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As part of a project to celebrate
the three tours to Australia by the
Ballets Russes companies between
1936 and 1940, Michelle Potter
looks at a seminal fin de siecle art
journal conceived by Serge Diaghilev
'In a word I see the future through a
magnifying glass'.
- Serge Diaghilev, 1897

S

erge Diaghilev, Russian impresario
extraordinaire, was an imposing person.
Perhaps best remembered as the man
behind the Ballets Russes,the legendary
dance company that took Paris by storm in
1909, he was known to his inner circle as
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Seriozha, and sometimes, in later years, to
dancers who worked for him, as Big Serge.
Reputedly he was of only medium height
but he had wide shoulders and a large head
(many of his contemporaries made this
observation). But more than anything, he
had big ideas and grand attitudes. When he
wrote to his artist friend, Alexander Benois,
that he saw the future through a magnifying
glass, he could have been referring to any
of his endeavours in the arts. Or even to
his extreme obsessions, such as his fear
of dying on water and his consequent
deep reluctance to travel anywhere by
boat. But in fact, in this instance, he was
referring specifically to his vision for the
establishment of an art journal.
This remarkable journal, Mir iskusstva
(World of Art). which went into production
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in 1898 with Diaghilev as editor-in-chief, was
financed by two influential Moscow-based
patrons of Russian art. They were Savva
Mamontov and Princess Maria Tenisheva,
each of whom had established artists'
colonies in the countryside outside Moscow.
Both nourished a particular desire to promote
the Russian arts and crafts movement. The
journal they backed was published in St
Petersburg and appeared twice monthly
until 1900 and then monthly until 1904. In
essence, this journal set out to champion the
idea of art for art's sake; to lead its Russian
readers away from Realism, the art style
that was dominant in Russia at the time, and
to introduce them to the freer styles that
were flourishing throughout Europe. In the
first two issues of Mir iskusstvo, Diaghilev
published his manifesto for the journal in a
series of four articles with the overarching
title of 'Complicated Questions'.
The National Library has a full run of Mir
iskusstvo. It is the only Australian library to
hold copies, which were purchased in 1974
as part of a larger consignment of Russian
books from a Brisbane-based professor,
Andrew Field. Although Mir iskusstvo has
been in the Library for over 30 years, its
presence was rediscovered only recently
when an old card record was entered online.
The newly accessible record was noticed by
a Library staff member, Nick Henderson, a
recent participant in the Library's graduate
program. His particular interest in art and

dance had generated a catalogue search on
Diaghilev, which uncovered the record. With
some degree of excitement, staff called in
the journals from offsite storage. Research
revealed that the collection was indeed a
full run. The items were officially removed
from the warehouse, underwent some
preservation treatment and are now housed
in the Library's Rare Books Collection.
Further research generated questions
about the dating of the journal. The
Library's catalogue gave the date range as
1899-1904 and this dating was corroborated
by other catalogues in various corners of
the world. Several leading scholars working
in the field of dance research, however,
have referred to Diaghilev's 'Complicated
Questions' manifesto as appearing in 1898,
and the Bibliotheque Nationale de France
in Paris, which also holds a full run, gives
a start date of 1898. Yet the contents
page for the National Library's copy of the
first issue, which contains the first two
parts-'Our Supposed Decline' and 'The
Eternal Conflict'-of Diaghilev's manifesto
is numbered 'No. 1-2 1899'. A footer
indicates that the journal was passed by the
censor in November 1898. Is the 1899 date
merely a numbering system put in place in
anticipation of an 1899 publication date?
Did the approval from the censor mean that
in fact the first issues did appear in 1898?
Research to confirm the exact publication
date of the first issues continues.
Mir iskusstvo was eclectic in scope.
It published the work of a wide range
of Russian, European, and British artists
along with critical essays and reviews of
exhibitions and theatrical performances.
It drew on all kinds of art and craft as
illustrative material: furnitu re, interiors,
architecture, pottery, musical instruments,

clothing, jewellery, embroidery as well
as painting, drawing, graphic design and
sculpture. It covered a range of styles and
techniques. Even the work of the Englishborn Charles Conder, well known in this
country as one of the impressionist artists
of the Heidelberg School, appeared in
one issue. Aubrey Beardsley's work was
published, as were woodblocks by Japanese
masters Hokusai and Hiroshige. American
Diaghilev scholar, Lynn Garafola, has
remarked that Mir iskusstva was 'a breath
of fresh air in a stagnant art world'.
Mir iskusstva was probably Diaghilev's
greatest achievement from the period of
his life that preceded the acclaimed era of
the Ballets Russes. In many respects, Mir
iskusstva, including the many discussions,
meetings, lectures and exhibitions that led
up to its establishment and surrounded
its production, prepared the way for the
formation of Diaghilev's hugely influential
dance company. Among the contributors to
Mir iskusstva and members of the founding
committee, were Leon Bakst and Alexander
Benois both of whom would play significant
roles in the flowering of the Ballets Russes,
from its first Paris season in 1909 until 1929
when it disbanded following Diaghilev's
death. But more significantly, Diaghilev
promoted a particular attitude through
the journal that would inform so many of
his Ballets Russes activities. Mir iskusstva
promoted artistic change. It challenged the
existing order.
So did the Ballets Russes.
Most famously, Diaghilev's Ballets
Russes generated some truly exciting
collaborative ventures across the arts in the
early twentieth century. Choreographers,
composers and visual artists-Nijinsky,
Fokine, Stravinsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Matisse,
Picasso and so many more-came together
to produce ballets of a kind previously
unknown. Many of the works created for
the Ballets Russes, or produced by Diaghilev
for the first time in the West, are still in
the international repertoire today-Giselle,
The Sleeping Beautyand Les sylphides.
And more and more companies around
the world are finding ways to reconstruct
those Diaghilev ballets that were dropped
from repertoire over the course of the
mid-twentieth century, most notably the
Stravinsky/Nijinsky/Roerich creation Rite
of Spring; Afternoon of a Faun, whose

collaborators were Nijinsky, Debussy and
Bakst; and Parade, the work by Cocteau,
Massine, Picasso and Satie that was inspired
by Diaghilev's exhortation to Cocteau,
'Astonish me!' The Diaghilev enterprise also
established a new audience for ballet and
its influence extended beyond a theatre
audience to the popular world of fashion
and interior design.
The dance legacy of Diaghilev's company
lives on in Australia. It was initially
perpetuated as spectacle through three
tours to this country by companies tracing
their lineage back to Diaghilev's Ballets
Russes: the Monte Carlo Russian Ballet
touring from 1936 to 1937, the Covent
Garden Russian Ballet between 1938 and
1939 and the Original Ballet Russe, 1939
to 1940. And from dancers who came to
Australia on one or other of these tours, and
who stayed on to teach, choreograph and
direct Australian companies-Kira Bousloff,
Edouard Borovansky, Helene Kirsova, a
contingent of Polish dancers, Tamara
Tchinarova, Anna Volkova and others-the

legacy was absorbed into the very essence of
dance, the human body, to be passed on in
perpetuity to future practitioners.
As the Australian arts community
anticipates the 70th anniversary in 2006
of the arrival in Australia of the Monte
Carlo Russian Ballet, and as the worldwide
arts community prepares to celebrate the
centenary in 2009 of Diaghilev's first Paris
season, the existence of a full run of Mir
iskusstva in the National Library gives
Australians working in the arts an insight
into the desire to engage with the new that

marked the work of Serge Diaghilev,
Big Serge.
Postscript: In a strange twist of fate,
given his fear of water, the final journey of
Big Serge was by gondola. Diaghilev, this
imposing and influential man, whose artistic
courage changed the face of ballet forever,
died in Venice. His funeral cortege proceeded
by gondola to the cemetery island of San
Michele, in the lagoon around which the city
of Venice is built.
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