared for the first performance of the young ballet, on the same program as Funeral 

March, also with music from Chopin. (Slonimsky 1991, 62-63) 

Fokineõs primary influence on Balanchineõs early work was not in concrete 

choreographic elements, perhaps the reason that he was not mentioned as often by 

Balanchineõs contemporaries as, for example, Goleizovsky, despite having had more 

extensive contact with Fokineõs work than with Goleizovskyõs. As will be demonstrated in 

the choreographic analysis of La Nuit, the accounts of the witnesses described the mood he 

created in that dance, but none of those who saw the dance directly related these elements to 

Fokine, although their descriptions clearly showed a connection. While the influence of 

Fokine may not be as evident in the early works of Balanchine as that of more progressive 

artists like Goleizovsky, his aesthetics permeated Balanchineõs mature work, beginning with 

his first neo-classical work, Apollo (1928), and his first ballet in America, Serenade (1935), 

making their importance to his later work no less than that of other artists.  

Balanchine rarely delved into the exotic worlds that Fokine presented in his works, 

but the influence of Fokineõs ballets done in the Romantic style, especially Les Sylphides was 

evident in both these ballets. Both accomplished one of the main qualities of Les Sylphides: 

they achieved a mood through the dance itself, not through the story. Like Les Sylphides, 

Serenade was a completely abstract ballet, and Apollo, while portraying the birth of the god and 

his interaction with the muses, presented very little direct dramatic action and concentrated 

on the creation of a mood. It was modeled after Les Sylphides in that it also òfeatured one 

male and three female principal dancers in a ôplotlessõ exercise- a narrative which neither 

suggests nor precludes concrete relationships among the principal dancers.ó (Scholl 1994, 95) 

To a large extent, in all three ballets, the atmosphere was created by the similarities in 

costuming. In addition, each used the short one act format which was typical of the 

programs of the Ballets Russes. The costumes of Apollo were changed several times by 

Balanchine himself, from the original tutus to tunics more reminiscent of the practice clothes 

his dancers wore in La Nuit, Poème, Etudes and Enigma than the Greek tunics worn by 

Duncan. The Muses have always been dressed in white, and the long light blue costumes of 

Serenade18 reflected of the age of Romantic ballet, recreating the atmosphere of the 19th 

century ballet blanc as much as Fokineõs work did. As Slonimsky said, many of his best 

works do seem to grow out of Fokine. This growth did not happen right away; rather, it 

seems that he brought Fokineõs elements, back into his work in a strong way, rather that 
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combining them immediately with the new influences of the Soviet avant-garde. This was not 

done out of his rejection of the aesthetics of Fokine anymore than Petipa. His inclusion of 

Les Sylphides in his programs of the Young Ballets demonstrated how much he admired the 

work. Rather, as a young artist, he had not yet learned to combine the different elements of 

the choreographers he admired. At the early stage in his choreography he was still trying out 

different building blocks, but not rebelling completely against the academic ballet as some 

other choreographers did.  

2.5 Choreographic Beginnings: La Nuit  

  In 1920 at the age of 16 (Danilova 1972) Balanchine òasked and was granted 

permission to choreograph something for our annual school performance.ó (Danilova 1988, 

44) His first work, La Nuit or Night was performed to Anton Rubensteinõs Romance19, the 

musical accompaniment originally being both a piano and a violin (Slonimsky 1991, 63). This 

dance was performed during the tour of the Soviet Dancers in 1924. Since the musicians 

who had come along on the tour returned to Russia when they received a telegram from the 

Soviet authorities demanding their immediate return, it was probably performed simply to a 

piano in Germany and possibly to an orchestra or a piano and violin at the Empire Theater 

in London. Slonimsky said that it was originally arranged for Olga Mungalova and Pyotr 

Gusev (Slonimsky 1991, 54), and Gusev said the same. (Slonimsky 1991, 67) Geva said she 

later danced it with Balanchine. (Geva 1976) Kostrovitskaya recalled that it created quite an 

uproar at the Theater School, since Balanchine was doing the choreography in secret, behind 

closed doors guarded by two students. (Slonimsky 1991, 63) Geva said that Balanchine 

worked quickly, finishing the choreography in two weeks time. (Geva 1976) 

  In this ballet, Balanchine demonstrated without question his intentions of breaking 

the traditions of the Maryinsky. From the entrance of the dancers on stage, it would have 

been obvious to the audience by the costumes that they wore that they were in for a surprise. 

Kostrovitskaya described that òin 1921 there were still few who appeared onstage in tunics. 

Dancing on pointe was done only in tutus. The head was adorned with diadems, artificial 

flowers, and various tinsel. Mungalova wore a light bright tunic and instead of the headdress 

a narrow ribbon was tied freely around her blond curlsó (Slonimsky 1991, 63). Recalling that 

it was a strict rule of the Imperial Theaters that dancing on pointe was to be done only when 

the girl wore a tutu, not merely a tradition followed by everyone, (Mc Donagh 1983, 20) by 
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breaking this rule Balanchine declared his intentions even before dancers took their first 

steps. The choice of costume also showed the beginning of something that later became 

common practice for Balanchine and other choreographers, namely the dancers performing 

in their training clothes. Balanchine, like Goleizovsky had begun to free the dancer from 

bulky costumes, allowing the audience to see the dancerõs body, placing more emphasis on 

the dance itself rather than the other components. Wearing a tunic in the 1920õs would be 

comparable to dancers performing on stage in leotards and tights, a practice that Balanchine 

continued throughout his career.  This was a stark break from the elaborate sets and 

costumes in Petipaõs ballets and indicated that he would take a different direction both from 

these productions as well as the equally elaborate productions of the Ballets Russes. Whereas 

these artists sought to achieve Wagnerõs Gesamtkunstwerk, Balanchine worked to develop 

choreography as the primary intention of a work even at an early stage.   

  Although by todayõs standards the ballet would be considered òchasteó in the words 

of Gusev, (Slonimsky 1991, 67) at the time it was a complete break from the standards 

required by the Maryinsky Theater and caused an uproar for its eroticism. Souritz also 

quoted Balanchine, saying that: òésome of the teachers considered this piece not academic 

enough, and, most importantly, ôscandalous.õ They talked about its ôeroticism.õ ôAs I 

remember it today,õ said Balanchine, ôit would be perfectly suitable for a presentation in a 

young ladiesõ seminary.õó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 74) In another source 

he recalled: òI was in troubleébecause I made a pas de deux in which I lay on the floor and 

the girl leaned over in an arabesque and touched me with her lips. That was thought indecent 

and at age 15, I was nearly thrown out.ó (Joseph 2002, 42) 

Danilova recalled that the story was about òa young girl and young boy sort of 

courting.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) She went on to explain that  she òthought it was the first 

sexy balletétalking in vulgar languageñthat we saw and this awakened letõs say first 

emotionséin form of dancing, not in form of mimeéwhich was new to all of us.ó 

(Danilova 1978) In this statement Danilova explained an important change that was taking 

place in the transformation of ballet, namely that emotions could be portrayed on stage 

simply by dance, and not by the use of standard classical mime vocabulary as was typical in 

both romantic and classical ballets. The simple act of expressing the emotions through dance 

represented an important break from the classical traditions, interesting especially because 

this was Balanchineõs very first choreographic attempt and he seemed to be expanding what 
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ballet could be even from the first. Kostrovitskaya described how he departed from the 

norm: 

We were accustomed to seeing in the former Maryinsky Theater and in the school 

the usual adagio développés, traditional turns from fourth position which the ballerina 

performed with support from her partner. Before the turns, there would be fear on her face, 

and a relieved smile at the conclusion. There was none of that here. Rubensteinõs Night, in 

Balanchineõs dance, was a lyrical duet of restrained passion-half poses, half 

arabesquesétender passages of adagio without the conventional movements of legs raised 

on the principle of ôthe higher, the better.õ Of course, later on in various concert pieces, 

artists performed love duets, called adagios, with disregard for the traditions of Petipa. But 

then, and especially in the school, this was completely new. (Slonimsky 1991, 63) 

  Gusev claimed that this dance was a direct imitation of the early Goleizovsky, 

(Slonimsky 1991, 67) although Balanchine first saw the Moscow Chamber Ballet perform 

years later. It is possible that he had heard of the Goleizovskyõs experiments, or that he was 

simply working with the same elements. Kostrovitskayaõs description of La Nuit did imply 

that, like Goleizovsky, the combinations and poses flowed together in fluid movement as 

opposed to the held positions and series of combinations typical of Petipaõs pas de deux. In 

addition, Goleizovsky wanted his dancers to wear as little clothing as possible so that the 

audience could see their bodies. Having the girl dance in a tunic definitely allowed the 

audience to see more than if she had worn a traditional tutu. Like Goleizovsky, Balanchine 

had begun to work with the concept of pure dance, using the dance itself to express deep 

emotions, rather than using mimed sections between the dances to express things.  

Although according to the statements of the witnesses of this dance it would seem 

that Balanchine was successful in expressing emotions, he achieved this more fully in the 

dance he choreographed together with Ivanova, Valse Triste. La Nuit was created two years 

before Balanchine saw Duncan perform in St. Petersburg. Fokine was also strongly 

influenced by her work, and it is likely that expressing emotions through the dance was 

something that Balanchine picked up from him. However, this characteristic became much 

more evident in Valse Triste, which Balanchine and Ivanova choreographed as a result of 

having seen Duncan perform, and was a direct imitation of her work. It is important to note 

that fundamental characteristics of both Goleizovsky and Duncan had found their way 

indirectly into Balanchineõs work long before he saw them perform, indicating the extent of 
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the influence their reforms were already having on the Russian artistic world, in particular the 

dance world.  

In addition to the use of dance itself to express emotion, Balanchine demonstrated 

another specific break from the classical tradition in his choice of steps. He used partnering 

moves which were innovative choreographically, advancing the plot. The most memorable 

was an arabesque supported by a kiss. Geva said that he was òstanding on one knee and I 

was bent forward in a very high arabesque. My arms were back and I held my mouth to his 

mouth in a kiss and thatõs where the balance was.ó (Geva 1976)  It is unclear if Balanchine 

was performing this position on one knee or two-either is possible. In one source he says he 

was lying on the floor, (Joseph 2002, 42) but it is more likely that he was kneeling, out of 

simple anatomical reasons. This arm position in arabesque is also a direct copy of the Swan 

Queen in Swan Lake. (Geva 1976)  In another source Geva recalled: òBalanchine was on his 

knees, and I had to hold myself in an arabesque just on my mouth or lose my balance. I 

didnõt hold it long, believe me. Thatõs an example of erotic dance that Balanchine could 

produce-he always had a little bit of eroticism everywhere in his work.ó (Geva 1991, 12)  

Holding the balance with their mouths was a shocking step for Balanchine to make, again, 

one maybe typical for a teenager trying to shake up his elders rather than an artist making 

sweeping reforms. 

Another step recalled by the dancers later became a distinguishing feature of Soviet 

partnering, namely the use of a lift high over the head. Danilova described that final pose: 

òAt the end, young male dancer pulls girl dancer on arabesque with straight arm over his 

head. It was sensational; we never saw anything like it.ó (Derby 1980, 9) In another interview 

she recalled that he carried her away in this lift. (Danilova 1978) Mungalova said that òfor the 

first time, acrobatic lifts appeared in our school.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 

1920õs, 74) The erotic connotations of this move also shocked both the students and the 

teachers. òThe boy conquered the girl: he lifted her in arabesque and held her with a straight 

arm overhead, then carried her off into the wings-so she was his!ó (Danilova 1988, 44) In 

another source she said that òIt was shocking, yes, that the boy sort of succeeded in taking 

the girl. ò(Danilova 1978-1979) This move certainly astonished the students accustomed to a 

school environment that kept the boys and girls strictly separated from one another, awaking 

in the students what Gusev described as òanimal passions.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 67) 
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Equal or perhaps surpassing the positive astonishment of the student was the 

negative reaction of the school authorities. Danilova recalled that the directress of the school 

thought that Balanchine should be expelled for such a daring number. (Danilova 1978-1979) 

Gusev, however, said that they were merely reproached for indecency. (Slonimsky 1991, 67) 

Interestingly, however, Slonimsky reported a different reaction: despite the upset over La 

Nuit, many began to see Balanchineõs potential as a choreographer and people began to 

speak of him as a prospective ballet master. (Slonimsky 1991, 54) 

La Nuit made such an impression that even after Balanchine left it continued to be 

performed for decades in the Soviet Union, (Slonimsky 1991, 54) most likely perpetuated by 

the dancers it was originally choreographed on, Gusev and Mungalova, who, according to 

Kostrovitskaya, performed it on various stages in St. Petersburg long after the Soviet 

Dancers completed their tour of Germany and the dance was òlostó to the West. (Slonimsky 

1991, 63)  

 2.6 Summary and Analysis Chapter 2 

 In addressing the question of how Balanchine transformed ballet and examining his 

early training, this chapter has shown that the foundation of his art was classical ballet in its 

purist form. He trained at the Theater School both before and after the Revolution and 

danced in the Maryinsky, where Petipa worked as chief choreographer for several decades. 

Balanchine was too young to have worked directly with Petipa however he learned the style, 

the vocabulary and the choreography from those who had worked directly with him. This 

vocabulary was the basis for his ballets for his entire career- he never rejected it completely 

despite his sometimes extreme experiments during his teenage years. In short, he had the 

most direct classical foundation that a dancer of his generation could have had. Added to this 

foundation, during the time that Balanchine was a student, Fokineõs ballets were regularly 

performed both in St. Petersburg and in Western Europe by the Ballets Russes.  Balanchine 

was well acquainted with his work and recalled that the ballet Les Sylphides impacted him in 

two ways. First, it was the first abstract ballet in which he came into contact. It is well known 

that his mature work was primarily plotless, sometimes having an underlying theme, but 

rarely a complete storyline. Secondly, Fokineõs use of the aesthetic of the ballet blanc became 

an important element in several of Balanchineõs later ballets, most notably Serenade (1934) and 

Apollo (1928).  
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 At the time that he created La Nuit, Balanchine had not yet seen the work of the 

choreographers Goleizovsky or Duncan, both of whom strongly influenced his work just a 

few years later. However, it is clear that from the very first Balanchine would not be content 

following the rules of the Academic Theaters20. His placement of the female dancer in pointe 

shoes and practice clothes was a departure from the classical style with its elaborate sets and 

costumes. This gesture alone set him apart from his classmates in that he had the courage to 

go against the rules. In addition to his courage in the realm of costuming, he immediately 

began to expand upon what he had learned in school in the choreography itself, creating an 

adagio with movements which flowed together, as opposed to the series of combinations 

typical of Petipaõs ballets. In this ballet he even went so far as to create new partnering 

moves: the overhead lift. Such lifts are common place today, but when La Nuit was first 

performed it created a sensation because it was the first time anyone had seen anything like 

it. As Slonimsky recalled, this ballet was so unique for the time that people began to see a 

potential ballet master in the sixteen year old student.  

As stated, at this point in his development, Balanchine learned the vocabulary of 

ballet and began to expand upon what he had learned as well as to rebel against the 

institutions which he disliked. However, his innovations had not yet strayed far from his 

classical background. At this early date, he was working with dancers trained at Theater 

School most of whom did not have what later became known as the Balanchine body. It was 

after he graduated from Theater School that he began to be exposed to choreographers and 

art movements outside the Academic Theater. It was then that his experiments became more 

extreme, and his dances began to resemble classical ballet less and less.    
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Chapter 3 

Early Soviet Influences: 

From Classical to the Avant-garde 

 

 Times were desperate in St. Petersburg in the early 1920õs. Since the Revolution of 

1917, the population was lacking in the essentials: food, heat and medicine. Funeral 

processions were a daily sight on the streets. Theater School, where Balanchine and his 

friends studied, was closed for a time, but was later reopened. Danilova described how the 

students lived and worked in these conditions: 

We continued our lessons, but suddenly we had nothing to eat and finally hunger 

came. There was no heat and no food and it was difficult to dance. Everything was slowly 

decaying. It was gruesome, and I was thinking this would be my life, and you live only 

onceéIt was kind of terror in a way, you know-petrified of being arrested suddenly for your 

thoughts or a wrong word at a wrong time. Everything started to demoralize, slowly but 

surely. There was no future.ó (Danilova 182)  

  During the first years after the Revolution, balletõs future in the Soviet Union was 

uncertain; many in the new government suggested that it be completely disbanded. As a relic 

of a corrupt czarist society, it had no place in the revolutionary society. The intervention of 

Anatoly Lunacharsky, Commissar of Enlightenment, allowed for the continuation of the 

former Imperial Theaters and Schools, renaming them òAcademicó. Their new purpose, 

however, rather than to entertain the elite, would be to promote Communist ideology. 

Souritz discussed a conference that was held in May 1924 at the Theatrical Museum 

concerning the ideological and artistic goals of the official theaters. She said that òhere 

Lunacharsky expressed his views concerning the abilities of opera and ballet to create a féerie 

or heroic spectacle essential to the masses. There is every reason to think that Lopukhov, as 

the leader of the opera and the ballet theater company, was at this conference and that what 

Lunacharsky said could only have strengthened his intention to present a dance allegory.ó 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 279)  Lunacharskyõs  ideas spread quickly, and 

in that same year one American paper reported that òthe Soviet government has decided to 

introduce a definitely proletarian element onto the ballet stage.ó (M Post 1924 òRevolutionary 
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Ballet for Moscowó) In 1929, in an article describing the Communist ballet The Red Poppy, 

Dance Magazine stated that the new Soviet choreographers  

éare anxious to get away from the old hackneyed poses and steps of prescribed 

mannerism and get closer the modern drama by displaying dramatic postures, individuality, 

modern dynamics and all that goes with our mechanical age. We are no longer dancing to the 

loafing bourgeois rich, but to the hard working proletarians. We do not emphasize so much 

the idea of amusement as we do that of a dramatic cult and intellectual awakening.ó (Narody 

1929, 55) 

Two large scale ballets done with contemporary themes were Lopukhovõs The Red Whirlwind 

(1924) and Goleizovskyõs ballet The Whirlwind (1927). These two works had similar subjects 

as well as titles. According to Souritz, the choreographers òchose exactly the same symbolic 

image-the image of the vortex, a whirlwind, a hurricane passing over the earth, smashing and 

uprooting everything old.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 278) Lunacharskyõs 

hopes for the ballet as a means of promoting Communist ideology, however, did not fall on 

fertile soil. Ballets containing revolutionary themes were not successful with audiences, and 

most were performed very few times. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 277)  

Lopukhov himself considered The Red Whirlwind to be his greatest failure.  

Much to the surprise of the government and the old school authorities at the State 

Academic Theaters, however, the new proletarian public was enthralled with the old ballets, 

and the new non-subscription public òpacked the theater to overflowingó and òapplauded 

and howled with such violence that all the old theater rats scurried off in horror to the 

snuggest little holes.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 43-44) The positive 

response surprised many in the government and in the old school, and helped to secure the 

future of ballet. The ballet became so popular that instead of the usual 40 or 50 

performances a year, there were 60 to 70 performances in the 1919-1920 Maryinsky season, 

some done under the most extreme circumstances. One reporter recalled that òduring the 

years of cold and famine performances were stagedéwith the thermometer registering at 6 

degrees below zero. The dancersõ shoulders steamed. Their breath floated like clouds. The 

audience, composed of Red soldiers and workmen dressed in sheepskin coats and felt boots, 

stamped their feet in the orchestra stalls to keep warm.ó (McLove 1925, 9) Supplies were also 

short. Instead of changing their shoes at every act of the performances, the dancers had to 
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wear one pair for up to fourteen performances. Since everyone was undernourished, many 

dancers fell ill. However, despite these extreme conditions, not a single performance was 

canceled for years. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 44) 

 In addition to the desperate living conditions, this period was a time of great political 

upheaval. Differing factions were vying for power, a dangerous situation for everyone. 

Danilovaõs description of her fear of being arrested for the wrong thoughts demonstrates the 

insecurity in which the citizens of St. Petersburg lived. In the summer of 1924 these fears 

were realized among the members of the Young Ballet when one of their friends, the 

celebrated dancer Lydia Ivanova, was murdered by the secret police for being privy to 

information that was not to leave the Soviet Union just days before she planned to tour 

Germany with Balanchine, Geva, and Danilova. (Danilova 1988, 62) Like Danilova, Geva 

recalled that they felt a constant threat, even before Ivanovaõs death. (Geva 1976) 

 Paradoxically, the unstable political situation in Russia in the 1920õs enabled a great 

blossoming of the arts. The grip of the Czar and his strict rule for artistic endeavors, 

especially those undertaken in his personally funded ballet company, had been released by his 

overthrow, and the restrictions later imposed by Stalin had not yet come into play.1 This 

outpouring of creativity was evident in all the arts, and Balanchine could not help but to be 

greatly influenced by this atmosphere. Hunger also encouraged Balanchine and other artists 

to seek new venues for their work, a practice that had been forbidden to Maryinsky dancers 

in former times, but was now being overlooked due to the extreme poverty. Related to, but 

not directly a part of, the booming black market in St. Petersburg, a circuit of variety and 

cabaret type programs sprang up all over St. Petersburg. These shows, known as halutras, 

took place in small theaters or concert halls. Geva described these performances as being 

òpart recital, part vaudeville-with comedians, singers, jugglers, dancers, concert pianists all 

flung together in one show.ó (Geva 1984, 228) Several Maryinsky dancers including well 

known soloists performed in the halutras as a means of extra income. Payment was made in 

money, or, equally as welcome, in food, flour or salt. 

 The amount of halutras running at any given time varied, partially due to its illegal 

status. Although they were officially prohibited, their existence was tolerated because of the 

hard times. (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 30) Raids on the black market tended to slow down 

halutras for short periods of time, but the breaks were never long, and they provided 
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entertainment and distraction from hardship. In addition to performing for extra income, 

some dancers and artists used them to experiment with new styles and ideas. For Balanchine 

and his dancers, it was the ideal environment to try out his new dances on an audience and 

provided almost inexhaustible performance opportunities. Danilova recalled that as soon as 

they had performed one new dance, Balanchine had already begun to choreograph the next.  

 During this time, Balanchine performed in small groups, primarily with Tamara Geva, 

his wife, as well as Alexandra Danilova and Lydia Ivanova. These two young Maryinsky 

soloists were well known in St. Petersburg and regularly performed in halutras to earn extra 

income.2 Although they had been acquainted with Balanchine since childhood, they became 

aware of his choreographic talents when he performed some of his pieces with Geva. 

Eventually a group of 15 students and young Maryinsky dancers came together and formed 

what became known as the Young Ballet.  

 Balanchineõs earliest inspirations were born out of his training at Theater School and 

as a corps dancer in the Maryinsky. Equally important to his early works was the work of 

three experimental choreographers who left undeniable marks on Soviet dance: Kasian 

Goleizovsky, Fyodor Lopukhov, and Isadora Duncan.  Before analyzing the repertory of the 

Young Ballet, an examination of the work of these three choreographers shows the origin of 

central elements which became trademarks of Balanchineõs mature work. 

3.1 Kasian Goleizovsky: Preacher of Pure Dance 

Describing Soviet ballet, in 1952 Slonimsky said that òin the 1920õs Soviet Ballet went 

through all the phases of barefoot naturalism, strident constructivism, unnatural plastic 

expressionism and erotic orientalism.ó (Taper 1984, 57) A child of his times, all of these 

elements can be found in Balanchineõs early works. Slonimsky went on to say that òtime and 

reality, as usual, exposed the fallacy of the then prevailing conceptions,ó (Taper 1984, 57) a 

statement which equally applies to Balanchineõs work. Through his different choreographic 

experiments, he brought ballet though a transformation, maintaining some of the elements 

of the Soviet avant-garde, discarding others. Of his early ballets, Funeral March shows the 

most direct influence of the Constructivists, whose ideas permeated all the art forms of this 

decade.  It was especially present in Meyerholdõs3 theater and in the work of Moscow 

choreographer Kasian Goleizovsky who had worked directly with Meyerhold. In autumn 
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1922 Goleizovskyõs Chamber Ballet performed in St. Petersburg, and all of Balanchineõs 

friends report that he was greatly inspired by what he saw. Peter Gusev, collaborator and 

friend of Balanchine, recalled that òGoleizovsky seemed miraculous to uséBalanchine raved 

about him. We never missed one concert of his Chamber Ballet and spoke about it 

endlessly.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 50)   

Of the Soviet choreographers of the 1920õs, Goleizovsky is one of the most 

important. Despite having lived out his career in relative obscurity after Soviet ballet turned 

its focus towards preserving the classics, Soviet dance historians still recognized his 

contribution. One Soviet book on dance history published in 1948 stated that òone may well 

imagine how important Goleizovskyõs contribution to the Soviet ballet is. Indeed, there is 

hardly a single choreographer today who has not drawn on the new forms introduced by 

Goleizovsky.ó (Mamontov 1947, 60)  Goleizovsky had studied ballet first in Moscow and 

then in St. Petersburg and, for a short time, had been a member of the Maryinsky before 

joining the Bolshoi. In 1918, he left to form his own school and ensemble, later known as 

the Moscow Chamber Ballet, which existed from 1919 to 1925. (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 165) He, along with many others, felt that the ballet had become 

too institutionalized and that it possessed no more creative impulse. In his manifesto he 

wrote that òat the present time the art of that classical dance is experiencing its decadence. 

The stunt on which this dance is built, unpoeticized, is not illuminated by an idea, but on the 

contrary, is bared and the spectator goes into raptures chiefly over such combinations as 

thirty-two and more fouett®s, six or eight turns ¨ la terre, etc.ó (Banes 1983, 71) In his mind, 

performances at the Academic Theaters were merely pure technique combined with 

spectacle. Souritz said that his was an òart born in protest. The choreographer rebelled 

against the old morality, against the stagnant forms and the stagnant content of the old 

ballet.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 169) His choreography broke with the 

stereotypical series of steps and cliques typical of the classical tradition. In breaking with 

tradition, he changed òéthe poised harmony of the corps de ballet to the screaming colors 

of a musical revue, graceful tour en lõair and refined attitudes to intricate sculptural groups 

and acrobatic virtuosity.ó (Mamontov 1947, 59-60) With the òpassion of a preacheró he 

supported the development of òpure dance.ó Rather than using an external plot, he sought to 

express emotions through the dance itself: òGoleizovsky did not need an external plot at all; 

his dances are the dynamic, plastic expression of emotionó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers 
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of the 1920õs, 170) in which steps unfolded in fluid movement. He introduced the sixth 

position to ballet described by him as òwhen both a personõs feet are on the floor, touching 

one another closely at the heels and the big toes.ó (Banes 1983, 73) Balanchine often used 

this position in his early works, especially to be noted for its use in Valse Triste and Apollo. 

Gusev said that òfor Goleizovskyéthe line is broken, curved, softened, with no inner 

strength, as it would have been in circus or acrobatics, but refined and delicately bizarre, with 

a persistent rejection of everything resembling the classical.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 180) Rather than telling a story or developing the characters, he 

tried to communicate all their emotions through dance movements. Like other reformers 

working both in Russia and with the  Ballets Russes in western Europe, he chose musical 

accompaniment that had no obvious rhythm, but was subtle and complicated, using 

composers such as Prokofiev, Strauss, Liszt, Scriabin, and Debussy, who had up to then 

been considered inappropriate for dance. His dancers wore as little clothing as possible to 

enable the utmost freedom of movement. He wanted to òreveal to the audience the body of 

the dancer as a whole, unencumbered by any extraneous detail.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 183) As later with Balanchine, many protested against his lack of 

costumes. According to Souritz:  

Sometimes-especially in the NEP years-there was a desire to shock the audience, 

which saw in these productions only nudity and voluptuous movements. Many critics were 

irritated by ôthe twisted poses, the everlasting embraces of legs.õ They warned the 

choreographer that he was ôbalancing on the very edge of the precipice called 

pornographyõéBut gradually, without compromising what was most important, Goleizovsky 

freed himself from decadent tendencies and moved on to brighter, more noble images. 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 176)   

At first sight, it may seem that the qualities which describe Goleizovsky are similar to many 

other dance experiments in the 1920õs in Russia. However his work differed from that of 

other influential choreographers, most notably Isadora Duncan, in that his Chamber Ballet 

consisted of well trained ballet dancers. Souritz said that he did not at all reject classical 

dance and was òdelighted with its innumerable possibilities, especially with the system of 

educating the performer.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers in the 1920õs, 178) Their 

movements, however, did not resemble the classical dance. Danilova recalled that, although 
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all the dancers were classically trained, their movements were unusual and òsometimes 

bizarre.ó (Danilova 1988, 58)  

 Not all were supportive of the new artist trends. In both Moscow and St. Petersburg 

a conflict soon arose in the Academic Theaters between those wanting reform in the ballet 

and those determined to preserve the classics. In a 1925 article on Goleizovskyõs reforms, the 

New York Times reported that: 

Moscow is divided into two camps: one group insists on retaining the old forms of 

dancing, the other clamors for a ôrevolutionõ in the ballet. In other words, one group 

supports the classical, while the other advocates the so-called ôconstructiveõ ballet éTo the 

first belong those who value art in itself, independent of modern labels; to the second, those 

who, first of all are looking for new forms in arts and who are ready to bow to any one who 

declares himself a leader in revolutionary art. (Mc Love 1925, 8) 

At one point Goleizovsky was officially banned from the Bolshoi4 and began working 

instead in variety theaters. As the influence of Moscowõs experimental choreographers spread 

to St. Petersburg, so did the conflict. At an early stage it became clear to Balanchine that the 

directors of the Academic Theaters were tending towards the classics and that his 

choreographic endeavors were being frowned upon. Since he would have no future there as 

a choreographer, he turned to other venues such as halutras to perform his dances. 

In 1922 the Chamber Ballet came to St. Petersburg and presented a program which 

included The Afternoon of a Faun, music by Claude Debussy, the same to which Nijinsky had 

also choreographed his Afternoon of a Faun. In addition they performed Salomé to Richard 

Strauss, and two other ballets, Medtneriana and Scriabiniana. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers 

of the 1920õs, 167)  Salomé was not based on the story of Salomé5 and John the Baptist, but 

was òsomething like a dance of seven veils.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 

175) Recalling the performance, Danilova told about the costume worn by a dancer in the 

ballet Salomé. òShe wore a tulle leotard with a transparent brassiere, so that she looked 

absolutely nakedó (Danilova 1988, 58). She also recalled that òthere were twelve boys who 

threw Salomé into the air; they did all kinds of things.ó (Danilova 1988, 58) Souritz described 

the dance: 
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A high scaffold was built onstage. When Salomééappeared on it, a huge moon 

shone behind her and the dancer seemed to be surrounded with radiance. Young men stood 

below the scaffold. The lighting of this scene was designed so that, according to 

Goleizovsky, òit was as if the radiance came from the ballerina herself, and her hands were 

illuminated by another color.ó She began her òconversationó with the youths with her arms, 

spreading them wide apart and moving them slowly, òcreating the impression that her fingers 

were growing infinitely longer,ó then the ballerina rushed down from the scaffold and the 

youths all caught her as she leaped. She wore multi-colored veilséand each of the veils 

corresponded to a specific movement of the body and a specific set of gestures. While 

dancing, Salomé went to each of the youths in turn; for each of them was destined one of the 

veils and the movements associated with it.  The youths encircled her in a frenzy of passion 

and ecstasy catching her every gesture, every glanceéBy the end of the dance, Salome was 

almost completely naked. The youths gathered together again and lifted her to the upper 

platformé (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 175) 

This description gives clues as to some of the elements which impacted Balanchineõs 

choreography of this time period as well as those of his works at the Ballets Russes and even 

later. Minimal costumes and eroticism do appear in some of his early works, such as Enigma. 

Apollo and Le Chant du Rossignol both utilized platforms and placed dancers on different 

levels. Goleizovskyõs influence on these works will be discussed in more detail in this study 

when these ballets are analyzed. 

 Souritz said that The Afternoon of a Faun was one of Goleizovskyõs most significant 

works. It was performed on several platforms with their ledges one above another and, on 

the sides, two sets of stairs. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 173) The dancers 

did not leave their platforms, but performed on them. òEverything was swaying, bending, 

and flowing, as if its contours were blurred. This voluptuous dance, pervaded with languid 

laziness, undoubtedly expressed the qualities of Debussyõs meditative, sensual music.ó 

(Souritz 1990, Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 175) She described the choreography: 

Acrobatic and gymnastic elements were widely used in the dance; it was built on 

shifting poses that were extravagant, affected, tense, and unfamiliarétwo platforms of the 

set are visible; on the upper one Ualentaéis standing in a mannered pose; the 

faunésupports her with one hand. The ballerinaõs bare leg is lifted and forms a sharp angle; 

her bare foot rests on the head of another dancer (a nymph), positioned a step lower. The 

latter is half reclining, lifting a bent leg upward and resting the other on a lower step of the 
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set. On the lower step, yet another dancer repeats this pose, slightly altered. Alongside stands 

a fourth, grasping her lifted bare leg in her hand. All this together forms a complex, 

interwoven pattern of lifted legs, arms, heads, and bodies wound and braided with a 

cordéthis pattern constantly changed although the dancers almost never left their placesé 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs,, 174-175). 

The use of the platforms was seen in Balanchineõs later ballets, notably in later versions of 

Apollo. This ballet also demonstrated another important element that found its way into 

Balanchineõs later choreography, one that appeared first in Apollo, and a few years later in 

Serenade, namely that of the knotting and unknotting of arms with the dancers connected to 

one another through the arms or legs. In addition, the formation of the bodies on different 

levels, as Balanchine later used in Funeral March and La Chatte possibly had its origins in this 

ballet. 

 It is also possible that another of Goleizovskyõs ballets directly influenced 

Balanchineõs work; Medtneriana included a funeral march danced by five women. Souritz said 

that òin the beginning the dancers moved slowly with heavy steps and bowed heads, forming 

a compact group; then their tight formation broke apart.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of 

the 1920õs, 172) In addition, Souritz says that they wore costumes clearly outlined with 

crosses, and that the ballerinas wore black caps. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 

1920õs, 173)  The description of this dance is strikingly similar to Kostrovitskayaõs description 

of Balanchineõs Funeral March. 

Balanchine was impressed and inspired by these new forms of movement. Slonimsky 

said that after seeing the concerts, the members of the Young Ballet knew in which direction 

they should proceed, and it would seem that much of Balanchineõs early work was directly 

copied from Goleizovsky. (Slonimsky 1991 67) Danilova believed that he went one step 

further than Goleizovsky: 

He was influenced by Kasian Goleizovsky, but Goleizovsky was more narrower. 

Balanchineõs point of view on art is much broader. Goleizovsky was a step 

betweenéGoleizovsky show us that we can be different style of dancing than just position 

and développé à la seconde. Balanchine would do anything.  You know, if you think that classic is 

all on the toes, and then we go bourr®eing on flat feetéit was a different way of dancing.ó 

(Tracy and De Lano 1983, 23) 
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Later in his life, Balanchine became famous for the further development of Goleizovskyõs 

idea of pure dance although at this point in his career his interests encompassed many other 

things as well. Seeing Goleizovskyõs experiments gave him the courage to stray from 

convention, and to try òsomething completely different from what ballet had always been.ó 

(Danilova 1988, 59) He became motivated to go ever further than Goleizovsky had gone in 

his own experiments with the Young Ballet.  

 3.2 Fyodor Lopukhov: Creator of the Dance Symphony 

Fyodor Lopukhovõs influence on Balanchineõs work was as lasting as Goleizovskyõs. 

His experimental ballet, Dance Symphony: The Magnificence of the Universe, was, according to 

Slonimsky, one of the òmost memorable and important events of their creative lives and a 

springboard for further developmentó for those who participated. (Slonimsky 1991, 56) A 

brief description of it is vital, since most of the dancers who performed in it were members 

of the Young Ballet, including Danilova, Ivanova, Balanchine, and Gusev6.   

 Lopukhov became artistic director of the Maryinsky in 1922 and, when Balanchine 

joined the company, had already begun his important work of reconstructing the old ballets. 

(Souritz 1990 òThe Young Balanchine in Russia,ó 69) According to Souritz: 

For the first five years after the revolution, classical ballets were shown day after day, 

in the theater in the winter and on the stages of various parks in the summer. Not only were 

the scenery and costumes worn out, but also distortions had been introduced into the 

choreography. Cutbacks in the company required a reduction of the cast in many dances; one 

section would be thrown out, another hurriedly inserted. The design was ruined and the 

choreography rendered meaningless. The old ballets urgently needed to be put back in 

order.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 257)  

Artist and set designer for the Ballets Russes Alexander Benois, also recalled that the old 

choreography had changed beyond recognition simply because of time. (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 258) Balanchine and the other dancers of the Young Ballet 

performed at the Maryinsky during the 1922-1923 and 1923-1924 seasons, the primary years 

in which Lopukhov restored almost all of the ballets from the past.7 The significance in these 

dates lies in that Balanchine and Danilova, who were instrumental in staging the classical 

repertory in the United States, had directly performed in Lopukhovõs reconstructions of the 
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classics. In addition, despite Balanchineõs rebellion against the classics in his own 

choreography at the time, the programs of the Young Ballet were mixed and always included 

pas de deux by Petipa and dances by Fokine. According to Souritz, òthis implied, 

incidentally, that Balanchivadze was not planning to renounce the legacy of the past 

completely.ó (Souritz 1990, Soviet Choreographers of the1920õs, 76) 

 In his own choreography, Lopukhov is credited with having tried out every 

fashionable trend, including acrobatics, folkdances, sports movements, using classical dance 

only for virtuosity, even going so far as to create dances without music and dances which 

included speech and song. (Mamontov 1947, 61) In his version of the Firebird (1921) which 

he choreographed on Danilova, òhe used acrobatic movements and supports that were new 

to the academic stage. There were high lifts with promenades during which the dancer sat on 

her partnerõs shoulders or chest. All sorts of circling, turning movements were usedéó 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 264) While choreographing the Firebird8, 

Lopukhov began developing his sense of the musicality, something which he had first 

learned from Petipaõs ballets.   

 The creation of Dance Symphony began as Lopukhov proposed that Balanchineõs group 

join him in creating a ballet to Beethovenõs Fourth Symphony. The production was 

òexperimental, unfunded, and had to be rehearsed in the summer, during vacation.ó 

(Slonimsky 1991, 55) Souritz said that Dance Symphony expressed one of the most important 

trends in dance in the twentieth century, namely òthe rapprochement of dance with 

symphonic music to the point of creating ballets that are movement analogous to symphonic 

works.ó(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 267) This step was a natural result of 

Duncanõs performances to symphonic music. Souritz stated that Lopukhovõs goal was to 

create a picture that corresponded to the musical images. He called it òdancing the music,ó 

not òclose to the music,ó òto the music,ó or òin the musicó9. (Souritz 1990 Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 275) In addition to his use of symphonic music, he sought to 

create a work of òpure dance outside of concrete actionó which was òintended to express 

thoughts drawn from the symphony and therefore formally subordinated to its structure as 

well.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 267) He hoped to prove that dance 

alone could be the highest goal of a work, not merely a means to express a drama. Eighteen 

dancers performed in this dance which had no plot, but contained steps that were both 

classical and a kind of òdemi-character free movement interspersed with elements of 
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acrobatics.ó (Willis-Aarnio 2002, 389) Danilova recalled that it was the first time she was 

confronted with syncopation. (Twysden 1947, 45) 

Lincoln Kirstein, who later convinced Balanchine to come to America to start a ballet 

company, said that the Dance Symphony became a prototype for Balanchineõs work, 

particularly his first American piece, Serenade (1935). (Kirstein 1984, 218) Souritz best 

described its importance on Balanchineõs choreography, stating that he became a master of 

this type of ballet in the West, especially the òdance composition as an analogue to musical 

composition, beyond literary conjectures, dramatic concretization, and subjective 

interpretation.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 276) His participation in this 

ballet seems to foreshadow his later work. Gusev described Balanchineõs role in the 

rehearsals:  

When we were preparing Dance Symphony, Lopukhov did not fully explain to us the 

structure and composition of his work. He showed us what to do and we did it. We would 

not have understood all of the finer points of the choreography (two, three, and four parallel 

ôvoicesõ in choreographic counterpoint, the leading ôvoiceõ the accompaniment, and so on), if 

Balanchine had not given it deep thought and had not interpreted it for uséIn his treatment 

of Chopinõs Funeral March, I see Lopukhovõs Dance Symphony.ó(Slonimsky 1991, 68)  

Balanchine himself described the influence of this dance on him: òWhat Lopukhov did was 

amazing for that time. He was inspired by literature and painting, but it was basically pure 

dance, real choreography. You could say it was a work of genius! Others tried to come up 

with something interesting, but it was nonsense, only Lopukhov was a true geniuséOthers 

stood around and criticized Lopukhov, but not I; I tried, I worked with him I learned from 

him.ó (Volkov 1985, 70) One newspaper critic said that Balanchine òexecutedó the dance 

òwith enthusiasm that new fresh type of art that has not yet become boring to them.ó 

(Souritz 1990 òThe Young Balanchine in Russia,ó 65) Unfortunately, others did not see the 

genius of Lopukhovõs ballet, and it had only one performance. Its bad reception was partially 

due to the positioning of its performance after an especially long Swan Lake and due to the 

òpretentious program and fantastic commentariesó which caused him to be attacked by the 

press. (Slonimsky 1991, 57) The audience seemed unsure of how to react. Danilova said that 

òabout one-third of the audiences applauded and the others were whistling and booing. The 

theater was in shambles.ó (Derby 1980, 9) Another performer, Niklas Soliannikov 
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remembered that òinstead of the usual roar of applause there was the silence of the tomb.ó 

(Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 273)  

 Although he had planned on choreographing other symphonic ballets, the failure of 

Dance Symphony put a halt to Lopukhovõs experiments. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographer of the 

1920õs, 276) Kirstein believed that the authorities found this work to be òunserviceable to a 

proletarian revolution and unintelligible to the masses,ó (Kirstein 1984, 218) perhaps 

explaining the revolutionary theme of his next ballet, The Red Whirlwind10.  Souritz also 

mentioned that there seems to have been resistance against the idea of any ballet with no 

concrete dramatic content until the late 1950õs in the Soviet Union. (Souritz 1990, Soviet 

Choreographers of the 1920õs, 276) 

 Equally important to his role as artistic director and choreographer was Lopukhovõs 

role as mentor for the young dancers. Slonimsky said that he devoted himself to the dancers. 

(Slonimsky 1991, 54) Danilova especially remembered him for this role in her life and said 

that òhe guided us and told us to go to the museums to study, to go to the concerts, to be 

intellectual, to study the languageséhe showed deep interest in youth.ó (Danilova 1978-

1979) She also recalled that he helped them to not lose sight of their goals despite the 

desperate political and social situation. To help them improve, he cast them in roles a little 

bit beyond their abilities and encouraged them to find something new in themselves to 

present to the audience at each different role. (Danilova 1988, 54) Throughout his career as 

the director of the Leningrad Ballet (formerly the Maryinsky), he continued to foster many 

young dancers. (Mamontov 1947, 61) 

3.3 Isadora Duncan: Plastic Expressionism 

When the American Isadora Duncan first performed in Russia in 1904, her dancing 

caused a sensation. She danced barefoot to symphonic music wearing only a tunic and tried 

to free dance from what she saw as the constraints of technique. Souritz said that her 

influence extended far beyond the world of dance because Russian thought was ripe for her 

ideas: 

At that time in Russia, revolutionary changes were taking place on all levels of life. 

Old standards were being rejected and new trends promoted in literature, painting, music, 

and theater. What Duncan proclaimed had a special appeal because if corresponded to the 
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requirements of this epoch. Her urgings to defy old conventions, to follow oneõs instincts 

and to follow nature were easily understood by Russian intellectualséThe free movements 

of a body liberated from restrain represented a chance to form emancipated individuals. 

(Souritz 1995, 282) 

In 1911 dance critic Andre Levinson explained why her dances found so much resonance: 

Isadoraõs dances appealed to the advocates of the new theater for a number of 

reasons. First, her movement idiom was largely self-taught and free-form, a perfect dionysian 

antithesis to the rigors of the nineteenth-century balletõs apollonian danse d´école. Second, the 

public received her dances as antique artifacts, despite their obvious unauthenticity, and the 

fact that Isadora preferred to discuss them as dances of the future, not the past.ó (quoted in 

Scholl 1994, 52) 

Scholl explained that òshe demonstrated the possibility of producing and performing dances 

outside the academyéher dances struck at the heart of the art form: movement to music. 

Her use of ôconcertõ music and unorthodox movement vocabulary challenged Russian dance 

artists to rethink the most basic definitions of their arts.ó (Scholl 1994, 53) Up to this point, 

symphonic music had not been used for ballet, but it became normality shortly thereafter as 

Fokine began choreographing for the Maryinsky and later the Ballets Russes. Her ideas went 

so far as to completely reject the classical dance; Russian ballerina Kschessinskaya recalled 

her claiming that it was only a matter of time before academic dance give way to òher new 

school, based on the study of dance steps and movements of ancient Greece.ó (Willis-Aarnio 

2002, 155-156) Despite her strong anti-ballet stance, and according to Slonimsky, her 

òextremely limited range of movementsó which òat times discredited her very best 

intentions,ó (Slonimsky 1991, 49) most of the influential dancers of the first decade of the 

twentieth century were drawn to her because of her obvious talent and passion. 

Her dances provided inspiration to many choreographers, most notably Fokine and 

Gorsky11, who at the time sought to free themselves from the constraints of the Academic 

Theaters. The extent of her influence on Fokine, and through him on Balanchine, is a much 

contested subject. Souritz said that to Fokine she represented òfreedom from pas de deux, 

pas de trios, and so forth, and freedom from compulsory academic postures.ó (Souritz 1995, 

283) Russian dance historian Vera Krasovskaya also recalled how Duncan influenced his 

work Eunice: òWhen he himself turned to free dance, he told his performerséto forget the 
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classical positions of legs and arms, and the toe technique as well. Instead of this, he gave 

them the movements of dance, like animating the multi-figured compositions from ancient 

vase paintings.ó (Willis-Aarnio 2002, 297) Like Duncan, Fokine used Greek art as an 

inspiration for his dances, as did Nijinsky and Balanchine when they worked as 

choreographers for Diaghilev.    

Although Greek themes have always been present in all forms of western art, 

Duncanõs Greek dances were one of her most obvious legacies for ballet. Just as her dances 

were based on the images of ancient Greek friezes, vases, and sculptor, other dancers found 

inspiration in these ancient works of art as well. (Scholl 1994, 52) In Afternoon of a Faun, 

Nijinsky created an entire dance in which the performers moved to give the audience a flat 

picture. Arms and legs were not moved as they would normally be on the three dimensional 

stage, but rather were used to fill a two dimensional space, giving the audience an impression 

similar to the flat pictures of Greek art. Goleizovskyõs Afternoon of a Faun gave a similar effect 

in that the dancers moved on platforms, generally not leaving or changing platforms, but 

using their own space, giving a similar picture to the rows of figures often found on vases. 

Balanchineõs La Chatte, based on Aesopõs fable the Cat Maiden, was also directly influenced 

by this tradition. The visual arts also played a role in Balanchineõs early choreography. As a 

young choreographer, Diaghilev òeducatedó Balanchine by taking him to museums 

throughout Europe. La Chatte ends with a cortege: the dead man is carried off stage by his 

friends. According to Hodson, Danilova recalled that this position was based on a vase 

which Balanchine had most likely seen in a museum in Berlin. 

It is however, important to note, that while Duncanõs dances definitely influenced the 

use of Greek themes by other choreographers, Greek themes were by no means something 

new. Joseph explained that both Stravinsky and Benois were impacted by òthe ascetic spirit 

of a Greek inspired classicism epitomized most regally during the monarchy of Louis XIV.ó 

(Joseph 2002, 75) Scholl also explained that both Stravinsky and Balanchine had not looked 

to Duncan in creating Apollo, but said that the ballet was as much influenced by French neo-

classicism as by Greek antiquity.  Both said that some of the symbols in the ballet-the 

chariot, the three horses and the sun disc-were all symbols of Louis XIV, the sun king. 

(Scholl 1994, 96) It could be argued that Stravinskyõs interest in òeverything Greekó (Joseph 

2002, 92) could be traced to Duncanõs influence, but it was most definitely not the sole 

source. Petipaõs Sleeping Beauty, a ballet which served as one of greatest inspirations for many 
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of the dancers, choreographers, artists, and composers of the Ballets Russes was a grandiose 

representation of Louis court. The connection between Greek classicism and the court of 

Louis XIV cannot be overlooked. 

Scholl claimed that òFokine suffered chronic anxiety of influence throughout his 

career especially where Isadora Duncan was concerned.ó (Scholl 1994, 59) While she 

definitely had great influence on his work, it is possible that his problems in this area 

stemmed to his overreacting to Diaghilev having given Duncan too much credit for his 

work. (Willis-Aarnio 2002, 267) De Valois thought that much of his inspiration, which has 

been attributed to Duncan came from another source: òLovely as the Russian plastique work 

can be, and undeniably their major contribution to the modern classical school, this style is a 

follow-through of Fokineõs style and the influence of the romantic school on him (not the 

influence of Isadora Duncan) leading up to his own choreographic evolution.ó (de Valois 1977, 

141) This statement has obvious bearing on the extent of Duncanõs influence on Fokineõs 

aesthetic, particularly regarding his Romantic ballets, in particular Les Sylphides. This ballet 

was one of Balanchineõs favorites, and strongly influenced some of his most important 

works, including Apollo and Serenade. It is true that the romantic style is much softer and 

more fluid than the ballet of Petipaõs time. The use of harder pointe shoes and more 

advanced technique led on the one side to more virtuosity, but on the other side made the 

movement less organic. In this respect de Valoisõ observations are true. Fokineõs reforms are 

partially a result of his use of not only the style, but also the technique of the Romantic 

ballets. Fokineõs style was, as much of a result of romantic ballet as of Duncan free dance.  

In addition to bringing the Greek themes into dance, Duncan showed that emotional 

depth and expressionism which had been lacking in the Russian ballet were possible.  Having 

seen this expressionism in her performance, its influence on Balanchineõs work was direct 

and undeniable. Balanchine had begun to experiment with expressing emotion through the 

dance in his first work La Nuit. It was the expressionism that Duncan exemplified that 

Balanchine sought when he worked with Ivanova on Valse Triste after they and the other 

members of the Young Ballet saw her perform. By the time Duncan returned to St. 

Petersburg in January 1921, she was past her prime.12 Souritz said that dance critic and 

historian Yuri Bakhruskin wrote to a friend that she was òtoo old, too fat, and he was 

shocked to see her bare one of her breasts at a particularly pathetic moment of her dance, the 

breast of a not-too-young woman not being nice to look at.ó (Souritz 1995, 288)   In 
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addition, it would seem that by this time she was already old fashioned. Souritz says that òin 

the 1920õs neither Russian free dance nor Russian ballet had anything more to gain from 

Duncan. And Duncanõs own hostility toward ballet was also out of date, as ballet was in 

favor with the mass audiences, which appreciated the lavish productions and virtuoso stunts 

of the ballerinas.ó (Souritz 1995, 288) However, her passion and dynamic personality still did 

not fail to influence both the artistic and political world.  

 Despite her obvious shortcomings, Duncanõs performance impacted the dancers of 

the Young Ballet. Danilova later recalled that, although she was neither as young nor as 

beautiful as she had been, ònever since then has she seen a modern dancer who could be 

compared with her.ó (Twysden 1947, 48) Although years later Balanchine said in an interview 

that òto me it was absolutely unbelievable-a drunken fat woman who for hours was rolling 

around like a pig. It was the most awful thing,ó (Taper 1984, 59) he saw in her something he 

wanted to use in his own choreography. Slonimsky recalled that òBalanchineéwent to 

Duncanõs concerts, applauded her performance of the Sixth Symphony of Tchaikovsky and 

of the ôInternationaleõ agreed that the liberation of the body was to the musicõs advantage, 

and recognized her talent.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 49) Slonimsky described that both he and 

Ivanova were òseeking an intensely dramatic plastic expressiveness for dance,ó something 

that Duncanõs performances embodied. Their ballet Valse Triste demonstrated, again in 

Slonimskyõs words, òa kind of Duncanesque rhythmic plasticity,ó (Slonimsky 1991, 66) which 

Hodson and Archer also describe as emphasizing the òôDuncanesque plastiqueõ, the free torso 

and fluid port de bras that characterized all Duncanõs work.ó (Hodson and Archer 2003, 1)  

3.4 The Young Ballet 

After La Nuit, Balanchineõs choreographic experiments leaned in the direction of the 

most extreme avant-garde choreographers rather than the academically accepted work of 

Petipa and Fokine. For this reason, Balanchineõs opportunities as choreographer at the 

Maryinsky became slimmer and slimmer. Shortly after graduation, he formed his own group 

of dancers known as the Young Ballet. Danilova recalled that òthe Youth Ballet was just 

beginning to gather some momentum when, suddenly, we were summoned by the Maryinsky 

directors: if we continued to work with Balanchine, we would be expelled from the 

Theateréas punishment for his experiments. We were all shocked and 

discouragedé(Danilova 1988, ) As time wore on, it became clear that he did not have much 
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future in the Academic Theaters in Russia, and consequently turned to other venues for his 

work. 

The title of Balanchineõs first program for the Young Ballet was called the òEvolution 

of Ballet, from Petipa, to Fokine through to Balanchivadzeó. This statement was not unusual 

for the times. (Taper 1984, 57) The social and political upheaval of the young Soviet Union 

was seen as the apex of historical development.  In essence, all that had happened before had 

been leading up to this point, the high point in all of human society: political, social, as well 

as intellectual and artistic. This attitude was reflected in many of the works of the time. 

Although at the time Balanchineõs title was a rather pompous statement to be made by a 

young choreographer fresh out of Theater School, in hindsight it accurately described the 

direction the art of ballet took. (Taper 1984, 56) 

 At this time Balanchine was still a teenager rebelling and experimenting. Some of his 

ballets showed innovation and promise, but many were unimpressive, probably the reason 

Balanchine did not continue to perform them and they were subsequently forgotten. They 

are interesting because of what Balanchine later became, and studying those gives insight into 

the process his work went through as he transformed ballet. At this point the transformation 

was in its infant stage.  

Balanchine formed his own group of fifteen dancers consisting of students and other 

young members of the Maryinsky corps de ballet to perform an evening program. This group 

became known as the Young Ballet and performed in various venues in St. Petersburg in the 

years 1922-1924. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 73) His friends called his 

early works òexperimentsó. Danilova recalled that there were òmany evenings of experiments 

then.ó (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 23) Geva recalled that Balanchine choreographed a lot of 

small numbers that were performed once, and then he moved on. (Geva 1976) Gusev, 

Balanchineõs closest friend and, according to Slonimsky, his leading male dancer and 

principal collaborator of the Young Ballet, recalled working with Balanchine: òIt was fun to 

be a kind of guinea pig to him. He always used Mungalova and me like this; and then later he 

would give the particular work in question to others. We didnõt mind in the least. We knew 

that the next day he would drag us back onstage and torment us until night with more 

experiments. What a joyous torment it was!ó (Slonimsky 1991, 67) Geva also described how 

she and Balanchine worked together: 
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George and I worked almost every evening after class except for those days when he 

appeared in the ballet at the Maryinsky. We often worked on Saturday afternoons, George 

experimented, creating combinations that freed the body from the strict bondage of classical 

form without destroying that form, but in fact extending and expanding it. Because he was 

an excellent musicianéhe was able to play movements against sound in a wholly new 

wayéWe had many engagements, and no sooner had he tried out a dance in public that 

George would start choreographing a new oneó (Geva 1984, 279). 

 This group worked long into the night after they had finished their other rehearsals 

and performances. They sewed their own costumes. (Taper 1984, 55) Souritz described all 

aspects of the Young Balletõs activities as òhaphazard,ó saying that their music was not 

selected wisely, and the critic Gvovzdev stated that he used òworks by Arensky and 

Rubinstein that have been played to death, there is a Vilbushevich polka, and thereõs an 

amateurish foxtrot.ó He went on to call Balanchine to òfind himselfó and to òextricate 

himself from this state of rebellious restlessness and éfulfill his talents without the 

assistance of the Moscow decadents.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 76) By 

Moscow decadents the author was referring to Goleizovsky and Lutkin, another Moscow 

choreographer, but one which did not seem to have had much influence on Balanchine, 

despite the criticõs claim. However, this statement does accurately describe how he had been 

impacted by and sought to imitate Goleizovsky. 

3.5 Summary and Analysis of Chapter 3 

 During this phase of Balanchineõs career he came into contact with some of the most 

revolutionary choreographers of his time. Three in particular left a strong mark on him: 

Lopukhov, Goleizovsky, and Duncan. At the Maryinsky Balanchine worked regularly with 

Ballet Master Lopukhov both in original choreography as well as his reconstructions of 

Petipaõs ballets. Most importantly for his future development as a choreographer, Balanchine 

participated in Lopukhovõs groundbreaking ballet Dance Symphony. In this ballet, Balanchine 

was first exposed to a dance in which the steps matched the music precisely. Although this 

ballet was considered a failure, Balanchine saw its value and taking what he had learned, 

became well known throughout his career for his ability to merge dance and music in a way 

that no one else was able. As already stated, he perfected the dance symphony; something 

which today is a common element in ballet, but before Lopukhov, was unknown. 
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 Goleizovskyõs influence was as long lasting as Lopukhovõs. While still as student, 

Balanchine had begun to experiment and rebel, but after having seen Goleizovsky perform in 

St. Petersburg he gained the courage to go beyond what he had been doing before. In 

particular, Goleizovskyõs use of bare feet and the parallel sixth position in his ballets were 

elements that Balanchine chose to employ in the ballets like Enigma. Equally important was 

the element that Goleizovskyõs borrowed from Meyerholdõs theater productions: the use of 

platforms to place the dancers on different levels. This element appears directly in 

Balanchineõs 1925 ballet Le Chant du Rossignol. Indirectly, Balanchine began to use bodies to 

create multi-level formations, as in Funeral March and La Chatte. These formations took the 

use of levels one step further than Goleizovsky had gone. Like the overhead lift in La Nuit, 

they were revolutionary. Finally, from Goleizovsky, Balanchine learned to form arm chains in 

which the dancers held hands or other body parts and wove in and out of formation. This 

element appears in Apollo and Serenade, as well as in later works.    

 Finally, Balanchine was impressed by the expressionism he saw in Duncan. Shortly 

after seeing her perform in St. Petersburg in 1922, he choreographed the dance Valse Triste, a 

dance meant to be Duncan on pointe. While this dance was very successful, Balanchine 

seems to have rejected the path of expressionism in his future dances. On the contrary, he is 

well known to have created dances for the sake of beauty and not to express ideas or 

emotions. From his contact with Duncan, we first see that Balanchine was impacted by 

another artist, tried something out, and decided that he no longer wanted to follow that 

particular direction.   

The following chapter gives a detailed examination of some of Balanchineõs early 

works, showing how he began to incorporate elements he had learned from Goleizovsky, 

Lopukhov, and Duncan as well as Petipa and Fokine into his own work. Most of his earliest 

dances have been lost and relegated to the pages of history, and for most of them not 

enough information is available to do full scale reconstructions or stagings. However, they 

give important clues to Balanchineõs early vocabulary and demonstrate his development as a 

choreographer. 
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Chapter Four 

The Repertory of the Young Ballet 

 

 Much of Balanchineõs early choreography has been forgotten, even by the dancers 

who performed it. Putting together different accounts of those dances enables a better, but 

by no means complete picture. In this endeavor, Slonimsky stated the greatest challenge to 

the study of Balanchineõs early works: òMuch has been forgotten, much is perceived 

differently today, and much was not even properly evaluated at the time.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 

62) While it is important to keep these issues in mind, it does not rule out the importance of 

evaluating what does exist, nor does it exclude the possibility of coming to a more complete 

understanding of the times and the choreography. 

The most inclusive list of those ballets performed by the Young Ballet was given by 

Vera Kostrovitskaya1 in her account in Slonimskyõs essay, òBalanchine, the Early Years.ó The 

most complete list of Balanchineõs early ballets can be found in Choreography by Balanchine: A 

Catalogue of Works. An updated version of this catalogue can be accessed online on the 

Balanchine Foundationõs website. This work was compiled by dancers, witnesses, and dance 

historians in Russia and other countries. Some of his earliest works were mentioned in the 

Catalogue only in passing under the title Concert Works describing that òas a young man, 

Balanchine frequently created, as he says, ôinformal little things,õ performed once or twice 

and then forgotten.ó (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 54) Geva described that òwe had many 

engagements, and no sooner had we tried out a dance in public than George would start 

choreographing a new one.ó (Geva 1984, 279) As Slonimsky said, much of Balanchineõs early 

work has been forgotten, much of it consisted of small dances that he made and tried out in 

front of an audience, and then dropped, moving on to the next dance.  

This chapter will give a choreographic analysis of several of Balanchineõs early ballets 

based on the memories of witnesses. Included are all the ballets in which choreographic 

details, even if they only involve a few moves, were given by Balanchine, Danilova, Geva, 

and the accounts in Slonimskyõs essay. The following dances2 were listed in the Catalogue but 

will not be analyzed here: Waltz and Adagio (1922), Romanza (1922), Matelotte (1922), Valse 

Caprice (1923), Waltz (1923) Adagio (1923), Spanish Dance (1923), Extase (1923), Pas de Deux 
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(1923), Polka (1923),   Oriental Dance (1923-1924), Hungarian Gypsy Dance (1922-1923), Elegy 

(1923), Invitation to the Dance (1924), and Pas de Duex (1924). Many of these dances were 

described in newspaper accounts and in Russian literature, but they have not been included 

in the analysis since no choreographic details can be found in the interviews and 

documentation used for this analysis.   

The first two ballets examined, The Twelve (1923) and Funeral March (1923), were the 

only dances that Balanchine choreographed for a larger group of dancers in Russia. The 

other dances included are solos, duets, and trios: Orientalia (1922), Poème (1921), Étude (1923-

1924), various Waltzes (1923-1924), and Valse Triste (1922).  

4.1 The Twelve 

One of the most memorable performances of the Young Ballet took place at the 

Duma auditorium. Two numbers in particular, The Twelve and Funeral March, were recalled by 

the dancers who performed in them. One of the most outstanding aspects of these two 

ballets was that they were choreographed specifically to be performed on a circular stage, but 

could easily be adapted to a normal stage. (Slonimsky 1991, 64) Geva recalled that, at that 

time, Balanchine òcontended that dancing, like sculpture, should be complete and interesting 

to view from all four sides.ó (Geva 1984, 300) The fascination described by Geva was 

inspired by Vsevolod Vsevolodsky-Gerngross, the leader of the experimental Ethnographic 

Theater in St. Petersburg. Souritz said that he was òobsessed with the idea of an 

amphitheater for performance, a circular stage surrounded on all sides by seats.ó This was 

the kind of stage he built at the Duma auditorium. (Souritz 1990 òThe Young Balanchine in 

Russia,ó 68)  

Souritz also credited Vsevolodsky-Gerngross with the idea for the ballet The Twelve. 

Balanchine was a regular visitor at his home and was familiar with his studentsõ 

performances. He was particulary impressed by one piece in which a chorus of voices 

chanted the poem The Twelve by Alexander Blok. (Souritz 1990 òThe Young Balanchine in 

Russia,ó 68) The Catalogue said that this dance was done to The Twelve and other poems. His 

use of rhythmic voices rather than music was not only the most memorable aspect of the 

dance, but also atypical for Balanchineõs choreography. Geva recalled that the chorus, 

composed of fifty of Vsevolodsky-Gerngrossõ students, òall spoke in rhythm in different 
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keys, overlapping, stopping.ó (Geva 1976)  Stukolkina, who also performed in this piece, 

recalled that òwhat we did was not pantomime, illustrating the text, but a dance.ó (Stukolkina 

1991, 80) Kostrovitskaya, however, said that they were representing in movement what was 

being chanted by the chorus. (Souritz 1990 òYoung Balanchine in Russia,ó 68)  It would 

seem that the movements did represent the text in some ways. Having been children during 

the Revolution, many of the themes presented in the poem were close to the dancers of the 

Young Ballet. The violence and hunger of those years was a daily reminder. In her memoirs, 

Geva recalled in detail how her house was plundered several times by soldiers and police, 

something also described in the poem. Death was a daily occurrence in their lives, and the 

theme appeared often in Balanchineõs early work. In addition, the mystical religious 

symbolism in the poem must have been attractive to Balanchine, who as a child had been 

fascinated by the rituals of the Russian Orthodox Church.  

In the poem itself, Blok combines the elements of the Revolution, which represented 

Russiaõs present with mystic Christian elements, which represented Russiaõs past. Trotsky 

believed that Blok did not belong to the Revolution3, but that he accepted it. By writing the 

poem in 1918, Trotsky believed that he was òreaching out towards us.ó The price however, 

was high. òIn doing soó continued Trotsky, òhe broke down. But the result of his impulse is 

the most significant work of our epoch.ó (Trotsky 1924, 125) The Twelve was his last poem; 

he died in 1921, just a few years before Balanchine used his poem for his ballet. Trotsky also 

believed that this poem was òa cry of despair for the dying past, and yet a cry of despair 

which rises in a hope for the future.ó (Trotsky 1924, 125) He used images of the Revolution 

at its most extreme: a strike of prostitutes, a murder by a member of the Red Guard, the 

pillaging of a bourgeoisie home. In the last lines of the poem, soldiers were marching and in 

the very last line, the figure of Jesus Christ appeared.  

Describing both The Twelve and Funeral March, Stukolkina says that òwe were 

asymmetrically moving groups with no real soloists; at times one dancer detached from the 

group and performed a combination of movements, as if pronouncing a òsentence,ó then 

disappearing into the group. The choreography was fluid and strictly subordinated to the 

music, one pattern running into the other with strict musical and choreographic logic.ó 

(Stukolkina 1991, 80) Although she mentions music in this quote, it is possible that the 

moves described here are a description of The Twelve, since the chanting was rhythmic and 

musical. The dancer detaching herself, dancing a solo, then returning to the group would 
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serve first to individualize then generalize the twelve soldiers described in the poem. 

However, it is not clear which sections of the two dances she meant here. 

The theme of this poem gives rise to the question of Balanchineõs political ideas or 

involvement at the time. That he later became an American citizen, and demonstrated his 

patriotism to his new country through his ballet Stars and Stripes (1958) is well known. 

Numerous pictures show him wearing cowboy shirts, hardly typical clothing for a ballet 

master trained at the Maryinsky. His attraction to American culture began at an early age in 

St. Petersburg, shown by his association with the experimental group the Factory of 

Eccentric Actors (FEKS). A short lived group striving for the Americanization of theater, 

the FEKS claimed Charlie Chaplin as its òideal and idoló and the circus, jazz, café chantant, 

cinema and boxing to be its ôparents.õ (Rudnitsky 1988, 94) Souritz said that it is possible that 

Balanchineõs interest in their work extended to participation. She mentioned a performance 

of the play Marriage: òKozintzev later remembered this performance as ôfantastic ballet,õ and, 

who knows, maybe Balanchine gave the stage directors at least some advice. He certainly 

must have seen the production.ó  (Souritz 1990 òThe Young Balanchine in Russia,ó 68) 

Many of the elements describing the work of the FEKS definitely did reflect many of the 

elements that Balanchine used in his choreography, from some of his earliest works to his 

last ones.  

One of his first statements upon his return to the Soviet Union in 1962, almost forty 

years after he left, also revealed his loyalties. Upon his arrival, an interviewer welcomed him 

to òRussia, home of the classical ballet,ó to which he replied òI beg your pardon. America is 

the home of classical ballet. Russia is the home of romantic ballet.ó (Lewis 2001, 1) 

Balanchineõs response had an aftertaste of disdain, as did other accounts which said that 

when he was welcomed home, he sharply responded that America was his home and not 

Russia. (Joseph 2002, 45)This was a sharp contrast to Russian émigrés who left long before 

the hardships of the Revolution. In the same year, upon his arrival in Russia, Stravinsky 

òimmediately reaffirmed his roots, declaring that he was still Russian to the bone.ó (Joseph 

2002, 45)  

While these statements showed his position later in life, they do not reveal where his 

loyalties were as a young person. Taper mentioned that some of the dancers of the 

Maryinsky talked about the future of the ballet in the new society. (Taper 1984, 51) He also 
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said that Balanchine stood in the wings at the Maryinsky listening to debates at the 

Communist Party meetings, saying that òthe debates - grim, involved, devious, tedious-

scarcely worked the same magic on him; but they made an impression.ó (Taper 1984, 48) 

According to Slonimsky, he participated in numerous discussions:  òHe could not deny 

himself contacts with new developments in the arts, of which there were so many at that 

time. He participated in the innumerable controversies concerning literature, music, and 

dance engaging in intense discussions on the most diverse subjects.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 47) 

Although the òcontroversiesó were mostly artistic in nature, given the times, they could never 

be debated without political overtones. Slonimsky described these debates: 

  It is not surprising that heated debates developed. Is everything in the old repertory 

good? Are the old fairy-tale plots acceptable? What are the criteria for making decisions, for 

determining new directions? Subjects which go beyond standard love themes into the great 

issues of society and humanity? Forms of expressive movement which differ radically from 

the traditional forms of classical dance? Music which reflects the nature of the new century 

either in content or in novel forms of expression? ...everywhere there were impassioned 

discussions on these themes, leading at times to sharp disagreements. Balanchine was swept 

along in the search for truth and began to speak out. (Slonimsky 1991, 48) 

The Revolution itself, although making the lives of him and his friends almost unbearable, 

also opened the door for his artistic endeavors, something that would have been impossible 

before.   

However, his participation in these debates still does not directly answer the question 

of his political views at the time. In an interview in 1972, he gave a clue in a short sentence: 

òI was so sad when Lenin died.ó (Balanchine 1972) Although he had not been in power for a 

while, Lenin died in January 1924, only a few months before the Soviet Dancers left St. 

Petersburg. What Balanchine actually meant by this statement is unclear-in another source he 

told of his memories of the Bolsheviks and Lenin: 

  To survive he was forced to steal food from the Bolshevik troops-troops that 

eventually closed and occupied the Imperial Ballet Academy in which he was training. 

Balanchine vividly remembered standing in the crowd below the palace balcony of prima 

ballerina assoluta Mathilda Kchessinska as Lenin addressed the public: òI remember hearing 

him that night. I had gone with a group of my fellow students from the schooléAll of us 
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thought the man on the balcony must be a lunatic. Then we were young; we did not 

understand the Revolution.ó These were frightening, enduring impressions that left the 

young man first perplexed, then embittered. (Joseph 2002, 44-45)   

In interviews in later years he rarely spoke about the circumstances in St. Petersburg. 

As in other accounts, in the interview in 1972 he addressed some of the events of his youth, 

but made only limited statements about the difficult circumstances: òThen came the 

Revolution. I canõt tell you how terrible it was. Finally I left.4ó (Gruen 1975, 280) Although 

the restrictions against those who did not strictly follow party lines had begun, Balanchine 

and other free thinkers continued to work in the years 1922-1924. Stalin, already known for 

his intolerance within the party, took power in May 1924, and it was only shortly thereafter 

that Lydia Ivanova was murdered by members of the GPU, the secret police. It is not likely 

that her death could be directly attributed to Stalinõs rise to power, but her murder definitely 

foreshadowed the brutality of his regime. It would seem that, up to the time of Ivanovaõs 

death, Balanchine was skeptical of the political storm around him, his interest and 

involvement touching primarily those issues that affected him personally. However, 

Ivanovaõs death most certainly affected his decision not to return to the Soviet Union.   

It would be impossible to get a complete understanding of how this poem would 

have sounded in its performance by Vsevolodsky-Gerngrossõ students, partially because it 

was not simply read aloud from front to back, but was a dramatic interpretation of the piece. 

In addition the flow and rhythm of the language is very difficult to study through a 

translation. However, some aspects can be gleaned by looking at a small part of the poem. In 

her article of the different English translations, Dietz described the rhythm of the poem as 

being irregular, abrupt and even broken, yet still highly musical. She said that it òcombined 

slogans with marching songs, religious with secular and obscene language.ó (Dietz 108) In 

section twelve, in the final verses of the poem, the sound of gunfire was represented. 

 Gevaõs described that they spoke in different keys, sometimes overlapping. Possibly 

the òcrack-crack-crackó of gunfire was one of the phrases used to overlap with other sections 

of the text. This, however, is pure speculation since where or how the overlapping occurred 

was not described. None of the accounts of the dancers clarified if the overlapping was 

always within one of the twelve sections, if Balanchine choreographed twelve sections of his 

dance to the twelve sections of the poem, or if all twelve sections were mixed together.  
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Dietz also explained that in sections two and three the author used rhythmic couplets 

and chastushki, òwitty colloquial texts sung to a simple melody.ó (Dietz 110) Geva also 

recalled the chastushki which she described as a òrhythmic reading aloud of Russian 

limericks.ó (Geva 1984, 300) An example both of a chastushki and the couplets was seen in 

section three when the soldiers chant their òrevolutionary intentions:ó (Briggs 1990, 31) 

  Our sons have gone 

  To serve the Reds 

  To serve the Reds 

  To risk their heads 

  (Blok The Twelve Section III) 

Again, the rhythm cannot be seen in a translation, but from Gevaõs description, it is 

possible to imagine that Balanchine chose to choreograph to this poem in particular because 

Blokõs specific use of language opened up many rhythmic opportunities.  

Dressed in national costume, ten or twelve5 dancers performed a dance something 

like a Russian square dance. Geva said that òit was Georgeõs variation on a Russian square 

dance done to a boldly changing rhythm that at times approached syncopation.ó(Geva 1984, 

300)  Stukolkina described that òthe dance had movements very much like Russian folk 

dances. The rhythm was difficult to grasp. Before performing it to Blokõs text, we had many 

rehearsals with Balanchivadze counting for us.ó (Stukolkina 1991, 80) Stukolkinaõs statement 

that they did not illustrate the text, but merely danced to it is important. Balanchine was not 

particularly politically inclined, and although he participated in debates regarding the arts at 

the time and had contact with many who could be considered friends of the Revolution, I do 

not believe that he chose this poem for its content, but rather for its rhythmic possibilities. It 

is also possible that he was so impressed with Vsevolodsky-Gerngrossõ interpretation, which 

had been performed without movement at the Duma a few days after the Young Ballets first 

performance there (Souritz 1990 òYoung Balanchine in Russia,ó 68), that he wanted to 

choreograph to it. 

The Twelve was the only ballet Balanchine choreographed for the Young Ballet without 

music. However, at about the same time, late 1923, the Catalogue said that òthe Carousel, an 

ôintellectual cabaret,õ opened in Petrograd. For this occasion and subsequently, Balanchine 

devised movement for poems set to music.ó (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 65) Although he did 

choreograph and work with the staging for operas and plays both in St. Petersburg and for 



81 

 

the Ballets Russes, his work was decisively moving in another direction: the symphonism he 

had encountered in Lopukhovõs Dance Symphony.  

4.2 Funeral March     

Whereas little choreographic information can be found regarding The Twelve, 

Kostrovitskaya gave a detailed description of Funeral March, done to Chopinõs music of the 

same name in Slonimskyõs essay. It was also recalled by many who danced in it and saw it. At 

the time, Balanchine was a great admirer of Chopin, even going so far as to imitate him in his 

clothing and hairstyle, as early photos show. (Twysden 1947, 46-47)  

Most of the dancers vividly recalled the costumes worn by the female dancers for this 

performance. Danilova said that this was the first time they had costumes for a performance 

outside the Maryinsky. (Danilova 1972) Kostrovitskaya said that they sewed their own 

costumes from old calico they had found at home. The òshort, grey, close-fitting, sleeveless 

dresses had a black and silver pattern. The plain gray caps with small discs on the sides of the 

ears were also embroidered in black and silver. The usual ballet tights and slippers completed 

the costume.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 65) Danilova described that they òall had tunics, like they 

have more or less now with short skirts.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) In another account she 

described the headpieces they wore as òcups.ó (Danilova 1972) Furthermore, she added that 

òwe looked like amazons.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) These descriptions bear some resemblance 

to the costumes worn by Goleizovskyõs dancers in his funeral march in the ballet Medtneriana.

  

 No mention was made of any sets for this ballet, and it is reasonable to assume that, 

as in all his works in the Soviet Union, he did so without sets. However, Slonimsky did make 

one reference to the lighting in this ballet. He mentioned a òpassage of the dancers followed 

by light through the audience,ó (Slonimsky 1991, 65) something that Tatiana Bruni also 

described in her account of the dance: òAs best I recall, the cortege came onto the stage 

through the audience under a spotlight in the dark.ó  (Slonimsky 1991, 65) This obviously 

described Gevaõs entrance as she was carried onto stage, indicating that the dancers entered 

stage through the audience, not directly from backstage to the stage itself. I would assume 

that he was referring to the dancersõ exit from the stage as well, as this would be the most 
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logical place in the dance for the performers to move through the audience based on the 

descriptions of the dance.  

Although the non-traditional choice of stage demonstrated the most obvious 

influence of Constructivist theater in the piece, elements prevailed throughout the ballet. The 

theme of death itself and the use of Chopinõs march brought the everyday reality of those 

viewing the dance together with the piece. Because the music was heard regularly on the 

streets of St. Petersburg, the theme of death was unmistakable for the original audience. 

Geva said that the dancers were mourners, the dead themselves, or spirits. (Geva 1984, 300) 

Slonimsky said that this dance was a direct reflection of the times, since funeral processions 

were a daily occurrence in the city and it was typical for Chopinõs Funeral March to be played 

for them. (Slonimsky 1991, 65) Slonimsky went on to explain that: 

  The slightest opportunity was taken to lay a bridge between the audience and the 

stage, emphasizing the unity of what was being performed and what had been experienced, 

the unity of spirit between the audience and the stage heroes. This explains the passage of the 

dancers followed by light through the audience and the modeling of sculptural groups as if to 

generalize individual experience. In this respect, Meyerhold6 was the teacher of everyone-

including Balanchine. (Slonimsky 1991, 65-66)  

Danilova added to this theme in her description of the womenõs costumes: òwe wore 

caps and our hair was under inside of caps which really unites every dancer, because you 

couldnõt see different color of hair.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) Again, the theme of death, in 

which every person, high and low,  both performer and audience is equalized, was reflected 

in the dancers being united and their individual traits, their hair color, being covered up. As 

Slonimsky described, the individual was generalized. The dead had no personality and no 

physical characteristics to tell them apart, no wealth or lack of it to give them a place in 

society. Since death was the one certain thing for every person who has ever lived, the theme 

itself united the performers and the audience together in their common fate.  

Kostrovitskaya gave this ballet a lot of attention in Slonimskyõs essay, describing in 

detail the different sections of the dance according to their musical sections. Because her 

detailed description gave a concise picture of the choreography section by section, I will 

quote it extensively and use it as a base for the comparison of different sources and to 

analyze the information. 
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1. Vera Kostrovitskaya in     2. Nina Stukolkina in 

Funeral March (1923)    Funeral March (1923) 

In the first section Kostrovitskaya described how òsix female dancers stepped out 

slowly on pointe, one after another, bowing their heads with sorrow and crossing their arms 

downward.  Reaching the center of the stage, all of them separated with the same steps into a 

large circle. Raising their crossed arms into the air for a second, they dropped to one knee, 

facing the outer parts of the stage. They bent forward, arms and head toward the floor.ó 

(Slonimsky 1991, 64) The initial steps of the ballet can easily be imagined by this description, 

especially when the description is compared to the extant photograph of Kostrovitskaya in 

this ballet. (Photograph 1) Geva stated that they were òbuilding a design of uncompromising 

grief to the dark down beató (Geva 1984, 300).  This statement clarifies at which point in the 

music the dancer took steps. The placement of the foot into the fourth position on pointe 

occurred at the down beat of the music, both in the initial entrance, in the circle which 

followed and in the dancersõ final exit from stage.   

At this point, it is important to consider the perspective of the audience viewing this 

section from all sides. Onlookers from various points in the theater viewed the entrance of 

the dancers slightly differently, but the circle gave a uniform view to every seat in the 

auditorium. It is interesting to note that these general patterns were also typical of corps de 
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ballet numbers of classical ballet; namely the corps entering the stage one after another, 

performing the same step, as well as the circle formation. Interestingly, Geva mentioned 

Giselle7 in her description of Funeral March in her memoirs. (Geva 1984, 300) The corps de 

balletõs position on the knee in a circle was reminiscent of the corps dance in the second act 

of Giselle.  However, the similarity ends with the basic pattern, since Balanchine intended this 

formation to be viewed from all sides, a strong break from the classical tradition.8  

Kostrovitskaya described the next phrase: òThen, to a new musical phrase from the 

same passage, three young men carried away a girl lying on their back, whom they had lifted 

high on extended armséthey proceed slowly across the entire stage, slowing down even 

more at moments of forte, and lowering the girl to the floor at the opposite exit. At the same 

time, they dropped to their knees in the same pose as the others.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 64) The 

position of the girls seemed to imply that she was lying flat on her back and being carried 

across the stage as pallbearers would carry a coffin. Geva, who most likely performed this 

role, recalled that she was held by the men in a high bridge. (Geva 1976) However, since she 

was also carried off stage by the men at the end of the ballet, and in light of Kostrovitskayaõs 

description, I think it is likely that she only performed the bridge at the exit, and not at the 

entrance. She said that òMungalova and Geva performed this role alternately without any 

fear during the high lifts, which everyone was still afraid of then and didnõt know how to do 

properly.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 64) 

 Danilova also stated that they were carried in certain groups: òInstead of making 

groups on floor, it was groups in the air.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) Bruni referred to these 

groups as well: òthe groupings were composed in a very interesting, individual manner.ó 

(Slonimsky 1991, 65) The statement directly followed her description of the spotlight, which 

clearly applied to Gevaõs group, but immediately after, she seemed to describe other groups 

as well. Her use of the plural as well as Danilovaõs description of groups in the air (she also 

uses the plural) opens the question of whether other dancers also performed group 

formations and at what point in the ballet they did so. I would suggest that these groups were 

performed by the dancers after being awakened by Danilova in the second part. Although 

the descriptions of this part did not specifically describe them, neither did they exclude them.  

Kostrovitskaya continued: 
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  The middle, lyric section of the March beganéDanilova appeared; with light, flying 

steps she went around each kneeling figure as if to waken the pure, human soul from an 

eternal sleep. Scarcely touching them, she gave them life and, making them rise slowly one by 

one, she executed slow turns in attitude.  Everything somber disappeared; the folded arms 

became straight; the expression of the faces changed; their eyes became bright, focused on 

something beautiful far awayéThere were arabesques on the floor with the body bent 

forward followed by deep backbends... (Slonimsky 1991, 64-65) 

Interesting in this section was Balanchineõs use of acrobatics, showing again the 

Constructivist influence on his work. Geva described this section in her memoirs as well, and 

recalled that their bodies were òtwisting into arches and crosses.ó (Geva 1984, 300) She also 

described òwhirling spirits,ó implying turns, not limited to just backbends and arabesques on 

the floor. Although Kostrovitskaya only specifically mentioned the floor work, it is likely that 

the dancers performed other steps standing as well (she said that Danilova made them rise). 

The statement òwhirling spiritsó could also refer to Danilovaõs attitude pirouettes; however, I 

think this is unlikely since hers were said to have been slow. It is feasible, however, that, after 

rising, the dancers also performed these attitudes. In addition, since Danilova awakened the 

dancers one at a time and they began to dance, it is reasonable to assume that the dancers in 

this section were not dancing in unity, but rather at different time performing a similar set of 

steps, giving the entire picture a feeling of the chaos implied by òwhirling spirits.ó This 

section showed another important Constructivist influence, namely that of Meyerholdõs 

Biomechanics, demonstrated by Balanchineõs use of acrobatics, the bridges and arabesques 

on the floor as well as the modeling of groups in the air. In contemporary and future works 

the elements of the Constructivists were also reflected, but they seemed to culminate in 

Balanchineõs La Chatte, in which all the elements with which Balanchine experimented in 

Funeral March, the use of non-traditional sets, costumes and lighting, the use of acrobatics 

and the modeling of the dancers on the floor as well as in the air, were used. 

Another interesting aspect in this section of the dance was the different ways those 

who remember it interpreted this section. Geva said they built a òdesign of compromising 

grief to the dark down beat, changing from the mourners into the dead, into whirling spirits, 

our bodies twisting into arches and crosses.ó (Geva 1984, 300) This description, òwhirling 

spiritsó who òtwisted into arches and crossesó seemed to continue the theme of death 

without hope, the dead are merely joined by all the living, their fate sealed. Kostrovitskayaõs 
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description gave a completely different picture: òeverything somber disappearedéthe 

expression of the faces changed; their eyes became bright, focused on something beautiful 

far away.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 65) Perhaps these different interpretations merely reflected the 

speakersõ own personal feelings towards death itself, or were an indication of their personal 

way of dealing with the catastrophic situation surrounding their everyday lives. In any case, I 

believe that Kostrovitskayaõs interpretation of this section is closer to Balanchineõs original 

intentions, simply because he seems to have had a light disposition. 

The third and final section of the ballet was described thus: òIn the third section of 

the March, musically analogous to the first, all of the dancers-Danilova first, followed by the 

young men with the girl on their arms and the other six girls-went slowly from the stage one 

after another, as in the beginning, stretching their arms forward in a gesture of hope.ó 

(Slonimsky 1991, 64-65) Again Kostrovitskaya described the ògesture of hope,ó shown by an 

extant photograph of dancer Stukolkina. (Photograph 2) It is also probable that this was the 

section Geva meant when describing that she was held high in the air in an arch. 

Interestingly, there is no mention of this girl dancing at any other point, perhaps she did 

simply play the role of the dead, who is later joined in death by those mourning her passing. 

 The Twelve and Funeral March, both choreographed to be performed in the non-

traditional round stage of the Duma Arena, were the only ballets choreographed by 

Balanchine to be viewed from all sides. He did, however, expand upon this experiment of 

perspectives on a traditional stage at the Ballets Russes from his very first ballet there, Le 

Chant du Rossignol, where he created a double audience of both the emperor and the real 

audience, effectively making the dance equally viewable from two sides rather than only from 

the front. According to Hodson and Archer, òBalanchine devised his dances as a double 

mirror image, reversing movements on either side of the perpendicular and addressing it to 

both the fictional audience, the Emperor, and the real one beyond the footlights.ó (Hodson 

and Archer 1999/2000, 8) The three dimensional formations created by the bodies of the 

four dancers in Apollo also reflected an extension of his experiments with the perspective of 

the audience in The Twelve and Funeral March. Although the forms were made to be viewed 

from the front on a traditional stage, their sculptural nature probably had its origins in these 

two works. 
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4.3 Orientalia  

Orientalia was performed by Geva and Balanchine in Germany, and Geva said that 

they also performed it at the Empire Theater in London. She said it was a very òstrange little 

danceó performed to the music by Cui. òGeorge played a blind beggar in the street, an old 

man with a bear, and I was either his daughter or his dancing girl. He rolled out a little 

carpet, sat down, and mimed playing a string instrument, and I danced on the rug. When we 

finished the dance, we packed everything up and went away.ó (Geva 1991, 13) Slonimsky 

recalled it as having been choreographed when Balanchineõs work had already become 

known in St. Petersburg. According to him, the original oriental dancer was Mlodzinskaya, 

and was later performed by Geva. He described the dance: òThe old man sat on the floor 

with his legs crossed in oriental fashion and ôspokeõ to the dancer with sounds from the 

tambourine as if prompting her movements.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 53) It is interesting to note 

that Geva recalled a string instrument, whereas Slonimsky mentioned a tambourine. A 

tambourine would be the more likely instrument for a dancer to use to prompt another to 

movement as Slonimsky described, but it is possible that different instruments were used as 

an accompaniment in different performances. It is also possible that Balanchine used 

different props in different performances. However, Danilova said that òTamara and I would 

do an Oriental dance with tambourines, from Khovanshchina.ó (Danilova 1988, 62) The 

catalogue includes Oriental Dance from the opera Khovanshchina, but lists the cast as Geva and 

Balanchine. There is a possibility that the dancers confused these two dances.  

It would not have been unusual for Balanchine to have chosen to work with an 

oriental theme since Fokine had produced ballets with oriental themes in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century. Orientalia was very successful with audiences.  Slonimsky 

said that the dancer often took bows for a long time as the old man stood modestly behind 

her. He recalled that one might have imagined that this was only an accompanist if one did 

not know that this role was performed by Balanchine. (Slonimsky 1991, 53) 

This dance was well liked because it was entertaining, but it did not contain any 

choreographic innovations. Little was recalled about the dance itself or the costumes worn 

by the dancers. Souritz listed a few of Balanchineõs early ballets, which òfrom all 

accountsédid not contain any choreographic innovations.ó Among these were Waltz and 
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Adagio composed and choreographed by Balanchine for Mungalova and Gusev, Poème, 

Hungarian Gypsy Dance, and Orientalia. (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 74) 

4.4 Poème and Waltzes 

Poème and various Waltzes were pas de deux performed by the dancers of the Young 

Ballet at different performances. None are described in detail in the records, but a few 

elements are mentioned and it is worthwhile to examine them. 

Poème was performed by Balanchine and Danilova to the music of Fibich. Danilova 

said that first she danced it with Balanchine, and later with Mikhail Dudko, who became a 

famous soloist with the Kirov Ballet. (Danilova 1978-1979) Kostrovitskaya described 

Danilova as being òirreproachably formedéwith her finely molded severe features framed in 

golden hair, wearing a transparent bright blue tunic.ó She was the òembodiment of pure, cold 

beauty.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 63) Kostrovitskaya recalled the choreography: 

  Balanchine élifted Danilova in the classic arabesque and lowered her softly on 

pointe. The adagio began, but again without the usual turns and technical tricks (although 

Danilova had many opportunities to do them). Sometimes the performances were 

accompanied without violin, only by a piano, but the lines of the dance were so melodious 

that one could always imagine the violinõs presence anyway. At the end of Poème, Balanchine 

carried Danilova off, lifting her high in an arabesque with his arms extended. One had the 

impression that she herself, without a partnerõs support , was gliding through the air away 

from the audience to finish ôsingingõ her dance somewhere far, far away. The Poème gave rise 

to many imitations. (Slonimsky 1991, 63-64) 

That Balanchine did not use the òusual turns and technical tricksó showed Goleizovskyõs 

influence as did Danilovaõs òtransparentó tunic, a word used by Danilova to describe 

Salomeõs costume.  

It is interesting to compare this ballet with Balanchineõs first ballet, La Nuit. Both 

used a violin and a piano, and he used a high lift in arabesque in both ballets. The dancer also 

danced on pointe in a tunic rather than a tutu, and from Kostrovitskayaõs description, it 

seems to have also been a lyrical adagio void of the technical tricks typical of Petipa.   
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Interestingly, Souritz said that this ballet did not contain any choreographic 

innovations, (Souritz 1991 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs 1990, 74) but it seems to have left 

an impression, since Kostrovitskaya said that it gave rise to many imitations. It continued to 

be performed for many years in the Soviet Union, and was performed by dance historian 

Krasovskaya at a school concert as late as 1932. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 55) 

Waltz, also a pas de deux, was performed by Balanchine and Danilova. Little mention 

of it is found in the records. Danilova says that she did not recall the dance, only that she had 

danced it with Balanchine. She says it was nothing unusual, only a couple of lifts, but was 

able to remember nothing else. (Danilova 1978-1979) The Catalogue mentioned two waltzes 

performed by Danilova and Balanchine which could be the one described by Danilova: Waltz 

and Adagio was performed by Danilova and Balanchine in 1922 and later by Gusev and 

Mungalova at the Young Balletõs first concert in 1923. Gusev told about it in an unpublished 

interview with Poel Karp. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 56) An extant photograph shows Gusev 

and Mungalova executing an overhead lift in this ballet. Waltz was performed by Danilova 

and Balanchine, but neither could recall what the music was. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 57)  

Danilova also performed some solo waltzes.  The Catalogue also describes another 

dance Danilova performed: òa Dringo Waltz was performed by Alexandra Danilova as a 

member of the Principal Dancers of the Russian State Ballet on the summer tour of 

Germany in 1924. It may have been this composition, but more probably was the waltz from 

Petipaõs short ballet The Lovely Pearl (Dringo), which was in the repertory of the Young 

Ballet.ó (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 56) In addition, Slonimsky mentioned that on June 15, 1924 

at the opening of the summer season in Pavlovsk, Danilova performed the Waltz and Geva 

the Polka of Vilbuschevich. (Slonimsky 1991, 77) Because of the time proximity of this 

performance to the tour, it is possible that the Waltz recalled by Danilova was this one. This 

performance took place the day before a tragic event took place, one that changed the course 

of the lives of the young dancers: the death of Lydia Ivanova. 

4.5 Valse Triste and the One Left Behind 

Originally, five dancers were contracted to tour Germany with the Soviet Dancers: 

George Balanchine, Tamara Geva, Alexandra Danilova, Nicholas Efimov, and Lydia 

Ivanova. Only four went due to the untimely death of Ivanova just days before group was 
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scheduled to leave. The memory of Lydia Ivanova and the mysterious circumstances 

surrounding her death were constant companions for the other four members of the Soviet 

Dancers for the duration of the tour, leaving a life-long impact on them. 

Ivanova had been a student at Theater School with Balanchine, Danilova and 

Efimov. One year behind Danilova in age, the two girls were among the best dancers in the 

school and were cast together in school performances. This pairing up continued when they 

joined the company after graduation and Danilova reported in her memoirs that they both 

had many admirers who measured their progress and compared them to one another, some 

being her fans, some Ivanovaõs. She said that this did not cause a rivalry between the two 

women, since they danced in completely different styles which complemented one another. 

(Danilova 1988, 41)  As young, up-and-coming members of the company, they were often 

cast together.9 Because of their close working relationship, the two were close friends. 

(Danilova 1988, 55) 

In addition to their performances at the Maryinsky, Danilova and Ivanova often 

danced together as a duo at halutras, affording them both even more exposure to the St. 

Petersburg public. Geva recalled that they did not exert themselves in these performances, 

but would dance òsomething easy to familiar music- Schubertõs òMoment Musical,ó for 

instance, in which they danced, garbed as nymphs, in appalling choreography a la Dalcroze.ó 

(Geva 1984, 286) Geva believed that they began to work with the Young Ballet because 

noticed that the audience reacted well to Balanchineõs work when the two pairs performed in 

the same halutra. As students at Theater School, they had also been witnesses to his first 

work, La Nuit.  

After graduation from Theater School, Ivanova became an immediate success with 

the St. Petersburg public. She charmed the audiences with her spontaneity and love of life. 

Balanchine was particularly drawn to Ivanovaõs special qualities as a dancer. For one, she was 

taller and had higher extensions than most of the dancers of the time. Hodson, who 

reconstructed Valse Triste, explained that Danilova and Ivanova òprovided Balanchine with a 

kind of polarity of style, Danilova, a blond virtuoso, was essentially an allegro dancer, quick 

and light with great elevation. Ivanova was a brunette, a dramatic dancer, whose strength was 

adagio, although she had powerful leaps.ó Danilova described Ivanova as òa good actress, 

very expressive, coquettish, earthy beautiful in adagio, with a big extension. And she used her 
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extension in her jump, which was not very high but looked enormous because she could leap 

with her legs in a split.ó (Danilova 1988, 41) She also described her as being òthe most 

incredible dancer I have ever seen. She was like a gift from God. She was the only woman 

Iõve seen who jumped like a man-just soared in the air.ó (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 31) She 

also compared the two dancers:  

  Both were already prominent soloists at the Maryinsky, and both were very talented 

in different ways. Danilova of the Biblical face and green eyes was the more precise and 

technical, while Ivanova leaned toward lyricism. She was famous for an extraordinary 

elevation usually seen only in men. She could rise in a leap and literally hang in the air for a 

second, leaving the audience breathless. Her looks corresponded to her ethereal qualities-an 

oval face with an angelic expression, a long Taglioni neck, a tiny waist-but they concealed a 

wild nature, reckless and sensual. (Geva 1984, 285) 

Slonimsky saw in her a talent that equaled that of Balanchine. He said that òin 

Ivanova he found a champion of dance, equal to himself, with whom he could capture the 

audience.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 66) She was his first muse, the first woman to inspire his 

choreographic endeavors. 

Danilova described Ivanova as having been much more mature and sophisticated 

than she had been as a young woman and said that she had many admirers among the 

Bolshevik elite. (Danilova 1988, 56) Her recklessness and connections with men involved in 

government activities proved in the end to be her downfall. During this time period, the 

power struggle within the unstable new government was ensuing, and those vying for power 

were insecure and suspicious of one another. (Danilova 1988, 61) Ivanovaõs friends had 

warned her not to spend so much time with people who were not trustworthy, but she 

brushed their warnings aside. She was regularly seen at clubs and cabarets frequented by 

powerful men in the government and had often been invited to the club of the GPU, the 

secret police. 

Geva recalled that she had clothing that was hard to come by during those times, and 

that they never knew where Ivanova had gotten them. (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 31) She 

also described a conversation with Efimov where he said that òsheõs in the know about 

everything. I sometimes think she knows too much. It isnõt healthy.ó (Geva 1984, 312) It 

proved to not only to not have been healthy, but to have been disastrous.  
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Both Geva and Danilova said that about one month before the group was scheduled 

to leave for Germany, Ivanova announced that she would not be going because she had met 

a fortune teller who had warned her to stay away from water. Ivanova interpreted this as a 

warning to stay away from the steamer which planned to take the troop from St. Petersburg 

to Stettin. Her fateful meeting with water, however, occurred a few weeks later when she was 

invited to spend the day with a few of her officer friends. When she failed to arrive at the last 

performance she and Danilova were to perform at before leaving for Germany, her friends 

were informed that she had been killed in a boating accident. The events surrounding her 

death were more than a little suspicious. Witnesses said that a ferry had collided with the 

motor boat in which she had been riding and Ivanova and her three officer friends had been 

thrown overboard. The captain of the ferry said that the three men had been thrown three 

ropes and lifebelts and had been rescued unharmed when the smaller boat capsized, but that 

she had been pulled under the propellers. (Danilova 1988, 61) Geva also believed that the 

existence of only three ropes to rescue the officers as well as the confused account of the 

captain of the ferry was evidence that the incident had been a premeditated act of murder. 

The reaction to her death proved to be as mysterious as the death itself. The three officers 

were seen in public having dinner in high spirits the night following Ivanovaõs death. 

(Danilova 1988, 62) In addition, despite the tragedy, there were no announcements at the 

Maryinsky, nor was there any kind of memorial. Ivanovaõs mother called for an investigation, 

but none was ever made. Her friends had been given a strict warning to not get involved and 

to not ask questions. Despite the warning, one of Ivanovaõs boyfriends hired a diver to look 

for the body. He reported that he had seen it, and that there was a hole in her head, but the 

body was never recovered. (Danilova 1988, 62) Balanchine later said, òI think it was all a set 

upéI had heard that Lida knew some big secret and they didnõt want her to go to the West. 

They decided to fake an accident.ó (Buckle 1988, 26) Geva and Danilova were convinced of 

the same. Although the incident was officially ruled an accident, there is no reason in the 

historical record or in any personal accounts that Ivanovaõs death can be attributed to 

anything other than foul play. 

In 1923 Balanchine and Ivanova choreographed a solo for Ivanova to the music Valse 

Triste by Sibelius. They had been inspired by Duncanõs performance of the Sixth Symphony 

of Tchaikovsky, which they had seen with other members of the Young Ballet. In the dance, 

a young woman was pursued by some sort of evil and in the end was overcome by it. 
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Ivanovaõs death shortly thereafter seemed to be a strange case of life imitating art, her death 

becoming the meaning attached to the dance.   

 The ballet Valse Triste was included in Kostrovitskayaõs account of the repertory of 

the Young Ballet as having been choreographed by Ivanova together with Balanchine. 

(Slonimsky 1991, 63) In the same essay, Slonimsky says that she had done it either together 

with Balanchine or under his direction. (Slonimsky 1991, 66) The dance itself is well 

documented in the Russian book Leningrad Choreography: the Green Years, written by Mikhail 

Mikhailov as well as by other St. Petersburg peers of Balanchine, namely Slonimsky and 

Cherepnin. (Hodson and Archer 2003, 1) Hodson and Archer used these sources extensively 

in their 2004 reconstruction of this dance. This is the earliest of Balanchineõs ballets to have 

been reconstructed. Examining some of their work puts this dance into context with 

Balanchineõs other early works. In addition to these sources, Slonimsky quotes Cherepnin, a 

newspaper critic giving some details of the dance in his 1976 essay. Like La Nuit, this dance 

was performed in the Soviet Union long after Balanchine left and was òforgottenó in the 

West. As late as 1976, Slonimsky wrote that the dance had òlasted to this present day in the 

performances of various female dancers.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 66) 

In Valse Triste, a young woman was òpursued by some evil force, a terrible fate, which 

some critics interpret as death itself.ó (Hodson and Archer 2003, 1) She was dressed in a red 

tunic dress with a deep blue scarf and her long black hair hung on her shoulders. The solo 

consisted of three parts, the prelude, the struggle and the defeat. The dance opened with the 

òray of a searchlight finding the dancer, huddled in a scarf, trying to escape from something.ó 

(Hodson and Archer 2003, 1) Hodson and archer explained this section in detail: 

 éCaught periodically in the searchlight, the dancer travels across the top of the stage from 

one side to the other. She keeps her back to the audience, moving laterally through abrupt 

ankle flexions and sudden pointe tendus. Sometimes her arms are stretched out in front of her 

body, as though to shield herself from a stalking menace. Sometimes she turns, enfolding 

herself in the scarf, so that the public never sees her face. She falls back into deep cambré the 

scarf dropping to reveal her long hair. Then she collapses and lifts her face, which the public 

now see is tormented with vulnerability and despair. (Hodson and Archer 2003, 1)  

One extant photograph of Ivanova shows her in this dance. (Photograph 3) She was 

holding the scarf to her head, and was looking out from underneath it. Her feet were turned 
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in, one foot behind her, as if she has just taken a step. She was looking to the back as if to try 

to see what was pursuing her. This section included elements borrowed from other 

choreographers as well as combinations and steps used by Balanchine in other early works. 

Balanchine made extensive use of Goleizovskyõs sixth position in this dance, especially when 

the dancer was on pointe. The description of her being òtormented with vulnerability and 

despairó demonstrated Balanchine and Ivanovaõs use of Duncanõs plastic expressionism in 

this dance. The spotlight, here used as a searchlight, appeared for the first time in Funeral 

March and later in Apollo. 

 The second section of this dance, the struggle, shows the dancer trying to fight her 

fate: òéthe dancer clings to life, doing arabesques with fast directional changes, waltzing and 

almost skipping with the Duncan signature sissonne step in parallel. As the music reaches a 

crescendo, she performs ever more expansive jetés, jetés entrelaces and sharp tours en lõair in 

heroic defiance of death.ó   (Hodson and Archer 2003, 2) Recalling that those who 

remembered Ivanova as a dancer mentioned her ability to jump, this section revealed that 

she and Balanchine chose steps which would show her best qualities. Danilova mentioned 

her ability to perform a complete split during her jetés, which most dancers were not able to 

do in the 1920õs, and Geva recalled her ability to remain suspended in the air. Both these 

traits could be shown to their best advantage in the section where she performed the òever 

more expansive jet®s,ó the jet®s entrelaces and the air turns. Hodson and Archer also said 

that Balanchine made use of other strengths as well: òher supple arms and hand he trapped 

in the scarf at the moment when she seems caught in a tightening circle, trembling from head 

to foot.ó (Hodson and Archer 2003, 2)  

 The next part of the struggle was one section recalled by many observers:   

  Strong accents in the music make her realize that she is entrappedéshe stops, 

trembling. She edges to the back of the stage, then, like a somnambulist, moves in a straight 

line to the footlights. Unexpectedly, at the last instant, turns her back to the audience in a 

quick motion and becomes frozen for a moment. Toward the end of the music, according to 

Mikhailov, the dancer, with her back to the public, ôher arms stretched in front of her,  
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       3. Lydia Ivanova in Valse Triste about 1922. 

 

as if trying to protect herself from  a wall of waves advancing on her, moved back to the 

footlights,õ as though she would step into the orchestra pit. Instead she falls on the spot, 

ônearly dead, not able to continue the fight.õ (Hodson and Archer 2003, 2) 

Slonimsky also discussed the same elements, which were recorded by the Moscow critic 

Cherepnin: 

  In one small compositionéthere appeared two devises of great expressivenesséthe 

female dancer, developing her feelings of horror and moving in a kind of emotional 

crescendo in a straight line from the rear of the stage to the footlight, unexpectedly, at the 

last instance of high intensity, turns her back to the audience in a quick motion and becomes 

frozen for a moment. This fermata makes an enormous impression. (Slonimsky 1991, 66) 

Geva also recalled this section. She mentioned the straight line from the rear of the 

stage to the front. She says she was a òsomnambulist10, dressed in a tunic like dress down to 

the knees. That dance frightened the audience because I moved forward towards the very 

edge of the proscenium as though I were blind and were about to go right off into the pit.ó 

(Geva 1991, 13) Through these descriptions it is clear that emotional expression the 
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choreographers sought was achieved: one account told that it made an òenormous 

impressionó and another told of frightening the audience. 

In the final section, the defeat, Balanchine borrowed from elements from the silent 

films. Cherepnin said that òthe final emotional intensity is conveyed superbly with a 

completely new device-the silent scream of a widely opened mouth.ó (Slonimsky 1991, 66)  

This last position, in which the young woman succumbs to her fate made a lasting 

impression on the audiences who saw this dance. The use of the open mouth also appears in 

variations of the Muses in Apollo.  

 The memories of Ivanovaõs death never left her friends. Although Balanchine had 

many muses throughout his life, he never forgot his first. Tributes to her are found in several 

of his ballets. Hodson and Archer explained: òShe was a continuing presence in their lives. 

Ivanova can be recognized, transfigured, in a number of Balanchineõs ballets-the woman 

searching for her fate in Errante (1933), the free-spirited Russian girl in Serenade (1934), 

perhaps others.ó (Hodson and Archer Summer 2005, 3) They described that another ballet 

also may have been inspired by her memory: òKochno intimated in an interview that Le Bal 

was a very personal story for Balanchine but he would never elaborate. Perhaps it was a 

choreographic game of Nemesis in which a beautiful girl, with the help of a fortune-teller, 

outwits an officer.ó (Hodson and Archer Summer 2005, 5) 

Although Valse Triste later came to be the symbol of Ivanovaõs death, its initial 

performances by her most likely touched the audiences who had become use to death and 

fear since the Revolution. Balanchine used choreographic elements which, rather than 

completely rejecting the classical tradition, combined classical pointe technique with new 

influences like Goleizovskyõs sixth position and Duncanõs free torso and fluid arm 

movements. The theme of death, appearing once again in his early works, reflected the 

desperation of the times and gives us an important clue as to why Balanchine and the other 

Soviet Dancers chose not to return to their homeland. Only days after Ivanovaõs death, the 

other four Soviet Dancers left for their tour of Germany. At that time, none of them thought 

that they would never return, and none could image the impact that decision would have on 

the course of the art of ballet.  
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4.6 Summary and Analysis of Chapter 4 

The repertory of the Young Ballet shows a striking departure from the style that 

Balanchine and his collaborators had learned and at that point in time still continued to 

dance when they performed Petipaõs ballets. Balanchine was impressed with what he had 

seen in the work of Duncan and Goleizovsky outside the Academic Theater as well as what 

he had learned directly from Lopukhov within the Theater. His own choreography began to 

resemble theirs more than the classics in the years 1921 to 1924. 

Two of his most memorable works from this time period were The Twelve and Funeral 

March both choreographed for larger groups and both performed in an arena theater. The 

Twelve did not contain many choreographic innovations, but was outstanding because it was 

done to voices rather than movements. It was the only dance that Balanchine every 

choreographed without music. This demonstrates his willingness to experiment many 

different elements, and to keep or to reject them. Choreographically, Funeral March was 

important to his development as a choreographer and to his transformation of ballet. In this 

dance, he used several dancers to create òformations in the air,ó including a woman in a 

bridge position being held high over the air. As stated before, we see him expanding on what 

he had learned from Goleizovskyõs Constructivist ballets as well as going beyond what he 

had begun in the invention of the first overhead lift in his first ballet La Nuit. Once again, 

overhead lifts have become so commonplace in ballet, that it is almost unimaginable that 

they did not exist before this time. The addition of overhead lifts is an example of one 

element which clearly shows into what Balanchine transformed the classical ballet. 

Balanchineõs other dances showed varying amounts of innovation. Poème 

demonstrated how he was breaking away from the traditional phrases and combinations of 

the classical pas de deux and incorporating lyrical steps which flowed into one another. 

While not originating with Balanchine, this change in choreography was revolutionary for the 

time, and is a vital element that he incorporated into neo-classical dance. It demonstrates a 

stark difference to classical choreography; he used classical vocabulary, but put the steps 

together into phrases which flowed into one another as opposed to repeating combinations 

with breaks in between. In this dance it is clear that Balanchine was beginning to transform 

the classical, not completely overthrow it.    
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Finally, in Valse Triste, Balanchine experimented with an element, in this case plastic 

expressionism, and then rejecting it in his future work. This dance however, does 

foreshadow one of the most fundamental changes he brought to ballet: his choice of body 

type. An untypical dancer for her time, Ivanova exemplified what would later become the 

Balanchine dancer. The choreography of Valse Triste magnified her strengths. Her untimely 

death left an indelible mark on Balanchine, and it would seem that he was ever after trying to 

find dancers who resembled her.   
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Chapter 5 

Germany: The Bridge from East to West 

 

In 1924 four young dancers from the Maryinsky Theater and School embarked on 

what was to be a two month educational tour of Germany. When Balanchine, Danilova, 

Geva and Efimov, calling themselves the Soviet Dancers1 chose to ignore a telegram from 

the Soviet authorities demanding their immediate return, no one could have predicted the 

impact their decision would have on the history of ballet. This chapter will cover the time 

period of the spring of 1924 shortly before they left the Soviet Union and end a few months 

later, in autumn of the same year when the group auditioned for and was accepted into the 

Ballets Russes. 

 Much of the material in this chapter is based on the personal recollections of the 

dancers themselves. With the exception of Gevaõs autobiography, Split Seconds: A 

Remembrance, their accounts were short, and many important details were told only as a side 

note. A historical study of the tour is designed to answer the question of what actually 

happened to the dancers on the tour, placing them and their work in its setting: the Russian 

émigré community as well as the circuit of variety shows both in Berlin and in the Rhineland 

region. The performances in the concert hall in Berlin as well as those in the variety shows in 

the Rhineland are interesting in that they were a break from the elaborate productions of the 

Maryinsky and Ballets Russes, but were in many ways similar in nature to the halutras in St. 

Petersburg. Through his association with the FEKS, Balanchine also had come in contact 

with some aspects of the variety shows of Western Europe. These elements later found 

themselves in his Ballets Russes ballets La Chatte, Jack in the Box and The Triumph of Neptune.  

Working as a pianist for silent films exposed him to jazz and ragtime before he ever left 

Russia.  

The contracts made between the dancers and their manager, Vladimir Dimitriev, will 

be examined, since they shed light on some of the statements made by the dancers in their 

memoirs and interviews. They give clear dates and cities: both where the contracts were 

signed as well as providing itineraries. These details do not necessarily reflect where the 

actual performances took place; in many cases they reveal the groupõs lack of experience 
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more than giving any actual tour facts. The memoirs of the dancers do contain a few of the 

cities they performed in, but none of these sources gave details as to the exact location or 

dates of certain performances, and the lack of billing or reviews makes it difficult to locate 

the exact halls in which they performed. However, in order to give a clearer picture of the 

environment in which they performed and to understand the comments the dancers made in 

their memoirs regarding the tour, general information about the variety scene as well as the 

general attitude towards the art of ballet from contemporary German sources will be quoted.   

5.1 St. Petersburg: the Beginning of an Adventure 

 The tour of the Soviet Dancers was the brainchild of Vladimir Dimitriev, a former 

baritone with the Maryinsky Opera. In the years directly following the Revolution, he earned 

what amounted to a fortune in St. Petersburg, working as a croupier at a casino, a legal 

enterprise at the time it was shut down. In light of the unstable political climate, it would 

have been too dangerous to keep the money; at the time it was not unusual for certain 

òauthoritiesó to appear at the door of private residences without warning and confiscate 

property, as described by both Geva and Danilova in their autobiographies. Exactly how he 

was able to arrange for the tour was not known.  Geva wrote: 

Dimitriev must have worked on his scheme for a long time, probably while he was 

still at the casino, because there he became friendly with many important government 

officials. At any rate, he never disclosed how he achieved the incredible result, but somehow 

he got to the very top people in government and presented his idea. As a loyal Soviet citizen, 

he said, he didnõt want to spend the money on himself, Instead he proposed to spend it on 

some talented young people in the arts, whom he would take on a two month educational 

tour of Germany at his expense. He would bring the group back in time for the fall season, 

with information and photographs of what was happening in the outside world. He 

suggested, also that it was high time for Europe to get a glimpse of Soviet culture, and with 

that in mind, he would arrange for the young artists to give one or two recitals in Berlin. He 

confessed modestly that he wanted nothing for himself but a chance to serve the Soviet 

Union and its great art. Incredible as it seems, he got permission. (Geva 1984, 309) 

Dimitriev knew which dancers he wanted to take on the trip, and got their visas 

approved even before asking them if they wanted to go. He chose Balanchine, which 

automatically included taking his wife Geva, Efimov, and the two well known Maryinsky 
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dancers Danilova and Ivanova. In addition to the five dancers, musicians were arranged for 

the trip. Danilova recalls that a pianist and a singer were arranged. (Ackermann and Summer 

1982, 12) In her autobiography she said that they were accompanied by Dranisnikov, their 

conductor from the Maryinsky and his girlfriend, a soprano from the opera. (Danilova 1988, 

60) The original contract, dated April 4, 1924 in Leningrad, lists a total of ten persons: the 

five dancers, Dimitriev, and the following persons, most likely the musicians and conductor 

mentioned by the dancers in their memoirs: O.F. Mshanskaya, V.A. Dranisnikov, G.D. 

Neliubim, and E.G. Olkovsky. Dimitriev is listed as manager, Neliubim as administrator, and 

Olkovsky as the authorized representative of the group. The last three persons were to 

receive an additional 5% off the top of any income the group made. (Balanchivadze et. al. 

April 4, 1924) The dancers stood under contract from the day after the end of the Maryinsky 

season to September, and were expected to pay their own expenses out of their earnings 

from their performances. The contract resembles the western, capitalistic style of contracts 

made by Russian touring groups during the days of the czar. Its commercial nature indicates 

the relative freedom the artists enjoyed compared to later years under Stalin when all tours 

and contracts were tightly controlled by the state. Exactly how Dimitrievõs plan as described 

by Geva was suppose to function in light of this contract is not clear. Geva explained, 

namely, that Dimitriev wanted to take the dancers on the educational tour, implying that he 

was to pay for their expenses out of his fortune, since òas a loyal Soviet citizen, he did not 

want to spend the money on himself.ó (Geva 1984, 309) Balanchine also recalled that this 

was to be a sort of cultural exchange. (Balanchine 1972) Whatever the conditions of the 

original contract, they were short lived, as the group discovered that they did not have 

enough money for even a short stay, and new solutions needed to be made. Geva explained: 

òIt soon became evident that Dimitriev had greatly overstated his financial position and that 

he had made no plans or preparations for the recitals. Thwarted by the new metropolis, he 

was totally inadequateéó (Geva 1984, 326)  

 An undated, handwritten supplement to the original contract described the planned 

itinerary, and also contained some confusing financial details, which confirm the dancersõ 

recollections that Dimitriev had not only overestimated his fortune, but also his ability to 

arrange concerts. The original contract stated that he somehow thought he would be able to 

exchange $2000 for 1500 rubles. (Balanchivadze et. al. April 4, 1924) The supplement 

changed the amount to $1100 for 2200 rubles, moving in the right direction in terms of the 



102 

 

worth of the money, but still far from a realistic expectation. Interestingly, in the supplement, 

he began to speak of payments being made in Swedish Crowns, and listed an itinerary: 

changing their route to the following countries: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, 

Belgium, England and the Netherlands. (Balanchivadze et. al. Supplement to April 4, 1924) 

Another interesting detail regarding the supplement was that it was not signed by all the 

participants: it was signed by Dimitriev, the dancers, and Neliubim and Mshanskaya, but not 

Olkovsky, the groupõs authorized representative or Dranisnikov, the conductor, or Ivanova, 

who died shortly before the groupõs planned departure. However, Dranisnikovõs name 

appeared on a new contract made in Stettin on July 7, 1924. (Balanchivadze et. al. July 7, 

1924) By this point in time, the group had already been recalled by the authorities, and all the 

other musicians, as well as the administrator and official representative, had returned to the 

Soviet Union without ever having actually performed in Germany.2 (Taper 1984, 70) This 

discrepancy could have different meanings. It is possible that Dimitriev made the 

supplement at a time when the others werenõt present, but he would most likely have had 

them sign it at a later time, since their absence in the contract, particularly that of the 

authorized representative, is not explained. However, since Ivanovaõs name did not appear 

on this supplement, it is possible that he quickly made a new contract in the few days 

between her death and the planned departure, and there was no time for the others to sign. 

Another possible explanation fits with Gevaõs statement that Dimitriev worked on his plan 

for a long time and finally was able to obtain permission for the trip. The first contract was 

very official and was type written, containing the names of all ten participants. The 

supplement was hand written and contained details regarding plans to visit several countries 

not mentioned in the original contract. It is possible that the first contract was the one 

presented to and approved by Soviet authorities and the supplement showed Dimitrievõs real 

intentions. Possibly he did not trust the other musicians completely, and Ivanovaõs 

connections to the secret police would have made it precarious to inform her of the plans as 

well. The real reason for the discrepancy will most likely remain unknown due to the missing 

date, but in any case, it is clear that Dimitrievõs visionary plan to visit several countries was 

greatly out of reach to the small, inexperienced group. The length of this contract was two 

and one half months, indicating that the group still planned on returning to Russia. 

(Balanchivadze et. al. Supplement to April 4, 1924) 
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5.2 Stettin: The First Stop 

  Since the trip was to be short, Geva said they brought only a couple of suitcases of 

costumes. (Geva 1976) Leaving with only the clothes on their backs and one small bundle of 

possessions, none of the young people were aware at the time that they might never see their 

homes or families again. On the boat which brought them from Russia to the German port 

of Stettin, one thing stayed in the memories of the dancers for the rest of their lives: their 

amazement at the abundance of food. Geva recalled that in Stettin 

everything was neat and orderly-a garland of shrubbery surrounding the house; the 

stairs to the front door flanked by rows of plants inside, spotless walls; chintzy furniture, 

comforters beaten into fluffy heaps on top of beds, brass gleamingéBut the most glorious 

experience was the mealéhere we found real German home cooking: hot bread and butter 

and cookies and a plethora of rich sauces and vegetables and other culinary marvels, all 

temptingly fragrant. (Geva 1984, 325) 

 Such meals were a luxury for the group after the near starvation condition of the post-

Revolutionary Russia. Danilova recalled that òthe supply of bread seemed endlessó and that 

they had òforgotten what it felt like to be full.ó (Danilova 1988, 64) 

 The telegram recalling the group home must have arrived while they were in Stettin, 

since here the contract from April 4, 1924 was annulled and a new one was made, this time 

signed by Dimitriev, Balanchine, Danilova, Geva, Efimov, and Dranisnikov. Interestingly, 

Dimitriev required that each of the participants give $50 to his investment of $330 towards 

the trip to give the group a total starting capital of $580. Exactly why he was calculating in 

dollars is unclear, perhaps that was the currency he was able to get to exchange his rubles. 

Equally unclear is how he thought that the young dancers would be able to come up with a 

sum of $50. In addition, obviously irritated that many of the participants had broken 

contract, he added a clause requiring the members to pay $100 in case of breach of contract, 

(Balanchivadze et. al. July 7, 1924) another unreachably high sum of money for teenagers 

who up to this point had been living in starvation conditions. In addition, he included a 

clause forbidding the dancers to participate in any performances without his permission. 

(Balanchivadze et. al. July 7, 1924) Acting as their manager and administrator of all aspects of 

the careers and performances, the dancers had to run everything through him. 

(Balanchivadze et. al. July 7, 1924) In effect this contract bound the dancers to him making it 
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impossible for them to do anything on their own. Exactly how legally binding the contract 

was is questionable, however, the dancers obviously did not consider breaking it. 

Although none in the group planned on remaining in the West, when a telegram 

arrived demanding their immediate return even before they had given their first recital, all the 

dancers and Dimitriev opted to stay, despite having no money, no visas and no real plan. All 

the musicians eventually returned home, evident in that even Dranisnikovõs name does not 

appear in the next contract made among Dimitriev and the dancers in Wiesbaden on 

September 6, 1924. (Balanchivadze et. al. September 6, 1924) Whether he participated in the 

first performance in Berlin is uncertain but he definitely did not complete the planned tour.  

Ivanovaõs untimely death definitely played a major role in the dancersõ decision not to 

return to the Soviet Union, but the dancers also recalled several other issues that were 

instrumental in their choice. Both Geva and Danilova came from wealthy families, and Geva 

recalled several episodes in which the òauthorities,ó whomever they happened to be at the 

time, showed up at her house and turned the entire house upside down looking for anything 

valuable. She also knew that it was partially luck that her father was released from prison 

after his arrest for his former connections, and the authorities could easily have chosen to 

ignore the petition that saved his life. Danilova also recalled the loss of her familyõs wealth. 

She said that the family was forced to move into a smaller apartment, twelve rooms being 

considered too much, and that their servants left, stealing much of their property.3 (Danilova 

1988, 46) Additionally, in the cases of Danilova, Geva and Balanchine, none of the dancers 

had a close family back in Russia. Danilova had been orphaned as a young child and her 

adopted mother and uncle had died before the Revolution.  Geva described the family 

situations of both herself and Balanchine:  òI was alone, and so was he. A visible family 

functioned around me, but I lived in solitude with my thought, hopes and dreams. My rare 

moments of communion with Father could not close the gap between the rest of the 

familyéGeorge, too, had no one. He had been cut off from his family for years, and though 

lately they had begun to exchange letters, there was no real bond.ó (Geva 1984, 282) 

Since Danilova also recalled having been full for the first time in years, it is easy to see 

why the dancers made the decision to stay in the West. The only reason they would have had 

to return would have been to advance their careers, something that was only realistic for 

Danilova, who said that she was supposed to dance the role of Kitri in Don Quixote. This role 
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would have been an important stepping stone in her career, and she still planned on 

returning to the Maryinsky up to the point that she made her contract with Diaghilev. She 

had wanted to see what the world outside the Soviet Union was like, but had no ambition to 

stay permanently. In an interview in 1973 she emphatically claimed: òwe did intend to come 

back. Oh yes definitely. Yes, we wanted to come back, but everybody seemed so interested in 

us, what we were doingéó (Danilova 1973 Part I, 40) The short length of both the original 

contract and the supplement confirmed Danilovaõs statement. However, since the group had 

directly disobeyed the order to return immediately, it is questionable if she would have even 

been able to go back had she wanted to, especially in light of Ivanovaõs fate. At the time 

however, one can only speculate as to how the young Danilova perceived these dangers. It 

was clear to Balanchine that he had no future as a choreographer in the Academic Theaters, 

and given his background, it is unlikely that he would have been able to content himself 

giving small concerts for the rest of his life. Geva described that òit was not logic however, 

that swayed us to a decision, but a sudden blast of realization that they could never, never 

return to the dreariness, the privations, and the restrictions of (their) past existence. Come 

what may, we were going to stay.ó (Geva 1984, 330) Danilova also recalled not being able to 

imagine returning to Russia for similar reasons: no heat, no food, no transportation, and 

personal freedoms becoming more and more restricted. She knew she wanted plenty of good 

food and beautiful clothes, which were not to be had in Russia. In addition, she at some 

point came to the conclusion that the Soviet Union was a hopeless place to build a career. 

Exactly when she decided this is unclear, and it may have been an unconscious decision up 

to the point that she signed her contract with Diaghilev, since she was somehow planning on 

returning for the next Maryinsky season, despite this option becoming more and more 

unlikely as time went on. Balanchine described his decision in more vague terms: òafter the 

Revolution, I wouldnõt tell you how terrible it was. Anyhow finally I left with my friends 

Danilova and Tamara Gevergevaéwe were call ourselves Soviet Dancers. We went to 

Germany for just a few weeks. They gave us permission because it was an understanding like 

a cultural exchangeéI decided to go because I couldnõt stand being there.ó (Balanchine 

1972) 

 Knowing that the physical situation for them was hopeless, that their prospects for 

building their careers were small, and living with the fear and insecurity of the unstable 

political situation, staying in Western Europe was a very attractive option. However unstable 
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and transient their stays in different towns were, for the first time in years they were warm, 

well fed and had no fears of the òknock on the door.ó The situation gave the dancers a new 

perspective on life. 

5.3 Berlin: The First Performance 

 The group took a train from Stettin to Berlin where they stayed in a boarding house 

on Potsdamer Platz, the city center of the 1920õs. Berlin was a natural choice of destination 

for the group, since many other groups of Russian performers had settled in or passed 

through the city. (Behl 1923, 81) Members of the upper class of Russian society had been 

forced to flee during the Revolution and the civil war that followed, and many went to 

Germany because of its location in central Europe, either as a transition place or as a place of 

permanent residence.4 (Dodenhoeft 1993, 12-13) Berlin had the largest population, but 

Wiesbaden and Baden Baden also claimed large groups of Russian émigré, since before the 

Revolution the area was a well loved vacation spot for many Russian nobles and their 

families.  

 According to an article written by Russian émigré Lew Lunz in 1923 these refugees, 

in addition to the nobility, included business men, political migrants representing dozens of 

small political parties which were now obsolete in Russia, and the òclassical Russian 

intellectualsó who could be found in Berlin  òlike sand in the sea.ó (Lenz 1923, 159-160) 

Dodenhoeft confirms this, describing the refugees as being from the upper classes: òthe 

Russian emigrant community consisted mainly of the nobility, upper military, civil servants, 

freelance occupations, artists and politicians of all color.ó (Dodenhoeft 1993, 11) In addition 

to those who fled the Revolution in 1917 and the chaos following it, 160 writers, 

philosophers, politicians and scholars were exiled from the Soviet Union for being suspected 

of counter revolutionary activities and for being òbothersome thinkers and criticsó of the 

Bolsheviks.5 (Dodenhoeft 1993, 57)  

 Geva told of her first impressions of Berlin. òFinally, Berlin-blazing with lights in the 

indigo of the early evening brilliant store windows, girls with bobbed hair, electric signs, 

horns tooting, traffic-it was enough to take oneõs breath away.ó (Geva 1984, 325-326) 

Danilova also recalled that the group went to see Max Reinhardtõs production of Die 

Fledermaus. She recalled that òduring the famous waltz, one dancing couple made a circle of 



107 

 

the stage while the floor revolved-we were flabbergasted.ó (Danilova 1988, 64) Danilova said 

that òGermany seemed to us so clean, so comfortable, so punctual. I loved Berlin especially-

there were so many trees.ó (Danilova 1988, 63-64) She also recalled that òit was very clean 

and everything was on time. It was run so perfectly. And then, of course, they have all this 

schlagsahne (whipped cream), and I became like a barrel. I gained so much weight.ó 

(Danilova Undated, 183) Danilova and Geva also recalled being surprised by the decadence 

of the city, which they did not really understand. (Geva 1984, 326) Although the young 

women had by no means been sheltered in the previous years, and had performed in many 

venues other than the Maryinsky, they seemed to have still been a bit naïve of the standards 

of Western Europe.  The following quote describes 1920õs Berlin in colorful terms, showing 

the state of entertainment establishments since the war: 

Shufflers, whose entire culture is the moneybag, have come to power and require 

satisfaction of their sense of art. This art rabble screams for more and more new sensations 

for its lust. The more obscene the means were, the larger the material success of the 

organizer, who determined the entrance price based on how far the neckline plunged and on 

how short the skirts were cut on the performing ladies. The first òBeauty Eveningsó grew out 

of this lust for sensation. Of course in Berlin!... 

This epoch in the contemporary development of dance is so sad that one cannot be 

warned enough of this art prostitution. There may be a few dancers who are acting in good 

faith, but they should think of the public sitting in front of them and not throw their pearls 

to the pigs. (Stern 1921, 25) 

Geva and Danilova were not only disturbed by the caf®s, but were òshocked by the 

suggestive posters and the young men and women flagrantly soliciting in the streets even in 

daytime.ó (Geva 1984, 326) Interestingly, much of Balanchineõs choreography was described 

as erotic by his peers and decried as indecent by his critics, and Geva also recalled the orgy 

which accompanied her one and only performance on the stage of the Maryinsky. (Geva 

1984, 299) Evidently, the young people were confronted with a new level of òindecencyó in 

Berlin, one that surprised even Geva despite her motherõs reputation for wild parties and her 

string of not so secret lovers. (Geva 1984, 297) 

 Dimitriev had greatly overestimated his fortuneõs worth in Germany. Inexperienced, 

without money, the group was unable to arrange any performances on their own. Their 

arrival had been announced in one Russian paper, and a few Russians came to visit them, to 
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hear news about the homeland and to offer their friendship and assistance. Their new friends 

helped by òtirelessly investigating all the possibilitiesó and òguided him to the people who 

could help him organize a performance.ó (Geva 1984, 326) They were able to book one 

recital, with the possibility of a second one, although this option was cancelled by the owner 

of the hall where they performed. Geva reports that òour concerts over there were a 

travesty.ó (Geva 1976) The audience was small since Berlin was deserted for the summer 

holiday, and the group knew nothing about advertising, and even if they had, had no money 

for it. Geva described: òBy European standards, our costumes were niggardly, the tempo of 

the performances slow, and the whole presentation, to the tinkling of one piano amateurish.ó 

(Geva 1984, 327)  

 Geva said that in Germany, Danilova and Efimov performed the classical variations, 

while she and Balanchine performed the modern ones. Danilova said she and Efimov danced 

a pas de deux from La Fille Mal Gardée, (Ackermann and Summer 1982, 12) and in another 

source she said that the two danced the pas de deux from act III of Coppélia. (Danilova 1991, 

5) In her autobiography she described the repertory as such: 

Our repertoire was limited but varied: Kola and I would dance the pas de deux from 

Sylvia that we had performed for our graduation from the school. Tamara and I would do an 

Oriental dance with tambourines, from Khovanshchina. I would dance two solos George 

had made for me, one to music by Scriabin and the other to a waltz George had written on 

the piano himself and dedicated to me. Tamara and George danced two numbers together, 

both Georgeõs choreography-very modern. As a closing number, George, Kola and I danced 

a Russian sailor dance, based on a popular folk dance, which George also arranged. 

(Danilova 1988, 62) 

In addition to their own deficiencies, Geva believed that the people were tainted by the 

decadent art culture of Berlin in the twenties, and were not even impressed by the classical 

pieces they performed. (Geva 1984, 327) The art scene was described in similar terms by 

many critics of the time. One described the artistic element as being inferior, òespecially in 

Berlin, where business is trump and wine consumption represents the artistic ideal.ó 

(Herrmann 1921, 169) 

 Interestingly, the same author criticized the Russian cabaret, the Blaue Vogel, for 

being too boring, saying that its performances òshow no political, no erotic, not even 
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intellectual or artistic superiority, rather nicely polished artistic business, arranged around a 

smooth nothing or around something from yesterday.ó He thought it lacked the òriskiness, 

coarseness, sassiness of our time.ó (Herrmann 1922, 68) Although Herrmannõs critique was 

directed towards a cabaret where the Soviet Dancers did not perform, his account of another 

Russian show bore striking resemblance to the reports by the Soviet Dancers themselves, 

describing their own performances in both Germany and London as being too slow, 

colorless, and in general too boring. These statements combined to give an explanation to 

what Geva experienced. Both the art culture in Berlin was corrupt and the contemporary 

Russian style, themes and tempos were completely different and out of date compared to 

those popular in Germany.  

 In addition to these factors, ballet did not enjoy the popularity in Germany that it did 

in France and England. Another critic of the Blaue Vogel saw the cabaret as being a weak 

imitation of the great art demonstrated by the Ballets Russes, and wonders that it seems to be 

more successful than the ballet: òIt is still unexplainable that the ôBlaue Vogelõ in Berlin, a 

weak reflection of this art in the smallest format, is a sensation whereas the Ballets Russesõ 

performances in Berlin do not seem to cause much of a stir. The author is not able to explain 

why revues, where the main sensation is mediocre dancers and costumes, which, in the best 

case, are still far below what the Russians have to offer, play to houses which have been sold 

out for several months, while the Ballets Russes remained relatively unknown.ó (Cohen-

Portheim 1925, 18) 

 The revue format enjoyed much more popularity than the traditional ballet stage, 

even among the community of Russian exiles, despite its large percentage of members of the 

former upper class, the normal patrons of the ballet. This could explain why, in the 

Rhineland, the Soviet Dancers performed primarily in revues, despite their low artistic 

quality. It must be remembered that these young people had trained and danced at the 

Maryinsky, and had been part of the cutting edge of the Soviet avant-garde movement, and 

shortly thereafter were taken into Diaghilevõs Ballets Russes, the trendsetter in Paris, with 

Balanchine as the new choreographer. Given their immediate past and immediate future, 

their lack of success could not be attributed to lack of talent, but most certainly to lack of 

experience in the new culture. 
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 Because of the failure of the first performance in Berlin, the option for the second 

was cancelled. Geva said that this could also have been attributed to an underlying hostility 

towards anything connected with Soviet Russia. (Geva 1984, 327) Political discussions 

abounded in the years following the First World War and the Russian Revolution. Most 

people were suspicious in general of Communism, discussions extending into all areas, 

including theater journals. (Jacob 1919, 235) In addition to the political situation, the 

problems connected with having well over 500,000 refugees in a country recently 

impoverished by war cannot be overlooked. As it became obvious to the German population 

that most of the Russian émigré were there to stay, many became concerned that jobs and 

apartments could be lost to them, fostering a general attitude of hostility both in the press 

and in the general population. (Dodenhoeft 1993, 18) 

 However, not denying that the group really was as bad as Geva reports, it is 

important to note that the ballet was not as well received by the German population as it had 

been in other parts of Europe. German papers reporting on the Parisian theater scene said 

very little (and that was usually negative) about the Diaghilev Ballet.6 In addition, when the 

Ballets Russes performed in Berlin in 1925, only six months after the Soviet Dancers 

appeared there, the performances were not successful with the German public, being 

attended mostly by Russians. Paradoxically, so many Russians attended that the stay had to 

be lengthened. (Cohen-Portheim 1925, 15) In his article The Diaghilev Ballet and Germany (Das 

Diaghilevballett und Deutschland) Cohen-Portheim described why it remained closed off from 

the general public: 

With little exception, the newspaper critics said nothing. The painters, sculptors, 

musicians, writers, who crowd these performances in other cities (to which they owe endless 

stimulation), were almost completely absent. The Russian ballet is largely unknown in Berlin 

and, despite its reappearance, stayed that way. It is even stranger since there is an active 

interest in dance here, but the general opinion towards ballet is exactly as it was during the 

first appearance of the Russians in the pre-war time: ballet is without content and soulless 

pointe technique. People fabricate an opposition betweenéthis and the moderné(Cohen-

Portheim 1925, 16) 

Ballet simply was not growing in popularity in Germany as it was in some other countries, 

and modern dance was taking a stronger foothold both in the artistic community and the 
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general public.7 The performances of the Soviet Dancers in Berlin were in every respect the 

wrong people doing the wrong thing in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

5.4 Rhineland: The Variety Circuit 

 After the failure in Berlin, Dimitriev managed to arrange a series of performances in 

the Rhineland. Geva said that òDimitriev got hold of some impresario in Wiesbaden who 

offered us a contract for a series of recitals along the Rhine. We were given a definite 

guarantee, but he refused to specify any details or give us an advance until the 

groupéarrived in Wiesbadenéó (Geva 1984, 327) Danilova remembered it a bit differently. 

She says that the recitals were arranged by òa Mr. Kessler8, who represented a German piano 

manufacturer in Leningrad.ó (Danilova 1988, 60) According to her, he arranged for their 

performances in Wiesbaden, Baden Baden, and Frankfurt am Main and secured their visas.  

The group was to give a series of performances at spa resorts where a large population of 

white Russians resided. (Danilova 1988, 60) In addition to the Russians who had settled in 

the area, the spas were full of summer vacationers, providing a natural audience for variety 

performances. (Mc Donaugh 1983, 30) Some of the spas, such as one of the larger ones in 

Wiesbaden even had their own concert hall where various groups gave performances to the 

visitors. (Mielert 1926, 24) Larger cities had opera houses, and much energy was exerted to 

rebuild the arts in this area after the destruction of the First World War, but it is unlikely that 

the dancers performed in any of these houses. (Hartmann 1921-1922, 136) Audiences here 

seemed even less interested in ballet than the audiences in Berlin where the Ballets Russes 

enjoyed a following at least among the Russian émigré population. The Rheinische Thalia 

reported regular operas and theater pieces being performed, but ballets were rarely seen on 

its schedule. In addition, no articles on ballet appeared in these papers, but numerous articles 

on modern dance were written. (Rheinische Thalia Blätter 1921-1922) Similarly Die Neue 

Schaubühne, a German wide journal on theater published articles on modern dance in the 

same years, notably two articles by Mary Wigman (Wigman 1921, 98, Wigman 1922, 30) 

about her own dance and that of Rudolf von Laban, but contained almost no mention of 

ballet. (Die Neue Schaubühne September 1921, February 1922) Positive articles on the 

performances of the Ballets Russes did appear in 1925, but as already stated, these articles 

attempt to explain why the company did not seem to enjoy the success in Germany that it 

had in other countries. (Sintenis 1925, 1, Cohen-Portheim 1925, 15) 
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The music halls and variety theaters in the Rhineland were not as elaborate as the 

revues in the entertainment palaces in Berlin, but still presented programs with song, dance, 

circus artists and slapstick. (Uecker 1994, 309)  An important venue for modern dance, the 

variety theaters and circuits in Germany did provide a place to perform outside of the opera 

houses, and became a major source of work for dancers in the 1920õs. (Jansen 1990, 123) In 

his book on variety shows in the 1920õs, Wolfgang Jansen notes that òwith very little 

exception dancers took the opportunity to dance as part of a variety show or in a cabaret 

production without making a fuss.ó He continues that the òentertainment stage was more 

open for new forms of dance expression than the ballet traditionally bound to the opera 

stage.ó (Jansen 1990, 127)  This statement is interesting because it seems that these shows 

provided dancers with the opportunity to show non-traditional works that the halutras 

provided for the dancers in St. Petersburg. Because of the influence of Duncan and 

Goleizovsky, much of Balanchineõs choreography as well as his simple costumes resembled 

modern dance more than it did ballet. The Catalogue listed the following dances as having 

been performed in Germany: La Nuit, Schön Rosmarin, Valse Triste, Matelotte, Orientalia, 

Hungarian Gypsy Dances, Enigma, Elegy, and Invitation to the Dance. The audiences, accustomed 

to seeing modern dance, would have responded well to Balanchineõs modern works. It is 

however interesting, that although some of his avant-garde works were performed a few 

times at the Ballets Russes, some of the elements typical of modern dance, like expressionism 

and barefoot dances all but disappeared from Balanchineõs choreography when he began 

working for the Ballets Russes. 

Apparently the spas in Rhineland provided the ideal setting for the Soviet Dancers to 

perform. It is probable that this venue provided some source of inspiration for Balanchineõs 

work at the Ballets Russes: in Russia he had already been experimenting with acrobatics in 

his work, but after the tour he began to use more syncopation in his dances, beginning with 

the solo of the Nightingale in his first ballet for Diaghilev, Le Chant du Rossignol. Before 

beginning her ballet training, Markova worked as a child dancer and pantomime performer in 

variety shows in London, so it is not surprising that she was able to understand Balanchineõs 

musicality, making her the ideal person to dance both the Nightingale and later the Cat in La 

Chatte. In addition, back minstrel dancers often performed in the variety shows in Europe 

and were common especially in London. (Niemeyer 1984, 144) Characters representing these 

dancers appeared in two of his Ballets Russes works, Jack in the Box and The Triumph of 
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Neptune. Another ballet, Barabau, was described as having Charlie Chaplin type humor, a 

slapstick comedy act that was typical of the variety shows before it appeared in the silent 

movies where Balanchine was likely to have seen him perform when he played the piano for 

the silent film in St. Petersburg.9  

Geva said that out of mistrust of Soviet citizens, Kessler required some of the 

dancers to arrive in Wiesbaden with their costumes before he was willing to make a contract 

with them. Since the group did not have enough money for them all to make the trip, the 

women were left behind in Berlin while the men made arrangements. Completely broke, it 

was during this time that Geva sold her hair. Soon thereafter the entire group met in 

Wiesbaden where they spent time rehearsing to improve their repertory, trying to make it 

more up-to-date for the public. (Geva 1984, 328) 

In Wiesbaden, Dimitriev and the dancers made a new contract, this one without 

Dranisnikov. It was a short, handwritten contract, signed on September 6, 1924 to extend 

the contract made in Stettin, which was to expire on September 7. (Balanchivadze et. al. 

September 6, 1924) Again, the contract was only to last two months, indicating that the 

group still planned on returning to the Soviet Union. Danilova, however, recalled that it was 

becoming more and more unlikely. She said that  

It was in July, while we were on tour in Germany, that an invitation arrived from the 

Empire Theater in London. We were asked to come for an engagement in November. The 

others agreed immediately and signed the contract. But I at first refused to sign. We were 

expected back at the Maryinsky on September 1, to begin rehearsals, so the decision to go to 

London was also a decision not to go back to Russia-not just yet. But the West was for us an 

adventure, and we were not ready for it to be over. In the end, I signed. (Danilova 1988, 65) 

The dancers reported that they did two things in Rhineland. They danced and they 

ate. When they werenõt dancing, they were eating. (Geva 1984, 328) Danilova says that she 

ate so much of the good German food that she gained too much weight, and a few months 

later at the Ballets Russes, Anton Dolin claimed he had difficulties performing his variation 

after lifting her, complaining, òWhat do you think I am, a piano mover?ó (Danilova 1988, 73)  

They performed at least once a week, sometimes more, in every possible place: in halls, 

summer theaters, open air theaters, at private parties, and even in an insane asylum. The 

performance in the asylum was interesting for the dancers because the writer Ernst Toller 
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was a patient at the time. His work Die Hinkemann had been translated into Russian and 

played in St. Petersburg. Geva recalled that òit was a cry against war, a first protest play 

against war.ó (Geva 1976) She recalled that after that all the dancers were interested in the 

play. (Geva 1976)  

Danilova recalled that the group traveled down the Rhine by boat and was impressed 

by the castles. She also said that at one point the group traveled to Vienna to hear 

Rachmaninoff play and that the dancers met him backstage. She said, òWe were very 

admiring, paying tribute to him as if he were a god. ôI would like very much to choreograph a 

ballet to your beautiful concerto,õ George told him. ôA ballet!...To my music! Are you crazy?õ 

And he threw us out of his dressing room.ó (Danilova 1988, 65) 

 According to Geva the dancers performed in Mainz, Wiesbaden, Ems, Mosel and 

other small towns of the Rhine provinces. (Geva 1984, 329) Danilova recalled that recitals 

were arranged in Wiesbaden, Baden Baden and Frankfurt am Main. (Danilova 1988, 60) 

Their last performance was a variety show in a beer garden in Mainz. The success of the 

performances was reported differently by Danilova and Geva, with Gevaõs account being 

more believable. Danilova stated that òour performances were well received. We were one 

act on a bill with many others, playing variety theaters in spa towns along the Rhine. One of 

the other acts was a clown, who made eyes at me as part of his routine.ó (Danilova 1988, 64) 

Geva described their last performance in a beer garden in Mainz as such: òBirds flew 

overhead, the stage was slippery and theéaudience was drinking beer and occasionally 

bursting into song. We followed a dog act.ó (Geva 1984, 329) Her description was consistent 

with the purpose of many of the establishments where the Soviet Dancers performed in 

Germany, namely to relax and to be amused rather than to be artistically uplifted. (Uecker 

1994, 309) 

 Geva stated that they òhad made no impression so far, gained no recognition.ó (Geva 

1984, 329) In another source she went so far as to say that òwe were a flop in Germany, 

absolute disaster.ó (Geva 1991, 13) Danilova did not really describe how bad the group was, 

saying in one place only that òwe had lovely time in Germany,ó10 (Danilova 1991, 5) and in 

another that òthe critics said we were a very talented little group but that we needed a little 

alteration.ó (Ackermann and Summer 1982, 12) 
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5.5 London and Paris: The Empire Theater and Diaghilevõs Discovery 

 After completing the Germany tour, the group was given a one month engagement at 

the Empire Theater in London, a òglamorized vaudeville houseó (Geva 1976) which had a 

tradition of presenting ballet as part of their program. Once again, Dimitriev bound the 

dancers to himself with a new contract, dated November 3, 1924. This contract was more 

detailed than the last one, reaffirming his complete control over all financial arrangements 

and all performance contracts. The contract was to last five months, an indication that the 

atmosphere was changing: they had already long passed the beginning of the Maryinsky 

season, and although Danilova says she still considered returning, from the stipulations of 

the contract and the places and dates, it does not seem to have been realistic. This contract 

had another condition; one that had long term effects on the dancers after the five month 

period came to an end. Officially to end on April 3, 1925, almost one year after the original 

contract was signed, it contained a clause which bound the dancers to continue to pay 

Dimitriev as their manager and administrator for the duration of any contract which was 

made with the group while they stood under this contract. (Balanchivadze et. al. November 

3, 1924) The consequence of this clause was that, when the dancers joined the Ballets Russes 

one month later in December, they were bound to Dimitriev until they no longer worked for 

the Ballets Russes, for Geva until 1927 and for the other three dancers until Diaghilevõs 

death in 1929.   

At the Empire, Danilova recalled that she and Efimov danced the pas de deux from 

Coppélia and Oriental Dances from Khovanshchina with Geva. (Danilova 1973 Part I, 40) Geva 

reported that they did not understand the precision of music hall timing and, since their 

costumes were not made for quick changes, they were late for almost every entrance, and the 

orchestra had to keep repeating their music. (Geva 1984, 330-331) She recalled that all their 

òcostumes had little hooks and nothing was done for speed, quick changes. So when we 

started dancing there, we had these long waits between numbers.ó (Geva 1976) Finally, they 

were told that the others could not wait for them to change the costumes and were fired, 

leaving them with the question of where to go to next. They could not return home, since 

they had not responded to the telegram from the Soviet officials requesting their immediate 

return. They had no work permits to stay in England, and no visas to go back to Germany. 

Soviet passports were frowned upon in most places, but were accepted in France.11   
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 Perhaps Gevaõs description of the group at this phase best described them as they 

finally arrived in Paris: òwhen we traveled and danced everywhere, we never thought about 

what was going to happen. In fact we were in some sort of state of suspensionéwe got to 

Paris with our last bits of money and were sitting in this little hotel on la Place de la 

Republiqueéó (Geva 1976) It was at this point that Diaghilev contacted them. Geva recalled 

that Balanchine got the phone call and reported to the others òit was Diaghilev. He found us. 

How he found us I donõt know, but he wants us to come and audition for him.ó (Geva 1976) 

Geva said that they never really knew how Diaghilev had tracked them down to Paris, (Geva 

1973) but that Anton Dolin had seen them perform in London and had informed Diaghilev. 

(Geva 1991, 13) Danilova said that Lidia Lopukhova, Fyodor Lopukhovõs sister who had 

formerly danced for the Ballets Russes, came to visit them in their dressing room after one of 

their performances. She also said that Diaghilev had sent his cousin to look for the group in 

Germany, but had missed them there, finally catching up with them in London. According to 

another account, he was not able to contact them until the group arrived in Paris. (Danilova 

1988, 65) 

 Most of the corps de ballet of the Ballets Russes had returned to Russia at the 

beginning of the War, and Diaghilev had not been able to get new dancers from Russia for 

several years. Since much of the early success of the Ballets Russes could be attributed to an 

entire company of dancers trained with the discipline of the Maryinsky, the absence of such 

dancers caused the quality to decline, and Diaghilev saw the opportunity to bring in some 

fresh talent. Lifar, who was present at the audition, recalled: 

So I was taken to Madame (Misia) Sertõs by Diaghilev to see the Soviet dancers who 

had chosen freedom. They did not invite the directress, who was NijinskaéI went to 

Madame Sertõs, and in the large salon I saw the young dancers. There were four of them. I 

looked at them and saw that they were dancers of my generation, and I said to Diaghilev-

knowing nothing about their qualities-I said to Diaghilev, òWe must take these youngsters,ó 

and Diaghilev agreed. (Joseph 2002, 46) 

For their audition, Danilova performed a variation from Lopukhovõs Firebird, and Balanchine 

and Geva performed either Enigma or Étude or both. Danilova describes the audition: 

After tea, the furniture was moved to clear a space at the end of the room, where 

Tamara and George did their number in costume, but in bare feet. It was Georgeõs 

choreography to some Arensky music from Une Nuit dõEgypte-very modern. When they had 
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finished, Diaghilev turned to me and said, òAnd you, Miss Danilova, what will you dance for 

me?ó 

òDance for you?ó I said. òWhat do you mean?ó 

He said, òWell, they danced, and I thought maybe you would-itõs like a little audition.ó 

òDo you know that I come from the Maryinsky Theater?...If I am good enough for the 

Maryinsky Theater, I am good enough for you.ó Can you imagine how fresh I was? (Danilova 

1988, 66) 

To celebrate, Danilova said that the group sold Balanchineõs suit, which was relatively new 

and well cut, and bought enough food to have a feast on that day and to hold them over 

until they joined Diaghilevõs company back in London and got advances on their salaries. 

(Danilova 1988, 67) 

The dancers were hired for the remainder of the season, from December 1, 1924 to 

July 1, 1925 (Balanchinvadze et. al. December 1, 1924), receiving contracts based on their 

status at the Maryinsky: Danilova as a soloist, Efimov in the corps de ballet and Geva, in the 

corps, but with the least pay since she had still been a student at Theater School when they 

left. To solidify their standing contract with Dimitriev, shortly thereafter in London, a 

request was sent to Diaghilev asking that all payment be made to Dimitriev, not directly to 

the dancers. (Balanchinvadze et. al. December 11, 1924) Danilova described that she and 

Balanchine fulfilled this agreement: òGeorge still felt responsible Mr. Dmitriev, and we still 

lived by our old agreement, that everything we earned would be put together and divided 

evenly. Mr. Dmitriev wanted to open a photography studio, to do portraits of society people. 

He moved with us into the little apartment we foundéó (Danilova 1988, 85) She says that 

the arrangement lasted for years, extending beyond Diaghilevõs death, at which point she felt 

it was time to make a break with him. Balanchine, however, still felt obliged to him since he 

had brought them out of Russia. Danilova recalled that 

He had a strong personality, and during the years when we danced with the Diaghilev 

company, he refused to let go. George and I brought our salaries home, put them into one 

pot, and divided them three ways; Mr. Dmitriev didnõt work but he had brought us out of 

Russia. When Diaghilev died, it seemed time to break with Dmitriev, but George said, ôNo, 

not yet-we are obliged to him.õ Although he took up photography, he never really made a 

career out of it.ó (Danilova 1988, 109) 
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5.6 Enigma and Étude 

Accounts differ as to whether Balanchine and Geva performed Enigma or Étude for 

their audition for Diaghilev. The dances bore some similarities to each other, so it is possible 

that they were confused in the recollections of the dancers. However, it is equally probable 

that they showed Diaghilev both dances. Much less is written about the pas de deux Étude, 

choreographed to the music of Scriabin in 1923. Since it is not listed among the dances in 

Kostrovitskayaõs list of ballets of the Young Ballet, it may have not been shown during these 

performances, or it may be the adagio number thirteen: òGeva and Balanchine: adagio with 

high lifts (I donõt remember whose music).ó (Slonimsky 1991, 62-63) It also could have been 

part of a smaller performance or halutras where only Balanchine and Geva performed. 

    The Catalogue said that òthis was probably performed by Balanchine and Geva as an 

audition piece for Diaghilev in Parisó and they both evidently performed this for the matinee 

performances in Monte Carlo for the Ballets Russes. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 65) It said 

similar things about Enigma, that it was used by Balanchine and Geva as an audition piece 

and that it was performed at least three times by the Ballets Russes. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 

63)  

Enigma was mentioned as being one of Balanchineõs most memorable early works. It 

also enjoyed a longer life than Étude; it was performed in the Soviet Union up until the 

1930õs. (Simmonds et. al. 1983, 63) Originally it was choreographed for Ivanova, but 

Balanchine and Geva also performed it both at the Donon as well as for a benefit concert 

given at the Maryinsky. It is interesting that at least one of Balanchineõs most extreme avant-

garde works did make it to the Maryinsky stage, even if the concert was unorthodox. Since 

this was the dance he and Geva performed for Diaghilev at their audition for the Ballets 

Russes, (Mc Donagh 1983, 32) it is probable that Balanchine either particularly liked this 

dance or that he and Geva danced it particularly well, or else he would have chosen 

something else to show the legendary Diaghilev at their first encounter. 

 Like many of Balanchineõs early works, the costumes declared Balanchineõs loyalties 

(or lack of loyalties to tradition) before the dance even began: both he and Geva appeared in 

tunics.  Geva described that they òdanced barefoot wearing chiffon tunics covering our 

torsos.ó (Geva 1984, 298) She compared this dance to Isadora Duncan, most likely because 
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of the costumes and bare feet. However, she added that òit required real technique.ó (Geva 

1991, 12)  Recalling that Fokine was forced to dress his dancers in tights and shoes with 

toenails painted on them rather than break the ironclad rule forbidding bare legs onstage, this 

was a daring step for Balanchine to take, particularly for a dance that was choreographed to 

be performed on the Maryinsky stage itself. This does, however, show how radically times 

had changed in St. Petersburg. Those in charge of the Academic Theaters disapproved of 

Balanchineõs work and tried to oppose it through the press and by forbidding the dancers of 

the Theater to take part in his productions. However, performing this number in the 

Maryinsky would have been unthinkable a decade earlier.  

 The original performance of this dance was Gevaõs one and only performance on the 

Maryinsky stage (Geva 1976), given at a benefit concert. She remembered it vividly: 

Standing in the wings as we awaited our turn I felt a painful letdown. I was about to 

step out on the stage I had only dared to dream of, but it was far from what I had imagined. 

The lights in the auditorium were only partly dimmed, the audience was standing, none of 

the important dancers were taking part, and one could hear distant voices and laughteréin 

the hullabaloo, it was impossible to determine the degree of our success or failure, but we 

took three bows. I think the audience was a bit stunnedéthe crowd of well over a thousand, 

bizarre in its conglomeration of fancy costumes, ordinary clothes and a few leftover evening 

dresses and dinner jackets was getting unruly. People ate and drank gluttonously, spending 

their last rubles on what had been denied them for years. Unaccustomed to drink, they were 

thrown off balance, and though in Soviet Russia any public display of affection was 

suppressed, eroticism was rampant. One had only to open a door to the antechamber of a 

box to come upon entwined bodies. It was madness-a ball during a plague. The theater, the 

beautiful blue and gold dignified theater, was the scene of a drunken carnival.ó (Geva 1984, 

299)  

 Given the description of the audience, it is ironic that this dance was criticized for 

being obscene. However, it is exactly this point that was later remembered by the dancers 

and those who saw the performance. Balanchine committed two transgressions in this ballet, 

the first being at the very beginning. An extant photograph of Geva and Balanchine show a 

position which was certainly offensive to those championing the Academic Theater. Souritz 

says that this photograph is a picture of the ballet Étude, (Souritz 1990 òThe Young 

Balanchine in Russia,ó 69) but Taper says that the photograph could have been either Étude, 

music by Scriabin or Enigma, music by Arensky. (Taper 1984, 61) Kochno, who had been 
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present at the audition of the Soviet Dancers, mistakenly says that Balanchine danced a pas 

de deux with Danilova, not Geva, but claimed to have a photograph of this dance: 

òBalanchine lifting up Danilova, who covered him with her skirt.ó (Kochno 1991, 82) 

Because there are so few photographs of Balanchineõs early works, his statement seems to 

support that this is a picture of Enigma. Geva says that they performed Enigma in their 

audition for Diaghilev, but since Diaghilev shortly thereafter criticized Balanchineõs use of  

Scriabin, it is possible that it was Étude instead. It is likely that the two dances were very 

similar to one another, and that one was kept in the program for the tour in Germany and 

the other left out. In light of this, it is probable that, whichever ballet this photograph shows, 

the positions appeared in both ballets.      

      

 

  
      4. George Balanchine and Tamara Geva  

      In Enigma or Étude in 1923. 

 

 

The dancers were dressed in chiffon tunics and were barefoot as described by Geva.     

Her tunic was light colored, Balanchineõs was a little darker, and it crossed over only one 

shoulder and continued under the other arm, similar to the sleeves on the costumes from 
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Funeral March. They were bound at the waist and Balanchine was wearing a headdress. It is 

not possible to see if Geva was wearing a headdress since she was wearing her hair open and 

was in an upside down position in the picture, but since their costumes were otherwise very 

similar, she probably also had a headdress. The photograph showed Balanchine with the girl, 

lying on her back, slung over his shoulder. Both her legs were bent, and one held the 

position by wrapping itself around the man. The other was held in a forward attitude 

position. Since she was for the most part upside down, her tunic did not even cover half of 

her thighs. The almost full body contact the girl had with the boy showed Balanchineõs most 

extreme violation of the standards of the Maryinsky up to that point.  

Balanchine was not the only choreographer to use an upside down position in a pas 

de deux.  In Lopukhovõs Firebird, the press criticized the adagio for sweeping the dancer 

upside down across the floor like a broom. Souritz quoted Mungalova who described the 

move: 

The final struggle takes place. The bird flies upward, the Tsarevich catches her in an 

arabesque, and sets her on the ground in this position, holding the raised leg; he violently 

pulls the bird toward him, so that she turns. Immediately he throws her to his chest, and for 

a second turns together with her, lowering her head to the ground, then placing the bird back 

on his chest, takes several steps.ó (Souritz 1990 Soviet Choreographers of the 1920õs, 264) 

The steps described here show that the traditions being broken by Balanchine were also 

being broken by Lopukhov, the artistic director of the Maryinsky: the points of contact 

between the partners and the position of the woman upside down. 

 The second offense Balanchine committed in this ballet was more drastic. Near the 

end, the girl positioned herself in a backbend and the man performed a darting jump across 

her body. This move, performed when the music reached its climax, was extreme. Gusev 

recalled how shocked they were:  

I remember that in this piece for the first time a woman arched into a ôbridgeõ. This 

shocked people but was accepted. But when her partner leaped across the ôbridgeõ, making a 

grand jeté with his bent leg, this produced general indignation and protest. Even Lopukhov 

told us that such a stunt was coarse and served no purposeéWe told Balanchine to listen to 
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the criticism and remove the jump. But he stubbornly continued to jump all he wanted. 

(Slonimsky 1991, 67) 

 Interestingly, Lopukhov later used the same jump on Gusev and Mungalova in a duet of 

acrobats in the opera Judith. (Slonimsky 1991, 67)   

  The tour of the Soviet Dancers marks the end of Balanchineõs extreme experiments 

in the aesthetics of the Soviet avant-garde, partially because it was clear to both him and the 

other Soviet Dancers that the styles that had been cutting edge in Russia were behind the 

times and not well accepted in Western Europe. Diaghilev introduced Balanchine to new 

things, taking him to museums all over Europe and giving him the opportunity to work with 

the best artists and composers of the time. In his first ballet for Diaghilev, Le Chant du 

Rossignol, Balanchine did pay one last tribute to his days in St. Petersburg in the role he 

choreographed for himself, the Mechanical Nightingale. According to Hodson, in this role 

he made fun of himself and his own extreme experiments, done only a short time before. 

(Bank and Van Schaik 2004)  

In addition, with the exception of the few performances of the Young Ballet, most of 

his performances in Russia and Germany were small recitals or part of variety shows, and as 

Diaghilevõs choreographer he had an entire company of dancers at his disposal, from corps 

de ballets to seasoned principals, who danced in real theaters and opera houses with the 

finest sets and costumes money could buy. The contrast to the ragged, half starved group of 

students and young corps members from the Maryinsky dancing in whatever venue they 

could find, wearing costumes that they themselves had made out of whatever old cloth they 

could find, could not have been greater. 

After this point, Balanchineõs ballets began to resemble ballet far more than it did 

modern dance. While he continued to use certain experimental elements in a refined form, 

there were many that he no longer utilized. He rarely choreographed dances for only one or 

two people. Solos and duets were choreographed, but usually as part of ballets with larger 

casts. In addition, for the time being, he no longer dressed his dancers in tunics as he did in 

La Nuit, Poème, Enigma, Étude and Valse Triste. It was quite a bit later that he returned to this 

characteristic, dressing his dancers in leotards to enable the audience to see the body more 

completely.  The next photographic evidence to show his dancers wearing practice tunics in a 
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performance is in the original Serenade12 in 1935. From the very first ballet he did at the 

Ballets Russes, Balanchine and his dancers were again wearing costumes of the quality they 

had enjoyed at the Maryinsky before the Revolution when the ballet was still well funded by 

the czar. Finally, his experiments with barefoot dances practically end here.  None of his 

ballets at the Ballets Russes had the dancers dancing barefoot.   

 5.7 Choreographer 

 Diaghilev was also in need of a new choreographer at the time and decided to give 

Balanchine a chance to show what he could do. Kochno says that Diaghilev wanted to get 

Goleizovsky as choreographer for his company about the time that Balanchine arrived on 

the scene, but since he was unable, he began to groom Balanchine for the role. (Joseph 2002, 

62) In London, he let him work with the company for a few hours to set one of his ballets. 

He chose to set Funeral March on the company, something which surprised the dancers 

because of its oppressive theme. De Valois recalled that day:  

When we were in London, I and four or five other girls got a summons to go to 

Madame Serafima Astafievaõs studio on a Sunday morning, because the young man joining 

the company was to arrange a piece of choreography on us for Diaghilev to see. So there we 

all went, angry about having our Sunday morning lost. Except we did like Balanchine, he was 

sweet, only twenty. Of all things, he arranged a little number for the five or six of us to the 

Funeral March of Chopin. I only think of that music for royal family funerals. It seemed so 

strange that he used that. Diaghilev came in about two hours later and looked at it with 

Kochno and Grigoriev. That was the start. (de Valois 1991, 86) 

Since Funeral March showed a definite influence of Goleizovsky and the Constructivist 

theater in the Soviet Union, it may have encouraged Diaghilev in his decision to hire 

Balanchine. The current choreographer for the company, Nijinska, quit almost immediately, 

making Balanchine, who weeks before had been a total failure on the variety circuit in 

Germany and a music hall in London, the chief choreographer of the legendary Ballets 

Russes. 

5.8  Summary and Analysis Chapter 5 

 Balanchine did not create any new ballets during the 1924 tour of the Soviet Dancers. 

Rather, the tour was a failure in every sense except one: the dancers were discovered and 
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hired by Diaghilev in December 1924. Its importance lies in that this tour enable them to 

leave the Soviet Union and become part of the Ballets Russes. Because the Academic 

Theaters moved so decisively in the direction of preserving the classics, had Balanchine 

stayed in the Soviet Union, he would not have been able to develop his art the way he did in 

the West, and ballet would not have been transformed into the neo-classical. 

 Why the Soviet Dancers decided to remain in the West although they were planning 

on returning to St. Petersburg after only a few months was one of the questions presented by 

this study. There is no clear answer: it would seem that the young people were simply living 

day to day, and themselves came to the realization that they would remain. It is certain that 

the poverty, the lack of opportunity, and the shadow of Ivanovaõs untimely death played 

important roles.     

 The dance performed by Balanchine and Geva at their audition for Diaghilev was 

either Étude or Enigma. These pas de deux resembled one another and both showed 

Balanchineõs experimentation at its most extreme. They clearly demonstrate his phase of 

development in which his choreography least resembled the classics. Balanchine and his 

partner danced barefoot, another radical departure. St. Petersburg had been taken by storm 

by Duncanõs barefoot dances, and Goleizovsky also had his classically trained dancers 

perform barefoot. Interestingly, in the case of Enigma and Étude we once again see that 

Balanchine was influenced by the artists around him, experimented with what he saw, and 

then decisively rejected it. After joining the Ballets Russes, he no longer choreographed 

barefoot dances. 

Secondly Balanchine completely broke with the rules of the Academic Theater 

regarding points of contact in these dances; the dancers had almost full body contact. This 

represents a radical change from classical pas de deux which allowed contact only at the 

hands and waist. This change was long lasting, and also shows how Balanchine transformed 

the classical into neo-classical. Allowing body contact between the dancers expanded the 

vocabulary of partnering beyond combinations, balances and turns. The photograph of 

Balanchine and Geva clearly shows a new partnering move, one that would have been 

forbidden in the Academic Theater. (Photograph 4) Other memorable partnering moves 

appeared later in La Chatte and Apollo.   
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The end of the tour also represents the end of Balanchineõs extreme experimentation. 

While he continued to experiment and transform dance at the Ballets Russes, his 

experiments were less extreme, and the road to neo classicism becomes clearer.  
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Chapter 6 

Choreographer for the Ballets Russes (1925-1927) 

 

 It has been said that Balanchineõs education took place in two phases: the first in 

Russia where he was formally trained in the classical dance vocabulary, in music, and was an 

active part of the Soviet avant-garde movement of the early 1920õs. There he participated in 

theatrical and dance projects on every level. The second phase took place while he was chief 

choreographer of the Ballets Russes, where Diaghilev helped him refine his work. Serge 

Diaghilev, with his uncanny ability to detect artistic genius, saw Balanchineõs potential, but 

described him as having talent without taste. Taper illustrated Diaghilevõs opinion: 

Diaghilev remarked that the music Balanchine had used till then- Scriabin and such-

was not really very good music. Diaghilev also pointed out that in what he had seen of his 

choreography false, crude, or disappointing effects often marred passages of great beauty, 

and he added that Balanchine was like someone who carefully prepares an elegant and 

delicious meal for his guests and then, when they are waiting for just the right wine to go 

with it, brings them a big jug of water. (Taper 1984, 75) 

Since Balanchine and Geva danced Étude to Scriabin1 for their audition with Diaghilev, it is 

likely that Diaghilev was directly referring to this dance.  

 In the Soviet Union as well as in Germany, Balanchineõs own choreography was 

performed in simple productions, many in small theaters and nightclubs, and all without sets, 

the dancers wearing simple homemade costumes.  As a child he had performed in the 

elaborate productions of the Maryinsky, complete with sets and costumes that could only be 

financed by the Czar himself. These productions continued after the Revolution, even 

though the costumes and sets were worn down over time. At the Ballets Russes, Balanchine 

was given the opportunity to set his own ballets on a large stage with sets and costumes 

created by the most talented artists of the time. He was definitely prepared for this venture, 

and choreographed his first full length ballet for the Ballets Russes in 1925, Le Chant du 

Rossignol to Stravinskyõs score with sets and costumes by Matisse. 
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 The following chapter will cover the years that the former Soviet Dancers spent as 

members of the Ballets Russes, beginning in 1924 and ending in 1928 as well as analyzing 

some of the choreography Balanchine did for the company. Since so much has been written 

on the Ballets Russes and Diaghilev2, the chapter will only briefly describe the time period 

before 1924 to allow the reader to put the events and choreographic development into 

context. The rest of the chapter will primarily deal with those issues directly related to the 

dancers themselves, their memories, and the dances they performed in. The main sources are 

the memories of Danilova, Geva and Balanchine, with two important additions: Felia 

Doubrovska and Alicia Markova3. Balanchine created some of his most important early 

works on these dancers. In addition to the recorded interviews from the Oral History 

Archives at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, and various published 

interviews of these two dancers, Markova wrote an autobiography, Markova Remembers.  Dance 

Chronicle published an extensive article on Doubrovskaõs life in 1983 by Victoria 

Huckenpahler. In Appendix II of this book, four letters from Balanchine to Diaghilev 

discussing various dancers are translated into English. Since they give insight into 

Balanchineõs choice of dancers as well as his working relationship with Diaghilev, they will be 

analyzed in this chapter. These sources have been used at length together with the materials 

from the other dancers to examine the choreography. To supplement the accounts from 

direct witnesses, material has been taken from the work of Hodson and Archer who worked 

directly with Markova and Danilova at different levels in many of their reconstructions. 

(Hodson and Archer 1991, 42, 46) Their work provides an important secondary source of 

information for the ballets described here. In addition, quotations of the dancers from 

archival film footage shown in documentaries have been used. 

 One major difference does exist in the study of Balanchineõs early ballets at the 

Ballets Russes in comparison to his work in the Soviet Union, namely the amount of 

documentation available. Not only were the ballets better recorded, but the memories of the 

dancers seem to be clearer at this time, perhaps due to the more stable environment in which 

they were living. 

6.1 Serge Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes 

 In the documentary film Four Emperors and a Nightingale, Christophe Maillet, Artistic 

Director of Les Ballets de Monte Carlo, described the Ballets Russes as the father and 



128 

 

mother all ballet companies today. (Bank and Van Schaik 2004) Its founder and the 

motivating force behind it, Serge Diaghilev, first became interested in art as a student in St. 

Petersburg, where he, along with some of his friends, including the artist Benois, produced a 

journal known as the World of Art which propagated the membersõ opinions on various 

topics. Petipaõs Sleeping Beauty inspired them in what later became the goal of the Ballets 

Russes: the realization of Wagnerõs Gesamtkunstwerk. Diaghilev worked at the Maryinsky 

for a short time, but was dismissed, according to Geva because his arrogance made him 

unpopular and because of the gradual disclosure of his homosexuality. (Geva 1979) Because 

of his dismissal, Diaghilev sought other venues for his endeavors, at first bringing an exhibit 

of Russian art to Western Europe followed by a season of opera. In 1908 he brought a 

program of ballet and opera to Paris, the ballet becoming more successful than he had 

imagined. After their first Russian Season in Paris, the Ballets Russes became the forefront of 

the avant-garde art movement in Western Europe, with many of the best artist and musicians 

of the day collaborating on ballets: Stravinsky, Picasso, Matisse, Cocteau, Debussy and Satie 

worked together with choreographers Fokine, Massine, Nijinsky, Nijinska and Balanchine to 

create ballets that both shocked and entertained all of Europe as the group toured from city 

to city. It has been accurately described as òfar more than a ballet companyéit was a whole 

artistic movement.ó (Taper 1984, 76) Driven almost completely by its founder and director, 

the Ballets Russes remained on the cutting edge of art in Europe until his death in 1929 

when the company dispersed. Geva said that òhe had perfect taste and an unfailing sense of 

discovery, and there was no other man in France who commanded equal respect in the world 

of the arts. Surrounded by great painters, composers and authors, he ruled his domain and 

manipulated his people like puppets.ó (Geva 1984, 333-334) 

 During the Ballets Russesõ first seasons, much of the success of the company was 

owed to choreographer Fokine, who staged some of his ballets that had been performed at 

the Maryinsky as well as choreographing new ones. In Western Europe his work was not 

stifled by the rules of the Academic Theaters as it had been in St. Petersburg. The first 

seasons of the Ballets Russes took place during the holidays of the Imperial Theater, the 

dancers returning to perform in the regular season. This provided Diaghilev with dancers 

trained and maintained by the Maryinsky and kept the dancers in Russia up-to-date on 

happenings in Western Europe. Eventually, the company became a full time enterprise under 
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the patronage of the royal family of Monte Carlo, where the company rehearsed and had a 

permanent home.  

 Most of the premiers took place in Paris where the company enjoyed great popularity 

and a fixed place in Parisian society:  

A Diaghilev premier in Paris was always an event of electric excitement. There was in 

the air the feelingéthat everybody who mattered was seated in that audience-the haut monde, 

the artists, the intellectuals. With tense anticipation they awaited the curtain rise, wondering 

what new discoveries Diaghilev was going to reveal, what new trends in art and fashions in 

styles were about to be set; what new reputations would be made, what scandals perpetrated. 

(Taper 1984, 76) 

 The years of the Ballets Russes abound with scandals, some of the most spectacular 

involving the renowned dancer Nijinsky.4 One of his highly experimental works, The 

Afternoon of a Faun, choreographed to Debussy, ended with the Faun making an autoerotic 

gesture. Sacre du Printemps caused a legendary uproar when its anti-classical choreography was 

first performed to Stravinskyõs music. By the time the Soviet Dancers joined the company, 

Nijinsky had been gone for many years, and none of the witnesses mention his choreography 

as having influenced him,5 but his reputation both as a dancer and choreographer preceded 

him. Balanchine recalls: 

Nijinsky, of course was magnificent. He literally flew through the air, 

powerfullyéThey call it òNijinskyõs secretó; but a lot of Nijinskyõs technique is accessible to 

other dancers. I can put it this way: one dancer can do one thing well, and another something 

elseéBut only Nijinsky could do them all! He could do everything! And that was his secret. 

People argue over whether Nijinsky was a good choreographer. What I saw was promising. I 

would say that he could have become a real ballet master if he had been given the chance. 

Nijinsky knew how to invent interesting things. They should have asked for more new ballets 

from himéNijinsky did his ballets to complicated music, it was too hard for him. Still, I 

think that Nijinsky was more talented than his sister Bronislava, even though she did a few 

interesting things herself. Of course, I probably would have done Stravinskyõs Les Noces 

differently from what she did. (Volkov 1985, 213-214) 

Of Nijinskyõs ballets, only The Afternoon of a Faun was still being performed when Balanchine 

joined the company, and it is possible that the dancers showed him some of the moves from 
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his other ballets. However, works of all three of the other choreographers, Fokine, Massine 

and Nijinska remained in the repertory of the Ballets Russes, and Balanchine knew and 

performed in many of these ballets. He does not, however, seem to have been greatly 

influenced by Massine or Nijinskaõs choreography, since none of his contemporaries discuss 

elements of their choreography that were influential in Balanchineõs work.  

  Although the other choreographers did not impact his work directly, the influence of 

Diaghilev, himself not an artist, on Balanchine and many other dancers was immeasurable. 

Balanchine once said òif it werenõt for Diaghilev, I wouldnõt be here!ó (Gruen 1982, 104)  

Danilova recalled òwe owe everything to Diaghilev,ó (Belle 1981) and Markova also said òI 

owe him my career.ó (Geva 1979) As with all his choreographers, Diaghilev took it upon 

himself to educate Balanchine.  Danilova recalled that Balanchine was included in Diaghilevõs 

inner circle and was often invited to lunches and dinners with famous and important people 

that she and other dancers were not allowed to attend. Lifar recalled that they did this 

together, saying òDiaghilev educated us both, taking us to museums, showing us sculptors 

and paintings, all those Christs.ó (Lifar 1982, 25) Balanchine recalled that he was a òvery nice 

man. Intelligent. Tall. Enormous head. And half-dark, half-white natural hair.ó (Gruen 1975, 

281) Doubrovska said that he was ònice, very nice. I adored him.ó (Doubrovska 1982, 3) 

Markova said that Diaghilev became a father to her, since her own father had died shortly 

before she joined the Ballets Russes at the age of 14. (Markova 1972) She recalled: òI think 

the company thought heõs gone crazy because he didnõt care for children.ó (Markova 1993) 

Diaghilev took special interest in her education: òSome members of the company were 

frightened of Diaghilev. Noneéunderstood why he should be so interested in me. Diaghilev 

worried about my education and arranged for me to have French lessons as soon as I arrived. 

He insisted that I grow my hair from its òBuster Brownó cut to something longer and more 

classical. He took me to museums and told me to listen to music.ó (Markova 1986, 19-20) 

Geva recalled that Diaghilev was òimmersedó in educating Nijinsky during the first seasons 

of the Ballets Russes. (Geva 1979)  

 Descriptions of Diaghilevõs character varied greatly, Geva saying that òhe had all the 

characteristics of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, his personality changing from overwhelming 

charm to the roughness of a truck driver at any sign of opposition.ó (Geva 1984, 333) 

Ninette de Valois said that he was very kind, and he showed this kindness to individuals, but 

never the whole company. (Geva 1979)  Few dancers had a personal relationship with 
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Diaghilev. Some recalled Diaghilevõs greatness, others his faults. To most he seemed to have 

been a distant dictator. Geva described him as being òa king-a great talented manéBut I 

think in his behavior he was a ruler, he was ruthless, he played with the lives of people right 

and left, without taking anything into consideration. I feel that it is so and I had a few 

examples that prove it. But everyone would really shake when he walked into a room. He 

could also charm the birds off the trees.ó (Geva 1974) A man known for his refined tastes, 

she also recalled he could òswear like a truck driver,ó mostly in Russian, saying òthatõs when 

he was at his most imaginative.ó (Geva 1976) She recalled an incident at the opening of the 

ballet Romeo and Juliet in Paris. The surrealist artists who had made a pact not to do any 

commercial work objected to Mir·õs participation in the ballet. They started a riot during the 

performance, and the dancers were unable to hear the music. Diaghilev insisted that they 

keep dancing: 

We were dancing and terrified because they turned on the lights in the audience. We 

couldnõt hear the music from the other side because the noise absorbed it. Diaghilev stood in 

the wings and he wanted us to continue dancing and he swore at us in Russian, in a way that 

I have never heard duplicated. It was just absolutely incredible! Just a flow of obscenities that 

came at uséWhen peace came about, he turned into a very charming man and he came up, 

made one slow move on stage and said in French, òLadies and gentlemen, we are very sorry. 

From the beginning...ó And the whole ballet started from the beginning. (Geva 1976) 

Doubrovska also recalled his power over the company. She said that if he decided that 

someone else was to dance a particular role on a particular evening, it was done, even if it 

were someone elseõs turn to dance it. (Doubrovska 1975) The absolute power again seems 

only to have been towards dancers of lesser status in the company, not to those in the inner 

circle, as Doubrovska also recalled that òDiaghilev generally didnõt decide the dancers for a 

ballet himself. Of course he was the boss, but also he would call the composer, the 

choreographer, and the designers together, and they would discuss and he would listen to 

everybodyõs opinion. Then he would decide: ôYes, this I like. You are right. You are not 

rightéõó (Doubrovska 1982, 7) 

 Some recalled another aspect of Diaghilev: he created an environment where the 

dancers were pitted against one another in competition for roles and status. Dolin said that 

òwith masterly strategy he played off one ballerina against another, often withholding the 
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parts they most coveted. No one dared relax or rest on their laurels, as there were always 

other splendid dancers only too anxious and capable of stepping into the shoes of the 

slackers and the self satisfiedéó (Dolin 1953, 108) Dolinõs statement was likely true for 

many of the dancers, but not all recalled being intensely competitive. Markova and Danilova 

were good friends by all accounts. This environment, on the other hand seemed to have 

been one of the issues Geva found intolerable about the Ballets Russes, making her 

employment in the company relatively short, only two years. Diaghilev tried to keep her on 

by promising her the roles of Sokolova when she retired, a situation most likely as difficult 

for Sokolova, who knew someone was waiting in the wings for her slow down, as for Geva 

who waited for a chance that never came. 

 Life for everyone was hard in the company, even under the patronage of the Monte 

Carlo royals. After World War I, the dancers were cut off from Russia. Since there was 

nowhere else to work in Europe, the dancers were trapped.6 Geva reported that they were 

paid badly, and only during the season so that everyone was concerned when the vacation 

time came. In addition, the dancers paid not only for their own living expenses, but for their 

pointe shoes and tights as well. (Geva 1976) Markova recalled that they had daily class at 9 

a.m. regardless of how late they had worked the night before, adding that it was not 

uncommon for a rehearsal to last until 2 a.m. (Markova 1972) Geva described the daily 

schedule: company class was taught from 9 to 10 a.m. by ballet master Cecchetti, followed by 

rehearsal until 1 p.m., when they broke for lunch. Rehearsals resumed from 3 to 4:30 p.m. 

Dinner was followed by performances in the evening, call was at 7 p.m. (Geva 1976) She 

further described Cecchettiõs classes: òwe did the same steps on Monday, every Monday, and 

another set of steps every Tuesday. He had divided them over the week and you knew 

exactly what you were going to do on Monday, on Tuesday, on Wednesday, and 

ThursdayéThey were taxing. They were difficult. But they were not interesting at all.ó (Geva 

1976) Doubrovska also recalled training with Cecchetti: òHis style was wrong; he taught 

everything posed, artificialéBut during the winter everyoneéwent for two months to Italy 

to study with him because he gave us la force, strength.ó (Doubrovska 1982, 9) Markova said 

that òit was Maestro and Madame Cecchetti. Because Maestro didnõt take the corps. It was 

Madame Cecchetti took the corps and some of the soloists. And Maestro only took the 

principals.ó (Markova 1993) It is not clear if Markova was only speaking of the time directly 

after she joined the Ballets Russes, since Geva was a member of the corps and remembers 



133 

 

Cecchettiõs classes in detail. It is probable that Cecchetti taught different groups within the 

company at different times. 

6.2 The Young Choreographer 

 Balanchine created 10 ballets for the Ballets Russes: Le Chant du Rossignol, Barabau, La 

Pastorale, La Chatte, The Triumph of Neptune, Jack in the Box, Apollon Musagète, The Gods go a 

Begging, Prodigal Son, and Le Bal. In addition, he created two new solos for Geva in 1927, 

Grotesque Espanol and Sarcasm when she left the Ballets Russes to go on tour in the United 

States with Chauve Souris. When Balanchine and the other dancers first arrived at the Ballets 

Russes, the quality of the dancers was not particularly good, according to Doubrovska, 

because most of the corps de ballets had returned to Russia during the First World War, 

leaving Diaghilev without dancers who possessed the discipline and training of the Imperial 

Theaters. This deficiency was definitely one of his motivations for finding and hiring the 

Soviet Dancers. Danilova recalled that they were not well received by the other dancers in 

the company since Diaghilev had fired other dancers to make room for the òawful Soviets.ó 

(Danilova 1978-1979) Balanchine said that the corps was a disaster, but that the soloists were 

good, and Dolin believed that the principals had strong personalities. (Geva 1979) Markova 

gave an interesting insight into the quality of the corps: 

Well, looking back the corps, to begin with, were older than the corps today, they 

were more mature as artists. Maybe their technique wasnõt quite as strong as the corps we 

have today, but then today they concentrate on technique first, and in some of the works that 

are still danced there are things that are missing nowéthe accent today is on the athletic 

aspect of technique, but during that period technique was supposed to express simplicity. No 

preparations, so that you didnõt see any of the mechanics, whereas today itõs the opposite, the 

first thing they want to do is to impress everyone with  how hard it is, how much theyõre 

doing how high, or whateveré(Vaughan 1977, 56)  

De Valois also noted that the dancers in the company were not up to Balanchineõs standards, 

but she gave a different reason:  

He brought back far more classicism. We had had a demi-charatère period with 

Massine. Nijinska started to move out of that, but Balanchine brought back a lot of pure 

classicism. When he arrived, he was horrified with the dancing of the company. He didnõt 
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think any of the dancers were any good. He was looking for classical dancers, and such a lot 

of them were character dancers. (de Valois 1991 87)  

Scholl supported this notion, saying that the choreography of the ballets became less 

interesting as the focus of the works was pointed towards the décor and dramatization. 

(Scholl 1994, 65) Geva also recalled that òDiaghilevõs corps was awfuléjust absolutely 

terribleéWhat the kids dance now could never have been even attempted by the dancers in 

the Diaghilev company.ó (Joseph 2002, 46) 

 The letters Balanchine wrote to Diaghilev in September 1925 and 1927 showed him 

trying to remedy the problem of the quality of the dancers. Whether the reason was the lack 

of training or simply that the company consisted mostly of character dancers at that point, 

Balanchine attempted to get dancers for the company who had been trained in Russia. In the 

letter dated September 4, 1925, Balanchine discussed some dancers whom he wished to hire 

for the upcoming season. Many of these dancers were at the time in Western Europe (Berlin, 

Paris, and Riga) making it easier for them to be hired. One dancer he described as òslim and 

beautifulénot a bad dancer, about the same style as the quartet group.ó (Balanchine 

September 4, 1925) Exactly what he means by the style of the quartet group is unclear. He 

could have meant that she would be able to dance demi-soloist roles, such as pas de quatres. 

Since this letter was written only months after the premiere of Le Chant du Rossignol, it is also 

possible that he was referring to the four dancers on whom Balanchine choreographed a 

special section in that ballet. According to Hodson and Archer, these dancers were unhappy 

that Diaghilev had cast Markova in the role of the Rossignol, and Balanchine choreographed 

a pas de quatre for them. (Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 9) 

 In this letter Balanchine also discussed another dancer, Susan Gercenberg, from the 

Bolshoi, who at the time was at Riga. He probably had not seen her dance, but, having 

received confirmation that she indeed had been òin the service of the Bolshoi,ó wanted to 

hire her. (Balanchine September 4, 1925) This seems to confirm that he was working very 

hard to hire classical dancers for the company. A second letter to Diaghilev discussed more 

dancers located in Western Europe, one in Berlin, another in Finland. Balanchine mentioned 

the years in which some of these dancers had graduated from Theater School and described 

them in detail. His description of some of the women demonstrated that he was looking for 

a certain type of dancer. One woman he said was òa beautiful woman, taller than average.ó 
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Another was òan intelligent, classical dancer, not at all fat and not particularly talléshe is an 

accomplished classical dancer.ó (Balanchine September 15, 1925) It is clear that he was not 

only looking for beautiful women, but slim ones as well. He obviously was conscious of their 

heights.7 

 After 1925, it would seem that in their search for dancers, Balanchine and Diaghilev 

had exhausted their resources in Western Europe. In another letter, dated only September 5, 

but most likely written after 1925, Balanchine discusses the dancers he was attempting to get 

from Russia. A telegram and a letter dated September 26, 1927 also show that Balanchine 

and Diaghilev were still attempting to get dancers directly from Russian, but they do not 

seem to have been successful. Interesting is that Balanchine was trying to get his former 

classmates and Young Ballet collaborators. In the letter from September 5, Balanchine tells 

Diaghilev that Mungalova did not want to leave Russia, and that Kostrovitskaya had married 

and would be willing to come with her new spouse. Mikhailov, Archipova and Stukolkina 

would be ready to leave immediately. A handwritten copy of a telegram from Diaghilev to 

Balanchine tells him to hire these dancers immediately. On September 26, 1927 he again 

mentioned that Stukolkina and Archipova would be ready to come immediately, and he 

added Mlodzinskaya to the dancers he was trying to obtain. These dancers appear in 

Slonimskyõs list of members of the Young Ballet. (Slonimsky 1991, 61) However, it would 

seem that they were not able to leave the Soviet Union,8  and Balanchine was forced to work 

with the dancers he had. 

 As in Maryinsky, the company was divided into a strict hierarchy, Lifar explained: 

òwhen I entered the company in France, the atmosphere was that of a hierarchy. Talent 

didnõt count for much, but seniority. The very young people were treated like errand boys 

and girls who had to go buy cigarettes for aging dancers who no longer knew how to dance.ó 

(Lifar 1972). The hierarchy was set for the Soviet Dancers from the beginning, their status 

and pay in the company based partially on their former status at the Maryinsky. Balanchine 

was hired as choreographer, giving him the largest income, Danilova was hired as a soloist, 

Efimov and Geva in the corps de ballet. Geva received the least pay since she had still been a 

student at Theater School when the group left. She recalled that this was a bit of a blow after 

the months they had spent together in Germany. On tour they were all of equal status, and 

she felt like she had been òquite successfuló in the work she did with Balanchine. (Geva 



136 

 

1974) In addition, it must have been difficult to be married to the choreographer who 

belonged to Diaghilevõs inner circle, a place where she was not welcomed.  

The following section will look in detail at some of Balanchineõs most important 

works for the Ballets Russes. It will focus on the elements that he brought with him from the 

Soviet Union and show how he began to combine them with what he had learned from 

Diaghilev. The two solos he created for Geva for Chauve-Souris, Grotesque Espanol (1927) 

and Sarcasm (1927) will be examined as well as six of the ballets choreographed for the Ballets 

Russes. Two of these ballets, Le Chant du Rossignol (1925) and La Chatte (1927) have been 

studied in detail and reconstructed by Hodson and Archer. Since these ballets give important 

clues to choreographic elements of the other works, they have been included in this section. 

The other four ballets, Barabau (1925), La Pastorale (1926), Jack in the Box (1926), and The 

Triumph of Neptune (1926), have not been reconstructed, and most of the information in this 

section is from the recollections of the dancers themselves. This study has a different goal 

than the reconstructor; there is not enough documentation for stage worthy reconstructions 

of many of these ballets, but examining the materials that do exist can give vital information 

to Balanchineõs early vocabulary, furthering the goal of creating as complete a picture as 

possible. The size of sections on each dance is not based on my personal determination of 

the historical importance of certain works, but on the availability of material. Dances that 

have been recalled in detail by numerous dancers are described in more detail here. If the 

dancers claimed the dance to have not been as significant or as important as another, it has 

been stated here, but I have made no such distinction myself. In addition to the memories of 

Geva and Danilova, which continue to provide a rich source of information, the 

recollections of Markova and Doubrovska have been used extensively, since these dancers 

not only participated in the creation of these ballets, but also numerous interviews in English 

detailing their experiences in these ballets and giving clues to the choreographic experiments 

in these ballets.  

 In contrast to the difficulties presented in the study of Balanchineõs pre-Ballets 

Russes works, these ballets are well documented, many of the dances having been performed 

all over Europe for several years. Even the memoirs of the dancers seem to be more 

complete. This is probably not due so much to the time span separating the interviews and 

the actual events; only a few months and years separate the performances of the Young 

Ballet and Balanchineõs first successes at the Ballets Russes, rather the dancers had left the 
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chaos of post-revolutionary Russia, and it is likely that they have clearer memories. More 

sources not directly relating to the memories of the dancers are used; however, the reader 

will note that this study is based to a large extent on the recollections of the artists. 

 6.3 Le Chant du Rossignol 

 Le Chant du Rossignol or Song of the Nightingale represents a number of firsts:  

òBalanchineõs first creation after he left the Soviet Union, his first production for Serge 

Diaghilev and his first project with Igor Stravinsky.ó (Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 7) It 

was also Balanchineõs first full length ballet, and the first time he worked with a baby 

ballerina. (Markova 1972) In 1995 Markova recreated her role on video for the Interpreters 

Archive of the George Balanchine Foundation. The video, entitled Alicia Markova Recreating 

Excerpts from Le Chant du Rossignol gives a òverbal analysis, not only of the steps (with 

seasoned advice as to their technical execution and projection of their movement qualities), 

but of the motivations behind the stepséó (Reynolds 1995, 17) Using this project as a 

starting point, Hodson and Archer reconstructed the entire ballet for the Grand Ballet de 

Monte Carlo. The film Four Emperors and a Nightingale details their process and gives many 

important details about the original production from 1925. This section will look at those 

aspects that were influenced by Balanchineõs St. Petersburg past, the classical, avant-garde, as 

well as his own choreography and put it in context with other, less documented works. The 

memoirs of the dancers give a more complete picture of what the dancers and witnesses 

experienced while rehearsing and performing this ballet, especially when examined in 

conjunction with other sources. 

 The score to Le Chant du Rossignol had been written by Stravinsky and first staged as 

an opera in 1914. Buckle said that Balanchine was already familiar with the music since he 

òhad played a small role in the complete opera in St. Petersburgéand thought the flute in 

the ballet version was no substitute for the soprano voice.ó (Buckle 1988, 34) The score was 

very difficult, and no one except Stravinsky was able to play it for rehearsal, so he made a 

copy for the pianolas to be used during rehearsals. (Markova 1993) The original sets had 

been destroyed in World War I so new sets had to be made when the music was staged as a 

ballet in 1920. Choreographed by Massine, the ballet was not successful and was dropped 

after only a few performances, partially because it was overloaded with the sets and 

costumes, but primarily because he had choreographed against the music, making the 
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audience think that the dancers had been poorly rehearsed and òhad no ear.ó (Goodwin 

2002, 45) While re-choreographing the ballet, Balanchine got rid of many of the sets and 

props that had burdened the Massine production. Hodson described it as being òa 

fascinating study of Balanchineõs aesthetics because he cleans deck and gets rid of a lot of 

detail in the props and costumes and streamlines the movement.ó (McCarthy 2002, 3)  

Danilova also said that streamlining the movements of ballet was one of the qualities 

Balanchine brought to the dance. It would seem that in this ballet he began to work on this 

element, which, like in many other works was progressing towards what later became the 

important elements of his work. 

 Boris Kochno said that Diaghilev gave Balanchine this project to try out his skills as a 

choreographer. (Kochno 1991, 82) Doubrovska recalled Balanchineõs initial conversation 

with Diaghilev about the ballet: 

  Then he said to Balanchine: òWell I heard you know music so well. I have a ballet Le 

Rossignol by Stravinsky. Two people have tried it already, but it was not very successful and 

itõs in the cellar now, all the costumes and scenery. I want to give you a chance to try it. I 

want to see how you can do it.ó 

So Balanchine said: òAll rightó and Diaghilev asked: òYou are not afraid to do 

Stravinskyõs music?ó And Balanchine answered: òNo, I know it very well.ó (Doubrovska 

1975) 

Balanchine himself recalled that Diaghilev asked how quickly he could choreograph: òHe 

said ôCan you do it very fast?õ I said ôof course I can do it very fast.õ I was young. When 

youõre young you do anything. So I grabbed the opportunity, and thatõs how it started.ó 

(Gruen 1975, 280)  

Balanchine admitted that at the time his knowledge of the arts did not extend beyond 

dance and music. He recalled: òthe first year I had to do a ballet called Le Chant du Rossignol. 

Matisse was there. I didnõt know who the hell he was. I didnõt know the names of the people 

or the wonderful painters. 9 I was absolutely stupid. I never read anything. Nothingéó 

(Gruen 1975, 280) His youth and lack of experience when choreographing caused 

Balanchine to sometimes be caught between the older, more experienced collaborators. In 

archival footage, he tells of being caught between Stravinsky and Diaghilev, both insisting on 

a different tempo for the music. (Bank and Van Schaik 2004)  
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The role of the Nightingale was choreographed on 14 year old Alicia Markova. An 

English girl who spoke neither Russian nor French, she was a student of the Russian 

ballerina Serafina Astafieva in London and had been performing professionally since she was 

a very young child, being billed as òLittle Alicia, the Child Pavlova.ó (Markova 1986, 12) 

Diaghilev discovered her when she was ten years old, and she recalled that he was so 

impressed with her that he wanted to include her in the Prologue of the Sleeping Princess as the 

Fairy Dewdrop, the smallest fairy with a variation choreographed for her by Nijinska. She 

unfortunately became too ill to perform. (Markova 1986, 14) Markova said that Diaghilev 

kept up on her progress and eventually had her audition for him and Nijinska, at which time 

she was told she òwas to be considered as a member of the Ballets Russes in the New Year 

of 1925, andéwould be able to live with the Nijinska familyéó (Markova 1986, 15) Because 

of Nijinskaõs sudden departure from the company, Markova was forced to audition again, 

this time for Balanchine, specifically for the role of the Nightingale. She said òI was small 

and was doing anything he asked me to do. I was doing 16 fouettés 32 fouettés, double turns 

in the air, all kinds of things.ó (Markova 1972) She also recalled having done acrobatic 

movements. (Markova 1986, 15) and òôlanding on her tummyõ after being flung through the 

air.ó (Joseph 2002, 61) The description of òlanding on her tummyó was reminiscent of the 

Catõs slide on the floor at her final exit from stage in La Chatte.  

Doubrovska recalled that Markova was a òtiny child.ó (Doubrovska 1982, 4) and 

Geva said that when the ballet was choreographed she was at an awkward age: òMarkova was 

all in long white tights from top to bottom, sitting in a cage. She was very awkward at the 

time. She was all legs and arms, terribly skinny. I always wondered, she didnõt look to me like 

a rossignol, she looked more like some sort of chick that has been plucked.ó (Geva 1976) 

Her extreme youth itself presented its own difficulties, but Markova remembered that she 

got on well with Balanchine, since he himself was also very young, twenty, at the time. She 

said that òI think being very young I found him most intriguing.ó (Markova 1972) Markova 

said that she began to cry at her first rehearsal because she was unable to understand the 

music and was sure that she would be sent home. At that point Stravinsky himself was put in 

charge of her musical education: òHe took me aside. ôLittle one,õ he used to say, or ôlittle birdõ 

he said, ôDonõt worry. Now if you learn by ear, you have to learn music by ear, you will never 

have any more worrieséõ Stravinsky said you have to learn by ear. Everyone else was 

counting.ó (Markova 1972) Markova also recalled her special friendship with Danilova. Since 
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Markova only spoke English when she arrived at the company, and all calls were posted in 

Russian, Danilova wrote her name in Russian for her so she would know when she was up. 

(Geva 1979) Danilova also recalled that òGeorge and I ôadoptedõ little Alicia Markova, and 

for her sixteenth birthday we took her out to dinner, ordered her first glass of champagne, 

and gave her her first bottle of perfume.ó (Danilova 1988, 105) Markova said òAlexandra 

Danilova ébecame like an elder sister to me, because she spoke a little English, and she was 

then, as she remains to this day, one of my dearest friends.ó (Markova 1986, 19) 

Markovaõs role in the ballet was one of the most memorable, and many of the 

witnesses refer to movements she made during her solos when recalling the ballet Markova 

recalled her role: òRossignol was an isolated role, a little bird and it didnõt involve 

partneringéthe action of the ballet wasnõt divertissement style. It went straight through. But 

there was the marvelous pas de deux between Death and the Nightingale.ó (Markova 1991, 

91) The video taping of Markova reconstructing the solo showed some of the steps of the 

Nightingaleõs solo: 

The Nightingale òsingsó with fluttering fingers (somewhat in the manner of the 

Songbird Fairy), but with hands flat and angular arms, crossed in front of her chest. She 

delicately sails around in a front attitude, but with the working toe touching the opposite 

hand. In the reverse of this turn, the knee is directed toward the floor, this time with the toe 

reaching for the other hand, with the arm crooked backward over the shoulder. The 

Nightingale walks on pointe with knees and insteps forward. Her dainty but ground-hugging 

crouches would strain the thighs of any dancer. All these turned in positions were 

challengingé(Reynolds 1995, 18) 

Markova recalled how difficult it was to do Balanchineõs style: òIn the morning I 

would have my classes with Cecchetti and he would be instilling me to turn out, and then I 

would have to come in the evenings with Balanchine, and all these wonderful modern things 

he was giving me, all turned in. I found that rather confusing. In which direction do I go?ó 

(Drummond 1997, 250-251) She recalled that he òopened up new doorsó for her after 

learning the classical tradition. She said òwhat fascinated me was that it was rather like 

mathematics. It appealed to the mind. The way it evolved and worked out.ó (Markova 1972) 

òRossignol was filled with invention that have become commonplace today, because 

subsequent choreographers have stolen them from George. George even stole from 

himself.ó (Markova 1991, 91) Geva said that he used a òhard-edged gymnastic styleó in this 
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ballet and it would seem that Balanchineõs experiences playing ragtime and blues in cabarets 

and silent cinemas in St. Petersburg helped shape the dances of the Mandarins and other 

court figures. (Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 9) Petipaõs influence was also directly seen in 

this ballet. Danilova said that he adapted the entrance of the Shades in La Bayadère for the 

procession of the court ladies when they thought that the Emperor had died. (Hodson and 

Archer 1999/2000, 9) While Balanchine gave his tribute to his classical past in these 

movements, Markova emphasized that the movements were not classical. (Reynolds 1995, 

18) Danilova also mentioned another invention from this ballet, one that could be seen in 

the Nightingaleõs solo: òBalanchine introduced cha´n® turns with the arms open, then closed, 

then open again-no one had ever seen that before.ó (Danilova 1988, 72) 

Markovaõs original costume was not only artistically beautiful, it showed how 

different the Ballets Russes productions were in comparison to those in Russia where the 

academic rules were still very much in place. She recalled that her costume was  

all over white silk tights, with large diamond bracelets on my ankles, and my arms, 

my wrists, and with a little white chiffon bonnet rimmed with white osprey. It was all very 

modern, something to do with the Chinese legend of white being associated with 

deathéThat was perfect for the Paris opening, because nobody had any objections to a 

female appearing on-stage in all-over tights. But two years later, for the London première at 

Princeõs Theater, suddenly the manager was in a panic because of Lord Chamberlain. At that 

time it wasnõt permitted to appear like thatéThat was when he (Matisse) designed those little 

white chiffon trousers to go over the tights, studded with rhinestone, and this little tunic that 

went over that also to make me decent. But today, to think about these things! It was very 

strange. (Drummond 1997, 251)   

Both Geva and Danilova danced the role of the Ladies in Waiting. Geva described 

that role as having been òrather cumbersome the whole thing. Long, floating around and 

what not.ó (Geva 1976)  Danilova said òI danced in the corps de balletséwe had to come in 

certain procession. Then we lie on the floor in certain way, prostrated. Then they brought in 

the cage with the bird.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) Hodson said that Danilova and the other 

principal dancers of the Ballets Russes, Doubrovska, Nikitina, and de Valois, were displeased 

that Markova had been cast in the role of the Nightingale, so òto appease them Balanchine 

embedded a pas de quatre in the female corps, calling these dancers, endearingly, ôthe divas.õó 

(Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 9)   
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The role of Death was alternated by Doubrovska and Sokolova. (Reynolds 1995, 18) 

Hodson explained that òMassine made the original role on Sokolova, whom Balanchine 

inherited for his own choreography. Once the chance came, however, Balanchine cast long-

limbed Doubrovska as Death and extended the choreography.ó Doubrovska10 embodied 

what later became known as the Balanchine dancer. She recalled her first meeting with 

Diaghilev: òBefore I danced for him, he looked at me and said, ôYou will do for character 

parts.õ I said, ôno. I am a classical dancer, not a character dancer. At the Maryinsky I was a 

soloist in classical parts...õ My graduation performance, I danced Black Swan with Oboukhoff 

and the last part I had done in Russia before leaving was Lilac Fairy.ó (Doubrovska 1982, 2-

3) For Balanchine, however, she had many qualities he admired: long legs, high extension, 

and pure classicism, qualities essential to what he considered the ideal ballerina. 

(Huckenpahler 1983, 388)  

Like the Nightingale, Deathõs costume showed a departure from the strict rules of the 

Maryinsky, and his leaning towards costumes that freed the body and allowed the audience to 

see the movement. Matisseõs costume for Doubrovska òconsisted of body tights in a 

demonic shade of red, with face painted to match, over which Matisse personally traced 

skeletal lines.ó (Huckenpahler 1983, 388) Doubrovska said it was one of the first times she 

wore just tights, no tutu. (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 40) She wore a necklace of skulls around 

her neck, an instrument eventually used by the Nightingale to entrap and defeat her. 

In the final scene of the ballet, Death came to take the Emperor away and his plan is 

thwarted only by the Nightingale.  The role of Death was inspired by military salutes, 

consisting of high kicks and arm movements, movements which complimented 

Doubrovskaõs tall body and long legs Hodson said that òDeathõs stalking, predatory moves 

and her ambiguous sexuality belong to the archetypal femme fatale of the 1920s and Geva 

said this sort of Balanchine woman owed something to the Salomé of his mentor, the 

iconoclastic choreographer Kasian Goleizovsky.ó (Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 9) She 

continued, òThe violence of the pas de deux shocked the critics. André Levinson recoiled as 

Death ôput her foot on the spine of the frail and white Nightingale,õ but was won over by 

what he deemed a new classicism in this Balanchine duet (Comoedia, 22 June 1925).ó (Hodson 

and Archer 1999/2000, 9) 



143 

 

Balanchine himself danced the role of the Mechanical Nightingale. In this dance, 

Hodson said Balanchine made fun of his avant-garde past. In one performance, he was 

forced to dance the role of the real Nightingale, once again demonstrating his ability for 

comical character roles (although the role was not meant to be funny). Diaghilev never let a 

performance be cancelled, and one night Markova was ill, and since there was no understudy 

for the role, Balanchine was forced to do it.11 (Geva 1979) Kochno described his costume in 

detail:  

Having, with considerable difficulty, gotten into Markovaõs transparent, child sized 

costume, Balanchine dreamed up for himself what he believed to be the makeup for a fairy 

character in the Chinese theater, but was, in actuality, a clownõs. He smeared his face with a 

thick layer of white grease paint and, in order to look like a bird, completed his mask with a 

storkõs beak. 

His entrance onstage was greeted by a stunned silence that gave way to shouts of 

laughter throughout the theater, and, finally, to thunderous applause; people supposed they 

were witnessing a comedy number. But they were soon disappointed, for Balanchine was so 

paralyzed by the audienceõs response that he forgot all his own choreography and was unable 

to improvise a single step.  

For subsequent programs that season, Le Chant du Rossignol was prudently struck 

from the announcements. (Kochno 1970,144) 

When he appeared on stage the people started to laugh and he froze. Having forgotten the 

choreography, he began to improvise, making it almost impossible for Death to react in the 

final scene. Danilova said he was eating and drinking, which Markova never did, and that 

everyone was laughing to tears, even Diaghilev. The princess of Monte Carlo liked it so 

much that she wanted to see it performed by Balanchine again. (Danilova 1978-1979) Geva 

said òso George put on white tights and got in the cage. So when he emerged, he burst into 

some light fantastic dance trying to remember his own choreography. Of course he couldnõt 

dance on pointe, so it was quite different. He didnõt imitate a bird when he danced, but he 

laughed himself sick. So did the audience.ó (Geva 1991, 15) Doubrovska recalled that in that 

same performance she was for some reason wearing the wrong dress, making it hard to kill 

the Nightingale. She did not recall if she actually managed to kill it in the performance or not. 

(Doubrovska 1976) 

Hodson also described this as òa very eclectic work, with a lot of detailed quotes form 

Petipa and the Meyerhold Russian Constructivist theater, all kinds of things are brought in 
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with the general aesthetic very clean.ó (McCarthy 2002, 3) She describes exactly how 

Balanchine utilized what he had learned: 

Vsevelod Meyerhold presented an avant-garde production at the Maryinsky Theater 

in 1918. Meyerhold seated singers on benches and surrounded them with dancers, 

emphasizing the horizontal axis of the stage. We realized it was probably Meyerholdõs mise-en-

scène that showed Balanchine how to exploit the Emperorõs static central placement in 

Matisseõs d®cor. Ballet designers usually seat monarchs to the side so that dancers have full 

use of the diagonals. But Matisse put his throne and dais at the top, dead center, establishing 

two polarized points of reference, the Emperor upstage and the public downstage. 

Balanchine devised his dances as a double mirror image, reversing movements on either side 

of the perpendicular and addressing it to both the fictional audience, the Emperor, and the 

real ones beyond the footlights. (Hodson and Archer 1999/2000, 8) 

It is interesting to consider that this was the first time that Balanchine worked with platforms 

as sets for a ballet that he choreographed himself. He had seen the work of Meyerhold and 

also said that Goleizovsky was one of his biggest early influences. Goleizovsky used 

platforms extensively in his ballets, most notably in the ballet Joseph the Beautiful and The 

Afternoon of a Faun. That Balanchine had not yet used a platform in one of his ballets could 

have been due to a lack of interest in building them, but, bearing in mind that the costumes 

were even handmade, I think that lack of funding for anything such as sets in his 

performances in St. Petersburg is also a likely reason. In addition, many of his dances were 

performed in small nightclubs and on various stages in St. Petersburg as shorter numbers in 

variety shows, making it impossible to have any sort of stage setting other than what was 

provided by the facilities where the performances took place. In addition, it would have been 

unrealistic to bring sets along on the tour of the Soviet Dancers. Whatever the reason for the 

lack of sets, the fact that Balanchine did not work with sets at an early stage probably enabled 

him to develop in a different direction, namely that he began to use the bodies of the dancers 

to build different levels, as in Funeral March, something that he expanded upon in La Chatte.  

6.4 Barabau 

 Although Barabau, also choreographed in 1925, was well received by the public, there 

is little information available about it despite the large cast. According to Geva, òwe all 

danced in Barabau.ó (Geva 1976) Kochno said that is was successful, but was removed from 
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the repertory because of òproduction difficulties created by the inclusion of the chorus.ó 

(Kochno 1970, 233) Sokolova described them as òa chorus of mournful-looking citizens in 

black bowler hats and gloves who popped up from behind a fence and sang a deadpan 

commentary on the action.ó (Sokolova 1989, 240)  

 Vaughan described the scenario as: 

  éa kind of contemporary commedia dellõarte piece in which a wily peasant (Leon 

Woizikowski) outwits a troop of rapacious soldiers, led by Lifar, who are billeted on his farm, 

by playing dead. There were also flirtatious episodes between the military and the women of 

the village, with the danseurs disguised with false noses and padded posteriors, performing 

the grotesque antics devised by Balanchine and generally entering into the spirit of this 

vulgar, knockabout farce with appropriate gusto. (Vaughan 1979, 65)   

Kochno described this work as òballet with chorus of singers,ó with music Diaghilev 

commissioned Italian composer Vittorio Rieti to write specifically for a ballet. (Kochno 1970, 

230) Geva recalled that the ballet was based on a little Italian verse: òIt was something about 

ruining a vegetable gardenéand old song and ôBarabau, Barabau, the soldiers came in and 

they ruined your vegetable gardenñwhat are you going to do?õ Thatõs the thing that 

Diaghilev presented to George one nightéHe said, ôNow we are going to do this ballet.õó 

(Geva 1976) Barabau was created especially with Lifar12 in mind. He said that òwith Barabau, 

Balanchine became my choreographer.ó (Lifar 1982, 25) Geva recalled that the dance 

contained no solo for the women, since it was done for Lifar, who played a soldier. She said 

that they wore boots instead of pointe shoes. Her description of the dancing was short: òIt 

looked like a dancing Charlie Chaplin. It  was very funny. George invented all sorts of 

incredible things, idiotic ones. The audience roared, just roared throughout.ó (Geva 1976) 

 Danilova also recalled her roll in Barabau, saying it òwas the first Balanchine ballet I 

did for Diaghilev. It was one on the Italian song. It was funny. We all been padded with 

bosoms and derrières. The choir stood behind the wooden fence. Maybe twelve, sixteen 

people in funny hats. And they be singing and we be dancing. Diaghilev did it, I think, as a 

little bit of a tribute to Monte Carlo. It was gay and Italian, with eating and drinking.ó (Tracy 

and De Lano 1983, 25)  
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 Sokolova described that Woizikowski was òin his element, with long black 

moustaches, eating imaginary spaghetti, swilling it down with Chianti straight from the flask, 

doing amazing tricks and dancing on top of an enormous barrel.ó (Sokolova 1989, 239-240) 

Sokolovaõs performance in this work was also essential to its success. It was not originally 

created on her, but Tatiana Chami® was not able to òquite bring it off.ó (Sokolova 1989, 240) 

Sokolova recalled: 

It was not long before I took over the role. I realized I must do something to make it 

a success. The costume was a blouse and skirt, red stockings, black boots and an upturned 

straw hat. I got a switch of false hair and pinned it on top of my head, then planted the hat 

on top of that. Next I stuck a piece of wax on the end of my nose, raised my eyebrows and 

reddened my lower lip only. I was rewarded by a burst of spontaneous laughter as I came 

onto the stage-the first time that such a thing had happened to me, and it was a wonderful 

experience. (Sokolova 1989, 240) 

Little was written in detail about the choreography of this ballet, although the dancers recall 

that it was inventive. Its chief elements seem to have been the costumes and the comedy of 

the ballet.  

 In 1930, when Balanchine spent one season working at the Royal Danish Ballet, he 

set this ballet on the company. Ulla Poulsen recalled that it òwas not well liked by the Danish 

audience. It was an amusing, grotesque little ballet. We liked it because it reminded us of La 

Sylphides and some of Bournonville, but the audience wanted to see another kind of ballet. 

The critics wrote terrible things, and it was taken off.ó (Poulsen 1991, 95) She did not 

elaborate on what parts reminded her of the Romantic ballet. 

6.5 La Pastorale 

 Premiering in London in 1926, La Pastorale was not as successful as Le Chant du 

Rossignol; however, it was often mentioned in memoirs. Doubrovska said that Diaghilev was 

astonished at how well Balanchine had accepted Stravinskyõs music and asked him to do 

another ballet, òthis one for Doubrovska and Lifar.ó (Doubrovska 1982, 4) From most of 

the accounts, its primary importance was how Balanchine worked with Doubrovska, a 

dancer whose body typified what would later be known as the òBalanchine body,ó and most 

accounts deal primarily with her performance.  
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The scenario written in twelve scenes by Boris Kochno told the following story: 

éit dealt with a telegraph boy (Lifar) who yields to the lure of a beautiful summer 

day. Tossing his deliveries aside, he whiles away an afternoon enjoying the pleasures of the 

countryside. To his surprise a film crew breaks in on the peace of the meadow. The Star 

(Doubrovska) is an alluring woman, quite unlike the naµve country lasses of the boyõs 

experience. Together they dance a novel duet, the boy falling prey to the starõs fascination, 

and the star enjoying her power over him. At length the boyõs defection is discovered by irate 

villagers, who demand their mail. The film troupe leaves, and the boy returns to his peasant 

love (Danilova and Gevergeva, alternately). (Huckenpahler 1983, 389)  

Kochno, who wrote the scenario for the ballet, admitted that òthe action was 

confused, and the plot, based on antic situations that arise between some screen actors and 

villagers acting as extras in a film being shot outdoors, was incomprehensible to the 

audience.ó He added that òdespite many happy inspirations in the solo dances, Balanchineõs 

choreography lacked substance.ó (Kochno 1970, 238) The boyõs fianc® was originally danced 

by Geva, but Danilova took over the role when Geva left the company.   

Sokolova also said that this ballet òhad no importance.ó She remembered 

òDoubrovska in the guise of a film star unlike any seen before or since wearing a short, 

fringed skirt and a long velvet train, extending her elegant white legs, pointing her lovely 

arched feet, being followed about by a silly little camera on a tripod and interrupted by Lifar 

riding a bicycle.ó (Sokolova 1989, 248) Doubrovska also recalled that Lifar òruns around and 

throw everyone the letters.ó (Doubrovska 1976) Danilova said that the choreography for this 

piece demonstrated that early on Balanchine loved to choreograph on tall women. She said 

òit was a perfect role for Doubrovska because she had such long, long legs and arms-though 

very beautiful, she looked different from everybody else, almost freakish. And Balanchine, in 

his choreography for her, used to exaggerate her uniqueness. (Later, in The Prodigal Son, he 

made her into the Siren who devours the young man and had her wear a very high hat to 

make her appear even taller).ó (Danilova 1988, 79) It is interesting to compare the 

description of Doubrovska with that of Balanchineõs first muse, Ivanova. Also tall with long 

legs and arms, Balanchine made use of her strengths in the choreography of Valse Triste, 

creating large jumps and movements which accentuated her size, lengthening the 

movements. When Danilova described that in the classical dance of the Imperial Theaters 

the movements were hindered by stopping the leg at ninety degrees, she also automatically 
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implied that legs that go over ninety are no longer òtightó as in the pure classical traditions. 

By using the développés over ninety degrees, Balanchine not only changed the line of the 

dancer, but her movement dynamics as well, the movements becoming longer as they 

become larger. It is also important to note that it is unlikely that Balanchine could have 

created this role on another dancer at the time, since most of the other dancers were shorter 

with less extension. 

Buckle said that Diaghilev liked La Pastorale and kept it in the repertory until 1929, 

despite the bad reviews13 it received in England. Since he could not read English at the time, 

Balanchine was not troubled by the bad reviews. Later, however, he said òI was living in a 

(foolõs) paradiseéif I had known at the time the language I should have committed suicide. 

But I can judge for myself. If I donõt like what I do, I throw it away.ó (Buckle 1988, 38-39) 

The ballet was criticized for its lack of classicism and for the use of steps that appeared to be 

acrobatic and to have been taken from the music hall. The criticism gave another clue to how 

this ballet was an extension of Balanchineõs Soviet work. His use of acrobatics and music hall 

moves showed the influence of Biomechanics and as well as the FEKS. It is interesting that 

the ballet was criticized for these aspects, since the Ballets Russes had created other 

successful works which combined the high and low arts14 for years. However, the criticism 

seemed to be justified because the piece simply was not very good, and was not solely due to 

the incorporation of popular culture. 

The dance had several elements that prefigured Balanchineõs later works. According 

to Huckenpahler, òclassicism was the base, but it frequently culminated in positions and 

movements reminiscent of the musical stage or athletic field. In the principal pas de deux 

Doubrovska was given a series of développés, not to be performed in the ordinary manner, 

but passed over the head of her partner as if to affirm her confident glamour.ó 

(Huckenpahler 1983, 389) This description again indicated that extension was more to be 

expected of modern ballet dancers, a stark contrast to Danilovaõs description of their training 

at Theater School. It foreshadows one of Balanchineõs most important transformations to 

ballet.   

The most important aspect of La Pastorale was the introduction of a new step. 

Doubrovska described it: òthe adagio for Lifar and me was new and very difficult. Lifar turns 

me by the knee while I am standing on one foot with my other leg in very high arabesque. It 

is the same movement that you see now in Serenade, only more difficult because now there is 
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5. Felia Doubrovska in La Pastorale in 1926. 

a long tutu, and in La Pastorale I have a very short dress so the audience sees the whole 

movement.ó (Tracy and De Lano 1983, 42)  Doubrovska also recalled that the step was very 

difficult since she òhad to uphold my body myself.ó (Doubrovska 1975) Danilova says that at 

the time this move was considered òdaring.ó (Danilova 1978-1979) Doubrovska felt 

privileged to be used so often by Balanchine to try out new things, saying òhe called me his 

guinea pig.ó (Huckenpahler 1983, 392) Her flexibility allowed her to be used to create some 

of Balanchine most interesting early roles including Death in Le Chant du Rossignol, 

Polyhymnia in Apollo, and the Siren in The Prodigal Son. In learning the new style, she said that 

Balanchine would explain what she had to do, and that the technique would develop 

naturally while creating new ballets. She insisted that when a dancer knows the classical 

technique well enough, she can build on it. (Doubrovska 1975)  

 


