
chapter one

WHENCE CAME THE ‘RUSSIAN SCHOOL’?

 But with the rise of modern art in  
Europe, Russia suddenly awoke, burst 
into life, leapt into astounding activity, 
and in every branch of intellectual life 
not only kept abreast of Europe, but often 
outran her.
 The ‘Russian school’ of literature with 
Pushkin, Lermontoff, Gogol, Dostoevsky, 
Turgenev, Tolstoy, and Chekhoff became 
a European craze. The ‘Russian school’ 
of painting, from Vereschagin, Repine, 
Aivasovsky, Seroff to Roerich and Bakst, 
established new models in art. The ‘Rus-
sian school’ of music, with Tchaikovsky 
still betraying his homage to the Italian 
cult, soon shook itself free from this tute-
lage, and in Balakirev, Borodin, Mousso-
rgsky, Rimsky-Korsakoff, and Glazounoff 
proved its complete independence and 
unique originality. And side by side with 
these was born the ‘Russian school’ of 
dancing, culminating in that superb and 
unprecedented phenomenon, the Imperial 
Russian Ballet.
 Whence came this ‘school’? Who made 
it? Whose genius formed and modelled it?
 Ballet existed in Russia long ago. Rich 
land magnates kept their own dancing 
troupes and presented their best dancers to 

The second half of the nineteenth century 
in Russia was marked by a florescence of 
art, music, literature, and science unparal-
leled in the history of the world.
 During the first half of the century we 
were still under the powerful domination 
of foreign influences. It was to French, 
Italian, and German artists and compos-
ers that the Court looked for aesthetic 
guidance. Russia was dormant. The great 
bear was still hibernating, aesthetically the 
great bear was born and grew up hibernat-
ing, and none suspected the hidden pow-
ers in its silent massive form.
 To the outside world Russia was a land 
of mystery, whose representatives, the 
few who travelled, were characterized by 
a strange breadth of vision, refinement of 
culture, and a manner of life distinguished 
by freedom from the trammels that com-
monly bound European society. Was not 
the ‘Russian prince’ a necessary figure in 
almost every mystery novel? But since 
these wandering Russian nobles adapted 
themselves with ease and grace to every 
European mode, Europe did not bother its 
head about the land that produced them. 
Whatever the ‘princes’ were, Russia was 
considered barbaric.
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the Court. Thus originated the Court Bal-
let, which later became the Imperial Ballet. 
For technical guidance, in dancing as in 
other arts, authorities were invited from 
abroad. Among the best known ballet mas-
ters of the early part of last century were 
the Frenchmen Didelot and Perrot. The 
former became a rich man and established 
a scholarship for the Imperial Theatre 
School. I was one of the winners of this 
scholarship and thus paid my way through 
the Theatre School.
 The secret of the development of Rus-
sian dancing lay in the fact that we learnt 
from everybody and adapted what we 
learnt to ourselves. We copied, borrowed 
from, and emulated every source that gave 
us inspiration, and then, working on our 
acquired knowledge and lending it the 
stamp of the Russian national genius, we 
moulded it into the eclectic art of the Rus-
sian ballet.
 From the beginning of the second half of 
the last century the scene is dominated by 
two masterly figures—Marius Petipa, the 
choreographer, and Christian Johannsen, 
the professor. Both lived to a great age, and 
between them were mainly responsible for 
that perfection of development of individ-
ual technique and choreographic construc-
tion which arrived at full bloom in the first 
quarter of the present century. It is upon 
the foundation laid by these two men that 
the ‘new’ school of Fokine and others was 
built.
 In a later chapter I shall deal in detail 
with these outstanding personalities, both 
of whom I knew intimately. Here I will 
merely pause to point out that neither of 
them was Russian by birth, though both 
became Russian by adopted nationality. 
Petipa was a Frenchman. His father before 

him occupied the post of first maître de 
ballet of the Russian Imperial Theatres, 
and Marius succeeded to the post. Chris-
tian Johannsen, who for over sixty years 
was professor of the Theatre School, was 
a Swede. He was a pupil of Bournonvilles 
(father and son), who in turn were pupils 
of Vestris. The French succession was also 
handed down to my father, Gustav Legat, 
who was professor of the Imperial The-
atre School in Moscow. He was the most 
trusted pupil of Johannsen before myself, 
and when Johannsen could not accept pri-
vate engagements he always put my father 
in his place. My mother was Russian, but 
my father, like Johannsen, was a Swede, 
though he and Johannsen always spoke 
French together. But my father’s mother, 
my grandmother, was Constance Lede, a 
Frenchwoman, and a brilliant dancer in 
her time.
 Christian Johannsen always used to say 
to me: ‘The Russian school is the French 
school, only the French have forgotten 
it.’ How true this was I discovered when 
I came to make my début at the Paris 
Grand Opera. I was dancing with Matilda 
Kshesinskaya and we were very ner-
vous, for Russians were still regarded as 
semi-barbarians at the beginning of this 
century. Before the rehearsal we keenly 
felt the supercilious attitude of our French 
colleagues. But when they saw our work, 
what a sensation! What stupefaction was 
caused! Mme. Mory, then chief ballet mis-
tress at the Grand Opera, fell on our necks 
and exclaimed: ‘Voilà des vrais danseurs, 
jamais je n’ai vu pareils!’ And the then as-
sistant ballet master, Leo Staats, asked me: 
‘Tell me, please, what school is yours?’ If 
any question could have astonished me, it 
was surely this! But I answered the simple 
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truth. ‘Yours,’ I said, ‘your school, the 
French school, which you have lost, but 
which we Russians have not only pre-
served but have poured into it our Russian 
soul!’
 Staats asked to be allowed to work 
with me, and I consented with pleasure. 
But his study did not last long; in twenty 
minutes of my ordinary exercises he was 
exhausted, excused himself on the ground 
of not feeling well, and that was the end of 
his lessons!
 Though the Russian school first derived 
its technique from France, it had already 
acquired by the middle of last century an 
international aspect through the influen-
tial personalities of Johannsen and my fa-
ther, and through guest-performers from 
many parts of Europe. Taglioni, Grisi, 
Fanny Elssler, and others became in turn 
the idols of Russian balletomanes. Espe-
cially in the ’eighties a number of brilliant 
Italian dancers came to Russia, and as 
their names are still fresh in the memory 
of the present generation, and their in-
fluence gave a powerful impetus to the 
growing art of ballet at the time, I intend 
to deal first with this group of dancers and 
the part they played.
 The first of this group was Virginia Zuc-
chi, whom I remember very well, appear-
ing with her in minor roles on the stage in 
my youth. She danced first at a suburban 
pleasure-garden or music-hall on the out-
skirts of St. Petersburg. She had a captivat-
ing personality and powerful talent, both 
for drama and comedy, which made so 
strong an appeal that she received an invi-
tation to appear as a guest on the Impe-
rial stage, and was later accepted into the 
ballet company. I remember her best in 
Esmeralda and Pharaoh’s Daughter, in the 

latter of which I played, as a pupil, the part 
of the monkey. Zucchi always aroused my 
inexpressible admiration for her marvel-
lous mimicry, her hypnotic acting. Her 
success led to other Italians being invited 
to various theatres in Russia (Italian opera 
and drama in St. Petersburg were at their 
height, and this gave the Italians added 
popularity). Zucchi was followed by Bri-
anza, Delera, Limido, Cecchetti, Coppini 
(ballet master), Legnani, and Grimaldi. 
With the younger of these ballerinas, 
Legnani and Brianza, I danced as partner 
in my young days. With the others I took 
part on the stage in minor roles. But I see 
them all before my mind’s eye as if it were 
yesterday.
 The only male dancer of the Italian 
group was Enrico Cecchetti. He was about 
forty-five years of age when he came to 
Russia, and at the very height of his career, 
but too old to modify his school of tours 
de force, or round out his dexterity with 
the dignity and poise which were then 
the outstanding attributes of the Russian 
school. The first time I ever saw him dance 
was at a music-hall in the pleasure-garden 
Arcadia. I was sixteen at the time. To say 
that I was dazed by what appeared then to 
be the amazing virtuosity of the little Ital-
ian would be expressing it mildly. I came 
out literally staggered. Eight pirouettes! 
And on the stage of the Imperial Marin-
sky Theatre and in the Theatre School our 
dancers were content with four!
 Cecchetti was partnering Limido, and 
these two made a perfect combination. 
They were both very small, but graceful 
and well built. Limido was, in my opinion, 
the greatest of all the Italians and one of 
the greatest dancers of all time. In pure 
technique she excelled all others, and it 
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was wellnigh incredible that when she 
came to Russia she was already fifty years 
of age. Cecchetti was referred to in the 
Press as ‘that bone-splitting specialist of 
vertiginous dexterity.’ My father used to 
take me to see this remarkable pair every 
day. I had just entered the senior class of 
the Theatre School at the time, and at my 
request my father introduced me to Cec-
chetti, and I stood long shaking his hand, 
expressing in ardent terms my youthful 
admiration. When I had graduated and 
was a soloist in the Marinsky Theatre, 
Cecchetti and I became great friends.
 All these dancers, when they came to 
Russia, were in their prime. We found that 
they had a school all their own, which 
was distinguished by remarkable dexter-
ity and sensational brilliance. Their tours, 
their pirouettes, their fouettés were all 
superior to our own. Their manners, on 
the other hand, often lacked grace; theirs 
was a school of tours de force; taste was 
sacrificed to effect and dexterity. But we 
Russians had not invited them to criti-
cize them. We readily acknowledged their 
technical superiority, and promptly set 
about to imitate, adapt, and ultimately to 
excel their technique.
 From that moment onward we set our-
selves the deliberate goal of learning the 
Italian tricks. In our spare time we turned 
pirouettes and double tours for hours, 
sometimes until we were even on the point 
of fainting. At the same time I lost no op-
portunity of watching the Italians, espe-
cially Cecchetti and Legnani, at their work, 
observing the holding of their body and 
which muscles they controlled. I learnt a 
great deal from these observations. Already, 
when I was given my début at the Marinsky 
Theatre, double tours, entrechat-huits, six 

or seven pirouettes were pretty easy for me, 
and the newspapers said that all the prior 
generation of dancers, including Cecchetti, 
would have to look to their laurels. But the 
climax of our technical achievements was 
not reached until considerably later.
 The leaders in this movement to outdo 
the Italians in their own speciality were my 
brother Serge, Egor Kyasht, and myself, 
and we were eagerly followed by all the 
dancers of our generation. The advantage 
of this friendly rivalry was all on our side, 
for whereas the group of Italian dancers 
were all in their prime, finished dancers 
of thirty-five to fifty years of age, we of the 
succeeding Russian generation were young 
and burning with desire to learn—to learn 
from anywhere and anyone. We were 
fresher and physically stronger. I remem-
ber once when my brother and I were 
wrestling in our dressing-room, Cecchetti 
looking on (we shared the same dressing-
room), said: ‘I’ll put either of you “pup-
pies” down like a feather.’ I let him try on 
me for a time, and then, making an effort, 
I lifted him with one arm and pinned him 
to the floor. (In my best days I lifted 150 
pounds with one hand.) But this rivalry 
in no way affected our friendship or the 
respect and admiration of the ‘puppies’ for 
the full-bred ‘lions.’ Enrico Cecchetti was 
a great dancer, and we owe an inestimable 
debt to all the Italians who gave such an 
impetus to our art forty years ago.
 Among the Italian dancers a special po-
sition was occupied by Legnani. She was 
one of the later arrivals, and the only one 
who manifested a desire to learn from the 
Russians. The others considered the tech-
nical equipment they had brought with 
them all-sufficing. Legnani, being nearer 
our own generation, continued to study.


