Firebird and other Legends

For four years we approached the somewhat impenetrable Australian Ballet to review and promote dance and dancers, all to no avail. At our first meeting with a concerned Lady Potter, she asked us why we did not review ballet along with our operas.  She personally recommended us to the company but we received no invitations to the fully subscribed company, as they “did not need the publicity”.  We have listed ballet on our website and have now been invited (thanks to Stravinsky and the Firebird) to review a production by this, the largest dance organisation in Australia. We hope this change of heart may bring about an influx of younger theatre/dance lovers. 

Please read on for the triple whammy 100th anniversary of the Ballet Russes productions of Les Sylphides 1909 by Chopin, Petrouchka 1947, and the Firebird 1945 by Stravinsky.

Les Sylphides-Chopin/Fokine

Ballet Russes choreographer Mikhail Fokine promoted the now ubiquitous form of the plotless, abstract one act ballet where robotic tutu frocked clone like ballerinas perform the repertoire with mechanical sterile perfection, in absolute unity and perfect line. On a feminine stage of lilac-blue coloured moonlight reflected silver mauve lake the identikit swans display their precise technical skills to the very romantic music of Frederic Chopin.

Petrouchka-Stravinsky/Fokine

A radically different if not still patriotic choreography by Fokine was employed next in Petrouchka. Its wildly colourful crazy set, and costumed figures signalled the death-knoll for traditional dance parodying puppet like precision (3 puppets this time 2 men and one woman) brought to life in a marketplace by a showman dressed as a magician. The fabulous Alexandre Benois original design set (re-built) and costumes were loaned by Birmingham Royal Ballet.  

Australia's National Gallery under the inspirational guidance of then Director James Mollison, (later on NGV Director now retired) purchased numerous original costumes and backdrops from Ballet Russes "in the early 1970's, which will be exhibited later this year in Canberra. 
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The Firebird-Stravinsky/Murphy

Dancer/ choreographer Nijinsky's device of  trio casting one man and two women, as  in this Graeme Murphy Firebird, is said to represent a wish Diaghilev had often expressed to Nijinsky, to make love to two men simultaneously. 
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Murphy is a self confessed fan of the Ballet Russes and its art designers such as artist Leon Bakst and /Filmmaker/writer and last known Grand Master of the Knights Templar Jean Cocteau. We loved the dancing and overall look, but felt that the costumes were way too earthy in texture and colours, also the lizard-egg-birth look resembled an Alien, the movie day spa.
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Sergei Diaghilev's troupe of sacred monsters was the most satisfactory substitute Jean Cocteau had yet found for the cultured, artistic-minded bourgeois among whom he had grown up; richer than the fauna of Marseilles Kasbah, more interesting, exotic, and authentic than the salons. Diaghilev, the father of the troupe, was a formidable despot, whimsical, sarcastic, vindictive, practicing outrageous favouritisms and endowed with extraordinary artistic flair, he welcomed and always sought novelty. He welcomed the strangeness of The Firebird" and Petrouchka as he refreshed the revised and revived ballet in Russia for export to the West. Nijinsky and Diaghilev were lover/partners up until Nijinsky's marriage and eventual tragic insanity. 

Cast and crew (main)
Firebird (2009)
Concept and choreography Graeme Murphy
Creative associate Janet Vernon
Music Igor Stravinsky
Set and costume design Leon Krasenstein
Lighting design Damien Cooper

Petrouchka (1911)
Choreography Mikhail Fokine
Producer John Auld
Music Igor Stravinsky
Set and costume design Alexander Benois
Lighting design John Berrett

Les Sylphides (1909)
Choreography Mikhail Fokine
Music Frédéric Chopin
Arranged by Roy Douglas
Décor Paul Kathner Lighting design Francis Croese reproduced by John Berrett 

Links to further information

http://www.australianballet.com.au/main.taf?p=4
