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Russian fall at Dansmuseet in Stockholm

A golden age in Russian art:

ALEXANDRE BENOIS AND THE WORLD OF ART

13 September 2002 – 12 January 2003

A Russian fall is in preparation at the Dansmuseet in Stockholm. A large exhibition around the group called The World of Art (Mir iskusstva) which made Russian art flourish around 1900, is in focus of the museum´s activities also including concerts, lectures and nonstop screenings of Russian ballet films.

The new exhibition follows upon the museum´s previous explorations in Russian art, starting in 1993 with Léon Bakst – The triumph of sensualism and Theatre in Revolution – the Russian avantgarde on stage 1913-30, followed by The Art of Extravagance – costumes from Diaghilev´s Ballets Russes in 1996 and Nijinsky-legend and modernist in 2000 (created together with Musée d´Orsay in Paris).

The namn of World of Art or Mir iskusstva has become almost magical. It conjures up images of the beautiful art magazine of the same name, published between 1898 and 1904, as well as the artistic association and the prestigious exhibitions that they organized in Russia. The World of Art has now grown into a common concept, uniting painting, music, stage and book design in the minds of connoisseurs of art.

World of Art was not a uniform stylistic movement, but the sum of numerous, individual modes of expression. But the group was born in a general dissatisfaction with the conservative academism and the dominant realistic movement. In true democratic feeling, the members declared themselves to be open towards all art, free of national, thematic and stylistic borders. They were united in their search for beauty and the unbridled imgaination. They had an eye for the past and another for the trends in western European art, as Symbolism and Art Nouveau. 

World of Art was born out of a circle of young men in St Petersburg with the extremely cultivated Alexandre Benois as center. Among the friends were Léon Bakst and Sergej Diaghilev and the latter was to become the leader of the new formation of artists. World of Art launched a flourishing of artistic brilliance in Russia, which extended from painting and sculpture to book illustration and graphic design and their dazzling cooperative ventures in theatre and ballet was a natural development of their interest in the decorative aspect of art. It was out of their strive for the synthesis of different genres of art, that the legendary Ballets Russes emerged, with Diaghilev as its born leader and Bakst and Benois as its dazzling visual artists.

The exhibition will present examples of the many different artists involved, of the portrait masterpieces of Valentin Serov, of the lyrical landscapes of Isaak Levitan, of the refined, elegant daydreams of Konstantin Somov, of the colourful archaism of Nicholas Roerich or the theatrical fireworks of Léon Bakst. Diaghilev´s and the group´s enthusiasm for Scandinavian art will be mirrored in the work of the Swedish painter Anders Zorn who scored an enormous success in Diaghilev´s exhibition in Petersburg in 1897 and even inspired to a special movement in Russian art called zornism.

But a very special place in the exhibition is devoted to Alexandre Benois (1870-1960), the intellectual center of both World of Art and the early Ballets Russes. True to the multidisciplinary milieu of Mir iskusstva, he was active as painter, illustrator, stage designer, museum curator, art historian and critic, he was a true polyhistor. With his unerring sense of style, he was a master in recreating the past, the glories of the Versailles of Louis XIV as well as the splendours of tsarist Pavlovsk or Peterhof, and his images of his beloved Petersburg became legendary as dis his illustrations of the work of Pushkin. 

With a passion for theatre and ballet, developed from childhood, Benois guided the group towards theatrical collaboration and eventually Diaghilev´s Ballets Russes was born out of this direction. Benois was instrumental in the styling of the first seasons in Paris from 1909, and gave Diaghilev a tremendous success with his and Stravinsky´s Petrushka in 1911, the first modern ballet. He was a great and revolutionary designer, although he devoted himself mainly to the glories of the past.   He was to work for theatres both in Russia and in the west until his emigration to Paris in 1926. He continued his services for the stage until his late eighties. His passion for the magic of theatre is permeated with the idea of Beauty, that can transform the world, the human souls and life.

The exhibition will draw upon generous loans from many sources, Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, the Lobanov-Rostovsky Collection in London, Nationalmuseum in Stockholm and Malmö Museum, as well as private collectors and of course the collections of Dansmuseet itself.

For further information contact Dansmuseet director Erik Näslund, at tel (46 8) 4417656, fax (46 8) 20 06 02 or e-mail: erik.naslund@dansmuseet.nu
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