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About the Book

Alexander Barabanov, a key figure in the Russian dance world, has sifted through many thousands of photographs of dance to accumulate an extraordinary collection of pictures, ranging from historical ballet photographs to shocking avant-garde imagery.

This work has been collected and edited to form an astonishing sequence. Rather than being assembled as an anthology, the sequence has in fact been ‘choreographed’ so the book is constructed to form a dance in ten movements. It begins with creation myths, follows erotic engagements and leads to a series of mass movements in the modern age. It includes such gems as the young Nureyev’s first performance with the Kirov and Baryshinikov’s debut as well as images with brutal reference to Abu Ghraib or the march of fascism.
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INTRODUCTION

ALEXANDER BARABANOV

I

Dance is one of the oldest art forms on earth. From the 12,000-year-old rock engraving of ritual dance in the Addaura cave in Sicily to Le Sacre du Printemps in the twentieth century or the innovations of the twenty-first century, extraordinary dances have been inspired by human emotions. Dance exists in nature itself. Countless animal courtship rituals display beauty of movement and rhythm.

Classical dance and contemporary creations coexist in the modern world. Dance, which once struggled for recognition, has established itself in an infinite variety of forms. Dance, as physical expression, liberates us. Dance photography provides a further level of art, which is perfectly attached to the original creation, yet exists independently within its own medium. As it guides the eye, the photography focuses the viewers’ attention on particular concepts. Photographs reveal those powerful moments, which remain fixed like passages of prose or of music, that can be recalled long after a novel is closed or a symphony completed.

Movement is the substance of dance and capturing movement is the challenge of dance photography. As with any photography, composition, light and colour are significant features, but movement is what the dance photographers are chasing. The limited technology of early photography restricted the medium to still imagery – the portrait or the landscape – whereas the modern camera records minute fractions of a second. One might suppose that modern exposure times would enable a profusion of extraordinary dance images to emerge in the way that sports photography freezes bodies so dramatically. It is not the case. The eye of the artist, not the technology, makes the picture.

The photographs reproduced in this book are mixed, both in chronological order and in style. Nineteenth-century albumen prints can follow twenty-first-century digital images, because here the subject and the essence of the image are paramount. This book is not about photographic method or technique, astonishing though it may be. Dance involves a symbiosis of many arts – music, multimedia visual forms and design – just as its movement involves both body and mind and touches on an endless range of emotions. At its best, dance photography enables us to hold on to the emotion and preserve a sense of the energy of the performance. A transmutation of reality can occur.

II

Dance photography grew out of theatre photography towards the end of the nineteenth century when photographs of ballet stars first became collectable items and the carte-de-visite was produced for admirers. The small carte-de-visite was hugely popular and widely distributed, though the pictures were only about ten by six centimetres. Larger prints began to be made for framing and display on tables and mantelpieces. Since the end of the nineteenth century thousands of glass-plate negatives with images of dancers have been stacked up in theatre archives in Paris, St Petersburg, Moscow and Milan waiting to be classified and for their value to be recognised. Only a small number of studios were producing photographs of the étoiles of the Paris and Milan Opéra, of the dancers of the Russian Imperial Theatres and the divas of exotic dance. Portraits of legendary dancers such as Carlotta Grisi, Rosita Mauri, Carlotta Brianza, Maria Petipa, Matilda Kshessinskaya and Ruth Saint Denis have survived.
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1. Anonymous Photographer, Dancer with Tarot Cards, 1860, albumen print tinted with watercolour
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2. Pesme Photographie Studio, Dancer of Opéra, Paris, c.1895, albumen print
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3. Bergamasco Studio, Maria Petipa, dancer of Imperial Theatres, St Petersburg, c.1890, albumen print

The work from the French photo studios reflected the French market. They used provocative settings and themes such as smoking cigarettes to represent signs of decadence and to highlight the personal freedom of the étoiles, who at the time were socially classless. In Russia, the photography was different; the photographs from the famous Bergamasco studio in St Petersburg had especially elaborate backgrounds and luxurious theatrical decoration. In Japan, which was newly opened to the outside world and the presence of cameras, dancers were photographed as part of the portrayal of the Geisha culture of Edo, but by the 1870s the dancers were documented by Japanese photographers who were establishing their own studios.

At the beginning of the twentieth century the production of dance photographs soared with the emergence of the first real international ballet stars and their accompanying publicity machines. The demand for photographs and photogravures increased dramatically. The popularity of exotic dance also spread across Europe. Sergei Diaghilev’s formation of the Ballets Russes in 1909 and his way of working with the press was a huge stimulus for both dance and photography. Diaghilev’s concept of the ‘God of Dance’, invented for his ultimate inspiration, Vaslav Nijinsky, required vast numbers of photographs for the growing army of admirers. Diaghilev’s success also furthered the phenomenon of international balletomania, as groups of admirers now pursued stars around the world. Several of the balletomanes were also photographers.
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4. Tamamura Kozaburo, Geisha Dancer with Fan, Tokyo (Edo), 1880, watercolour toned albumen print

The first publication in the history of dance photography was Baron Adolf de Meyer’s series of thirty-three palladium prints of L’après-midi d’un faune, published in 1912 as a limited edition of 250 copies. This performance, the first cubist ballet, was Nijinsky’s masterpiece. De Meyer, who was highly skilled in his use of light and composition, applied his special techniques to light the dancer from several positions. De Meyer focused predominantly on Nijinsky and his short dialogue with the nymphs. His fascination with the dancer drove him to produce remarkable pictures. After Vestries, the legendary eighteenth-century dancer, Nijinsky was the first international male star to be subjected to the obsessive cult of balletomane admirers. Nijinsky had made a great step towards establishing male dance in its own right by taking it beyond the courtoise style of simply accompanying the female prima. Countless photographs of Nijinsky were made at the Paris studio of August Bert and there in 1912 Nijinsky was photographed from a back view, the first time any dancer had been pictured from behind.
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5. Unknown photographer, Etude, Hertha Feist’s Laban Schule, dancing in the Berlin Stadium, Berlin, 1923, gelatin silver print

Many photographs of experimental choreographers and performers, such as Isadora Duncan, Ruth Saint Denis, Ida Rubinstein and Mata Hari, were appearing in Europe and America at the same time as the Ballets Russes. Mata Hari’s execution by the French after charges of spying in 1917 increased her legend, as did the premature death of Isadora Duncan. They were both to become photo icons. Duncan was famously photographed by Edward Steichen. Another frequently photographed legend of the time was La Belle Otero, an erotic dancer whose fame was served by her status as mistress to both the Prince of Monaco and King Edward VII. But unquestionably the most celebrated and photographed dancer of the period was Anna Pavlova, who frequented numerous St Petersburg studios.

By the twenties, experimental dance inspired by Marie Wigman and Rudolf Laban was being recorded on film as well as by photography. The freestyle movements of Hertha Feist’s Laban Schule in Berlin were photographed in 1923. The Berlin Stadium was even used as a location. Laban, one of the key initiators of modern dance in Europe, was brilliant at working with a massive numbers and at employing strong architectural backgrounds. After his appointment as choreographer to the Prussian State Theatres in Berlin in 1930, he became director of the Deutsche Tanzbuhne. Predictably he was engaged by Hitler to choreograph his parades until he fell foul of the Nazis and his work was destroyed. In 1938 he fled to England, where he died.
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6. Unknown Photographer, Olga Desmond, St Petersburg, 1908, gelatin silver print

III

Eroticism is one of the primary instincts of dance. Photographs of naked dancers date from the beginning of the twentieth century. Although the very first nude dance installation from St Petersburg in 1909 is only described in written reports, there are numerous photographs from the period that testify to the prevalent eroticism. Ruth Saint Denis, Cleo de Merod, Otero, Jean Börlin, Nijinsky, Mikhail Mordkin, Josephine Baker and Ida Rubinstein became sex gods and goddesses. Studies of Olga Desmond by the Karl Fischer Studio of St Petersburg show the dancer in classical nude poses that reveal her voluptuous form. Nude photographs of Josephine Baker were hugely popular in France. Isadora Duncan’s erotic etudes caused crowds to scream for her en masse. The liberation of the body went further, as can be seen in the remarkable photographs of Jenny Gertz’s ‘movement choir’ in Fruehlingseinzug from 1925.

After the horrors of war and the mid-century disruption of European culture, the dance world was overtaken by the events of history. During the years of recovery in the fifties there was a resumption of creative energy evident in the astonishing world of fashion and the accompanying magazines. Rudolf Nureyev went to Paris in July 1967 during the week of the Collections. The two important American magazines, Vogue with Irving Penn and Harper’s Bazaar with Richard Avedon, were competing for a feature with the dancer. Harper’s and Avedon won. Later, Avedon persuaded Nureyev to pose naked. He described the scene: ‘As I went on photographing, he slowly raised his arms, and as his arms went up, so did his penis. It was as if he was dancing with every part of himself. His whole body was responding to a kind of wonder at himself. I though this was the most beyond-words moment – too beautiful to be believed. A narcissistic orgy of some kind. An orgy of one.’ Avedon also went on to work closely with the choreographer Twyla Tharp. Theatre, dance and performers were attractive to Avedon and to his sense of visual dynamic, which was so prevalent in his greatest fashion work.
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7. Lyle Wessale, Dancers in Op, America, 1967, gelatin silver print
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8. Deborah Turbeville, Dancer, St Petersburg, 2005, gelatin silver print

Penn photographed many American dancers, including the New York City Ballet and its founder, George Balanchine. Penn found dance a perfect medium through which to photograph the pure physical form of the naked body in a way that was entirely stripped of eroticism, but which acquired a kind of sculptural presence. Both Avedon and Penn had been influenced by Alexey Brodovich, the Russian émigré who became a legend in the world of design. Brodovich’s book of his own dance photographs, Ballet (1945) is a rare treasure and his photographs, which mostly vanished in a fire, are even rarer. A later generation of celebrated photographers who were much published in the magazine world continued this exploration of dance – Deborah Turbeville photographed the dancers of the Mariinsky
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