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1 Envisioning Funeral March

Choreographer George Balanchine, one of the greatest dance artists of 
the 20th century, came of age during the tumultuous years of the Rus-
sian Revolution. He began as a ballet student under the confines of the 
Imperial Theatre School in St. Petersburg, and ended his studies in a 
world of free expression and experimentation as he immersed himself in 
the art movements and discussions of post-Revolution Petrograd.1 This 
book explores the work of Balanchine in these experimental years, from 
his first pas de deux, La Nuit (1920), choreographed while he was still a 
student, to his first ensemble works, Funeral March (1923) and The Twelve 
(1923), performed by the Young Ballet, an informal group of fifteen stu-
dents and young Mariinsky2 dancers who looked to him as their leader. 
Their most memorable performance took place at the Duma Auditorium 
at Nevsky Prospect on June 1, 1923. Of the dances performed that eve-
ning, Funeral March in particular showed Balanchine experimenting with 
elements that distinguished much of his mature choreography. 
 His early work reflected his environment. Funerals were a daily occur-
rence in Petrograd between the years 1917 and 1924; every aspect of life 
existed in a world of paradox and extremes. In the midst of chaos, depri-
vation, and death, one of the most creative periods of artistic experimen-
tation and development in Russia took place. Balanchine’s generation 
stood at the juncture of two eras (Mikhailov, The Young Years: 5). The 
grip of the tsar with strict rules for artistic endeavors was gone, and the 
restrictions placed on the arts, as they were consolidated between 1928 
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Figure 1. Members of the Young Ballet with George Balanchine seated. Courtesy of 
St. Petersburg State Museum of Theatre and Music.

and 1934 when Soviet Realism was proclaimed the official style, were 
not yet in place (Souritz, Soviet Choreographers: 2). In the explosion of 
ideas and innovations, the future of the ballet, as a relic of a corrupt re-
gime, was uncertain, and its place in the revolutionary society was hotly 
debated. Balanchine was an enthusiastic participant in these debates 
(Slonimsky, “Balanchine”: 34).
 The ballet did survive, and during the 1920s, both the classics and ex-
perimental dance works thrived, largely due to Commissar of Enlight-
enment Anatoly Lunacharsky, who promoted the idea that the ballet 
could create heroic spectacles for the masses (Souritz, Soviet Choreogra-
phers: 279). He was, however, not a “cultural iconoclast” like many of his 
contemporaries, and he still believed that there was a place in the new 
society for the old forms, like ballet (O’Conner: 68). New ideas led to 
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experimental works with revolutionary themes, while, at the same time, 
classical performances and the training of young dancers continued. 
From 1922 to 1924, Fyodor Lopukhov, artistic director of the Mariin-
sky, restored the classics, which had been regularly performed, but had 
fallen into disrepair during the years directly following the Revolution 
(Souritz, Soviet Choreographers: 257). As a member of the corps de ballet, 
Balanchine participated in these revivals, giving him a direct connection 
to the classics, even as he tried out new forms in his own work. While 
Lopukhov’s most lasting legacy was his work in preserving the classi-
cal repertory, during the 1920s he and other Soviet choreographers, like 
Kasyan Goleizovsky and the young Balanchine, began experimenting 
with new ideas, incorporating elements from the circus, folk dances, ath-
letics, and themes from the theatre and visual art movements that were 
blossoming.
 At the time that the Young Ballet came together in the year 1921, much 
experimental work was taking place outside of the Academic Theatres, 
with individuals, as well as with small groups, like the Young Ballet (Sou-
ritz, “The Path Begins”: 36). Many, if not most, of these dancers also per-
formed regularly on the stage of the Mariinsky, and their participation 
with the outside projects was frowned upon by the Academic Theatre 
(Danilova, Interview by Gruen). The Young Ballet’s first concert at the 
Duma Auditorium contained classical works as well as choreography by 
the members. Funeral March stunned the audience; they received it with 
such enthusiasm that the dancers repeated the entire dance on the spot 
(Kostrovitskaya). This was only its first public performance, and it was 
performed in many locations in Petrograd. Balanchine also taught it for 
his audition for Serge Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in 1924, but those danc-
ers never performed it (De Valois: 86). In evaluating this dance along 
with a duet that Balanchine had shown Diaghilev (Danilova, Choura: 
66), the impresario once again showed his knack for spotting genius, 
and he hired the twenty-year-old as choreographer. One of his first as-
signments was to choreograph a full-length, full-company ballet, The 
Song of the Nightingale—quite a leap from Funeral March, which had a 
cast of eleven dancers and was fewer than ten minutes in length. Outside 
of the Young Ballet, he had gained a bit more experience working with 
a larger group of dancers; in the 1923–1924 season, he had been a ballet 
master with the Maly Opera Theatre and had choreographed three works 
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on a group of eighteen dancers (Slonimsky, “Balanchine”: 57). One of 
these was to Ernst Toller’s Eugene the Unfortunate, an important play at 
the time, but neither this nor any of the other work he had done up to 
that point compared to choreographing a full-length ballet. However, 
the seeds of many elements that later defined Balanchine’s choreography 
were already present in Funeral March; in The Song of the Nightingale and 
other ballets he created over the next few years, he reworked and refined 
these elements until he choreographed his breakthrough masterpiece, 
Apollon Musagète in 1928.3 
 In my initial encounters with accounts of Funeral March, it was evi-
dent that this ballet represented a combination of many of Balanchine’s 
earliest experiments in his use of music, the inclusion of acrobatics into 
ballet, and the creation of dynamic group formations, so I began to re-
search this dance intensely. It became clear that, not only was this dance 
one of the best-recorded of Balanchine’s dances from the era, but that 
reconstructing sections would also give important clues to us as dance 
artists, scholars, and audiences, enabling us to better understand how 
Balanchine became the choreographer that he did. Researching the cho-
reography from this time period is challenging; difficult circumstances 
prevented the proper recording of dances, and there is a dearth of infor-
mation on Balanchine’s early works in comparison to the information we 
have on his ballets from just a few years later, when he was chief choreog-
rapher of the Ballets Russes. Slonimsky describes the challenge: “Much 
has been forgotten, much is perceived differently today, and much was 
not even properly evaluated at the time” (Slonimsky, “Balanchine”: 48). 
As my research progressed and I realized that it might be possible to re-
construct Funeral March, I took his words with the utmost seriousness. 
Slonimsky, as a witness to the dances, lifelong friend of Balanchine, and 
Soviet historian who was doing his research on site, was much more 
qualified than I to study this subject. I was working with materials that 
recorded events decades after they occurred. Additionally, my own per-
sonal perceptions, as well as cultural differences, had to be considered.
 My interest in dance reconstruction began when I attended a lec-
ture by Millicent Hodson and Kenneth Archer and saw the premiere of 
their reconstruction of Balanchine and Lydia Ivanova’s solo, Valse Triste 
(1922),4 in Helsinki, Finland, in 2004. I had begun to study Balanchine’s 
early choreography, and was interested in how their work could add to 



Figure 2. George Balanchine’s choreography for Ernst Toller’s Eugene the Unfortunate 
(1923) at the Maly Theatre. Choreography by George Balanchine © The George Bal-
anchine Trust. Courtesy of St. Petersburg State Museum of Theatre and Music.
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my own research. This lecture proved to be a breakthrough for me. Up to 
that point, I had not considered how historical research could be used on 
the stage, creating a kinesthetic history and providing a bridge between 
scholars and artists. I was impressed by the idea that lost works could 
be recovered, even if only partially, giving us a tangible sense of dance 
history. In the lecture, Hodson and Archer discussed the process they 
used in researching Valse Triste, and I was hooked. A few months later, 
I attended another premiere, the reconstruction of Balanchine’s Le Bal 
(1929), at the Rome Opera Ballet in 2005. At the same performance, their 
reconstruction of La Chatte (1927) was also presented, along with Apollo 
(1928), Balanchine’s first ballet to have survived in the repertory.
 When I first began to explore Balanchine’s early work, I realized that 
there was more evidence about Funeral March than most of the others. I 
eventually began to work with students in the dance studio, putting the 
text and photographs of the dance into steps, and I realized that the po-
tential of this work was far more than theoretical studies. My research 
became twofold, presenting the perspective of a dance scholar as well as 
that of a dance artist. This book details my traditional research on the 
subject as well as studio work. As the project progressed, I began to work 
with Balanchine répétiteur and Artistic Director of the Grand Rapids 
Ballet, Patricia Barker, and her dancers. I describe our work together in 
this book, giving the reader an inside view into our process.5

 The question of the authenticity of any revival or reconstruction is one 
of the main controversies surrounding work such as this. It is believed by 
some that because we can never know exactly what the original looked 
like, and because we cannot perceive it as it was in its original context, 
it should be left alone (Rudnitsky: 7). Using memory as an important 
source is problematic; many of the written and oral accounts were re-
corded decades after the dances were performed and must be handled 
with care. This challenge is also addressed in Slonimsky’s book on ballet 
in Petrograd in the 1920s, and it was noted that much of his information 
came from his own and the memories of others recorded decades after 
the events (The Miracle: 11). However, because these accounts contain in-
formation not available elsewhere, they are indispensable, and Slonimsky 
even says that he would not have been able to complete that book had 
it not been for the accounts of numerous other people. I take the stand 
that despite the problematic context presented by the sources and other 
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difficulties surrounding dance reconstruction, what is to be gained far 
outweighs the shortfalls. While we can never have a perfect reproduc-
tion of the dances of another era, by approaching them from a variety of 
angles, including kinesthetically, we can understand them better as a liv-
ing art, beyond just photographs and words. This concept is one we use 
for dances that have survived. Important ballets like The Sleeping Beauty 
have undergone vast changes since their original production, but remain 
among the most important parts of the repertory.6

 Our knowledge of Funeral March comes primarily from those who 
worked with Balanchine in Petrograd, both those who remained to de-
velop Soviet ballet, and those who were instrumental in building Ameri-
can ballet. In 1924, one year after the performance at the Duma, four 
dancers who had formed part of the core group of the Young Ballet left 
Petrograd for what was to be a two-month educational tour of Germany. 
Billed as the Soviet Dancers,7 they could not have imagined the turn 
their lives would take. They expected to see the world outside of Rus-
sia and give a few recitals to showcase some classical pas de deux as well 
as their own choreography. As the time came for them to return home, 
George Balanchine, Alexandra Danilova, Tamara Geva, and Nicholas Efi-
mov decided to stay in Western Europe, despite having no jobs, money, 
or visas. Ivanova was to be part of this group; her suspicious death days 
before the group left most likely impacted their decision not to return 
to Russia, but Geva says that their decision to stay was not logical but 
simply a realization that they could not return to the “dreariness, the pri-
vation, and the restrictions” of their past lives (Geva, Split Seconds: 330).8 
Diaghilev tracked them down and offered them jobs, the next step in dis-
tinguished careers. Geva became a Broadway star and was the first per-
son to perform Balanchine’s works in America, in 1927. He created three 
dances for her to perform in New York: Grotesque Espagnol, Sarcasm, and 
Romanesque (Martin). Danilova followed in Anna Pavlova’s footsteps, 
and as the star of the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, danced in hundreds 
of small towns and cities for audiences that had never before seen ballet. 
She also became a revered teacher at the School of American Ballet in 
New York where she taught and coached generations of dancers. Efimov, 
and other men who had danced in the corps de ballet of La Chatte, joined 
Serge Lifar at the Paris Opera Ballet after Diaghilev’s death (Danilova, 
Interview by Conway).


