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The Seventh Symphony, setling lor Act II' Montc Carlo' 1938. Christian Berard' Collection Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo
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For more than three centuries theatrical design has

.r.,rnk"d a curiously ambiguous esthetic 
-reactiono

;;;;;; u.,*.t" admiration {or its undeniable artistic

it.,*ot""" and sneaking doubts about its artistic legiti'

*""r. ffr" reason for this uncertainty is the awareness

ii"i'.ru*" design, judged out of theatrical context' Ioses

ii, "*"iti"f 
justification; it then becomes something

else for which there is no ready clefinition or frame of

reference. Summarily, scenic designs may be defined

as authentic documents of artistic intention in a state

of yet unachieved purpose' The execution on paper or

;;;., regardless of it' poqtible excellence' is but one

;;; """o*p'"h""sive 
creative process' a transition'

'"1 .."o.dirrg of the artist's vision before it becomes in-

volved in the mechanics of the stage production' Al-

though both project and realization may hold identical

l,r"tii.. of magic and fascination' this physical condi-

iion b."o*". the ultimate test for the artist's achieve'

ment. For if the painter's two-dimensional rendition be

"or,ride.ed 
as alsolutely self'sufficient and definitive'

it do", not permit of any further form of elaboration'

transformation or reinterpretation in whatever other

".ir.r" 
medium. Its very state of finality and perfection

would condemn its use for the stage'

The esthetic issue has become confused' .Evidently a

drawing or painting by Picasso' Braque' Rouault'

arouses interest regardless of its scenic 
-relevance 

or

merit, whereas the iair appreciation of the work of a

g;k.U Ro"rich or Benois d"p"'dt largely on the under'

standing or the premise of a specific theatrical concept'

InAmerica,morethaninEurope,theprolessional
,tug" a".ig.'"r and the easel painter tend to rnove in

."p-ur"t" artistic realms and toward difierent artistic

.r,d.-ulthot'gh here they have to pass the same union

examination in order to qualiiy for a contract' What'

ever useful purposes this rigid test may serve' it does

neither warrant nor further esthetic standards' as ex-

perience has shown' There are always those' of course'

*ho *ould gladly sacrifice the spirit of the theatre to

the genius of painting-as though they were mutually

exclusive. This absurd alternative characterizes the

Or"J"*i*Uy realistic theatre of our time which ofiers

"ri r" ofp"r,onity and no challenge for visual imagina'

tion. In the majority of today's productions' on as well

as ofi Broadway, the pride of the designer seems to be

.r"*.rtrrr, to disguise the illusion' rather than to

create it. Our dramatic theatre is the poorer for being

so literal, and this explains why the ballet', unrealistic

i, 
- 

a.nrut"' und p*pot"' has become 
.the 

favorite

ni"." .f refuge for scenic creativeness in the great

tradition.
Theballetstagehasmaintainedaprivilegedandre.

.p""tJ"rti.tic f,osition mainly for the reason that so

;;;;;;"" of f"*" and stature contributed their

i"f"*. t" its scenic investiture' The beginning-or more

accurately: the revival-of this specific esthetic atti'

tude with regard to stage design can fe 
precisely placed'

and dated. One man i"t '"tpot"ible 
for it' Serge de

lt"Ufrtf*. Early in our century' the great Russian im'

ffi; arrived in Paris with a ballet company which

hassinceacquiredanalmostlegendaryreputation'the-iir"ru 
Rr,*' de llonte Carlo' Otiginally it was a

visiting ensemble composed exclusively of Russian

artists and performers' tu"""=={ul beyond precedent in

the very same connoiss"ur ci'cles which patronized thLe

promising young painters oI the day' In this earlier

;;;il oigit'ut"d such splendid realizations as L6c'n

Bakst's Scheherazaile (19i0) ' 
Nicholas Roerich's Socre

d,u Printemps (1913)' Alexandre- Benois' Petrouchlira

iiritf , ",,d 
Nutuli" Gontcharova's Coq d"Or (19L4) '

European ballet became identified with Russian ballet'

fr"rirutty Diaghilev settled in France' and in laler

y"".., p".,i"ulurly uftet the First World War' he cle'

veloped the international company and promoted the
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