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1Foreword

Foreword

The emergence in Paris in 1909 of Serge Diaghilev’s Ballets 
Russes changed the course of ballet in the twentieth century. 
During the 1930s the arrival in Australia and New Zealand of 
Ballets Russes companies had an equally powerful effect, not 
simply on ballet, but on the cultural lives of the two countries.

How lucky for us to have seen the amazing artists of the 
Ballets Russes in performance, and to have some of them 
live amongst us here in Australia, sharing their art, wisdom 
and life experiences. We owe it to all of them to perpetuate 
their passionate belief that dance touches the very core of our 
humanity. Their personalities and creative mastery live on in 
our memories, photographic and film archives, and now also 
in this beautiful book.

The desire to know more about and to celebrate this 
much-heralded period in our dance history led to a unique 
research partnership between The Australian Ballet, the 
University of Adelaide and the National Library of Australia, 
under the banner of Ballets Russes in Australia: Our Cultural 
Revolution. Funded by the Australian Research Council and 
led by Nicolette Fraillon, Mark Carroll and Lee Christofis, 
the investigation has uncovered many hidden treasures and 
provided some glorious moments on and off stage. One of the 
more lasting of these outcomes is this wonderful book. 

Enjoy!

David McAllister

David McAllister, AM,  

Artistic Director,  

The Australian Ballet.  

Photo by James Braund.
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Supplementary information
Extensive additional information on the Ballets Russes in Australia and New Zealand can be accessed 
via the Ballets Russes Project website (http://www.nla.gov.au/balletsrusses). The site includes the 
PROMPT Collection, a listing of programmes, cast sheets and other ephemera in plain-text and 
digitised formats. It also includes information on photograph collections, albums, galleries and links 
to articles, other libraries, performing arts collections and websites in Australia and overseas. Project 
research documentation can be accessed at http://blogs.nla.gov.au/balletsrussesresearch.

The National Library of Australia (http://www.nla.gov.au) holds extensive materials on the 
tours, individual ballets and leading Ballets Russes artists. The materials include photographs, 
programmes, publications and Oral Histories. Rare Australian film footage taken during the tours is 
held by the National Film and Sound Archive (http://www.nfsa.gov.au).

The Theatre Collection at the Barr Smith Library, University of Adelaide, holds related 
photographs, programmes and publications, including Léon Bakst’s design compendia, at  
http://digital.library.adelaide.edu.au/dspace/handle/2440/12031. The Performing Arts Collection, 
Arts Centre (Melbourne) also has extensive holdings of tour-related documents.



The ballets Russes in Australia and beyond6

Introduction
Mark Carroll

Writing in London’s Daily Telegraph on 27 August 1936, the balletomane Arnold Haskell alerted 
readers to ‘an interesting experiment going on behind the scenes at Covent Garden, where Col. 
de Basil’s ballet is teaching its repertoire to the company which is to tour Australia’.1 The tour to 
which Haskell refers was the first of three to the Antipodes undertaken by ballet companies overseen 
by Colonel Wassily de Basil, who emerged to take control of the remnants of Serge Diaghilev’s 
Ballets Russes in the aftermath of the legendary impresario’s death in 1929.

While de Basil shared Diaghilev’s entrepreneurial zeal and formidable work ethic, the artistry of 
his companies owed more to their inheritance than to de Basil’s own creative vision. The Ballets Russes 
was the brainchild of a group of St Petersburg artists – visual, literary and musical – established by 
Diaghilev’s aesthetic mentor Alexandre Benois. Benois later recalled that the group was passionate 
in its belief that dance could serve as the catalyst for a new, collaborative art form:

Below left: 

Serge Diaghilev.  

Photo Lebrecht Music & Arts.

Below right:  

Colonel Wassily de Basil. 

Photo Lebrecht Music & Arts.



7Mark Carroll

The ballet is one of the most consistent and complete expressions of the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, 
the idea for which our circle was ready to give its soul. It was no accident that what was afterwards 
known as the Ballets Russes was originally conceived not by the professionals of the dance, but by a 
circle of artists, linked together by the idea of Art as an entity. 2

These self-styled Nevsky Pickwickians contributed to the prestigious and provocative magazine Mir 
iskusstva (World of Art), which Diaghilev and Benois, together and separately, published from 1898 
to 1904.3 In Mikhail Fokine the Mir iskusstva circle found a choreographer already undermining the 
entrenched, limiting practices of the Imperial Theatres, where he was first soloist. In Diaghilev, who 
was not a balletomane but a musician, curator, writer, publisher and exporter of Russian opera, the 
circle found the imagination and business acumen to create an enduring, if financially precarious, 
edifice – the Ballets Russes – which gave its first performance in Paris on 19 May 1909. There 
seemed no end to the creative possibilities Diaghilev would pursue, as Vaslav Nijinsky, Léonide 
Massine, Bronislava Nijinska, George Balanchine and Serge Lifar successively replaced Fokine as 

E.J. Tait (centre) and  

Anna Pavlova (with four  

unidentified men),  

Australian tour 1926 or 1929.  

National Library of Australia 

nla.pic-vn3600797.
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9Mark Carroll

his choreographers. Their collaborators came to include Igor Stravinsky, Maurice Ravel, Serge 
Prokofiev, Erik Satie, Natalia Goncharova, Benois, Léon Bakst, Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, 
Joan Miró, Gabrielle Chanel, Jean Cocteau, Georges Rouault and the rising generation of French 
composers and artist–designers. For 20 years, from 1909 until Diaghilev’s death, the company 
remained at the cutting edge of European performing arts. Despite the best intentions of those 
associated with the famous Théâtre de Monte Carlo, Diaghilev’s winter-time home away from 
home, where the company was to have performed had not his death intervened, the burden of debt 
was such that the Ballets Russes was disbanded and its members and effects dispersed.

Enter Colonel de Basil. More interested in matters pecuniary, in 1931 de Basil formed an uneasy 
and ultimately short-lived alliance with the more cultured René Blum, the dance producer at the 
Théâtre de Monte Carlo. Together, de Basil and Blum drew on Diaghilev’s repertoire, collaborators 
and dancers, and came to rely heavily on his repetiteur Serge Grigoriev, who had taught, rehearsed 
and directed every Diaghilev performance. Grigoriev’s wife Lubov Tchernicheva became an 
inestimable coach for dancers new to the Diaghilev repertoire and was astute and discerning as she 
advised them on any new ballet. And so at the Théâtre de Monte Carlo, redolent of Diaghilev’s past 
glories, the Ballets Russes de Monte-Carlo made its debut on 17 January 1932. Success followed 
success, until de Basil took sole control of what had become an international touring company after 
out-manoeuvring Blum in April 1935.

The de Basil troupes were brought to Australia by a company that looms large in the history of 
the performing arts in Australia – J.C. Williamson Limited. Until the early 1930s the Williamson 
company (aka ‘The Firm’) enjoyed a virtual monopoly in Australia as a performing arts impresario. 
Following its establishment in 1874 by the formidable James Cassius Williamson (1845–1913), the 
company built on its initial success in presenting Gilbert and Sullivan light opera and diversified into 
a range of genres, including grand opera, Shakespearean theatre, variety shows, military bands and 
ballet. Performances were usually staged in Williamson-owned theatres across the country, as was 
the case with the Ballets Russes tours. The activities of The Firm have been detailed by Viola Tait, 
the wife of Frank Tait, the youngest of five inimitable brothers who bought into the company in 
1920. Tait’s account makes it clear that the company played a pivotal role in encouraging Australian 
audiences to view ballet as something more than a mere music hall entertainment of questionable 
artistic and moral value. Tait suggests that after a false start in 1893, when J.C. Williamson presented 
a grand ballet divertissement entitled Turquoisette to an indifferent public, Adeline Genée’s visit in 
1913 marked the ‘birth’ of ballet in Australia.4

Ballet’s profile continued to improve, courtesy of Williamson tours by Anna Pavlova in 1926 
and 1929. Williamson cable books show that The Firm was keen to tour the Ballets Russes de 
Monte-Carlo as early as 1933, when the company boasted Massine as its choreographer. After 
negotiations foundered, Pavlova’s reputed husband, Victor Dandré, offered The Firm a ‘Russian 
Ballet’ starring Olga Spessivtseva, whom J. Nevin Tait (The Firm’s London agent) described as a 
‘replica Pavlova’.5 Spessivtseva toured in 1934. Negotiations for a subsequent ballet company tour of 
Australia began in earnest in early 1936, after plans for a Russian opera company tour, which was to 
include the Markova–Dolin Ballet, came to nought. As had been the case earlier, negotiations were 
conducted by Nevin Tait in London and his brothers Frank and Ted in Australia. During February–
March the Taits shifted their attention to the possibility of touring the Markova–Dolin Ballet itself, 

Facing:  

Souvenir programme for  

the 1934 Australian tour by  

Olga Spessivtseva. 

Courtesy Special Collections, 

Barr Smith Library, University 

of Adelaide.



The ballets Russes in Australia and beyond12

but baulked at the high fees and guarantees demanded by Alicia Markova and Anton Dolin. The 
landscape altered appreciably when, on 18 June 1936, Nevin cabled his brothers with the news 
that de Basil had formed a second company – in addition to his heavily committed Ballets Russes 
de Monte-Carlo. The new company was built around the Ballets de Léon Woizikovsky.6 The date 
of the cable confirms that the Taits were better informed than company dancers, in that on 10 July 
Thomas Armour, an American dancer with Woizikovsky’s troupe, informed the English balletomane 
Margaret Power that ‘rumour has it that Léon has signed with de Basil using us as the nucleus for a 
second company’. With considerable understatement, Armour concluded that this ‘would be a good 
idea I think’.7 Indeed it was.

The company, to be known for touring purposes as Colonel W. de Basil’s Monte Carlo Russian 
Ballet – with ‘Direct from Covent Garden Opera’ added to further pique public interest – was seen 
as an attractive proposition by the Taits because of the sheer size of its repertoire. Its demand, 
made to Nevin by de Basil’s impresario, the Australian-born Daphne Deane (whose real name was 
Theodora Rabinowitz), that The Firm pay 50 per cent of its travel costs and a weekly guarantee of 
£800 also represented better value for money than the amount asked for by the Markova–Dolin 
company.8 Not that Ted Tait was to see it that way when news spread of the impending visit of what 
sounded to him suspiciously like a B team. Viola Tait writes of Ted marching down to Adelaide’s 
Outer Harbor upon the company’s arrival there on 10 October 1936 to demand why he wasn’t 
getting what he paid for, which was an experienced, established company supposedly teeming with 
stars.9 The glittering premiere in Adelaide on 13 October confirmed that Ted needn’t have worried, 
and the stage was set for an extraordinary episode in the cultural life of the Antipodes.

Richard Stone has compiled the following tour itinerary, which gives an indication of the sheer 
scope of the tours to Australia and New Zealand. The latter tours were undertaken by what had by 
then reverted to a single de Basil company.

FIRST AUSTRALASIAN TOUR 
Colonel W. de Basil’s Monte Carlo Russian Ballet 
(sometimes abbreviated to Monte Carlo Russian Ballet) 
October 1936 – July 1937 
Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, New Zealand, Brisbane, Sydney, 
Melbourne, Adelaide

AUSTRALIA

Adelaide Melbourne
Theatre Royal His Majesty’s Theatre
13–28 October 1936 31 October – 22 December 1936
(21 performances) (60 performances)

Sydney New Zealand
Theatre Royal Various cities (see below)
26 December 1936 – 26 February 1937 February–May 1937
(72 performances) (68 performances)
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