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For Sue Woolmans, a good companion
on many of my Russian literary journeys



I have packed my Russia in my bag,
And take her with me anywhere I go.

—VLADISLAV KHODASEVICH, POEM READ TO NINA BERBEROVA AS THEY LEFT
RUSSIA BY TRAIN, 1922

There is no sweeter destiny than to lose everything.
There is no happier fate than to become a vagabond.
And you’ve never been closer to heaven
Than here, tired of boredom
Tired of breathing,

Without strength, without money,

Without love,

In Paris
—GEORGIY ADAMOVICH, “THANK YOU FOR EVERYTHING,” 1931

They do not know us. They do not know the Russian emigration. For most
people, the émigrés are nothing but down-at-heel aristocrats, dragging
their nostalgia and fatalism around the bars.... You only need to add
balalaikas, sonorous songs of the Volga, a disorderly dance and there you
have it—the Russian emigration.

—COUNT VLADIMIR KOKOVTSOV, IN JEAN DELAGE, La Russie en exil, 1930



Russians in Paris: Cast of Characters

The list below comprises the most frequently cited Russian names in the
text.

Akhmatova, Anna (1889-1966) one of Russia’s most revered poets; in
Paris before World War I

Antonina Nesterovskaya (1890-1950) morganatic wife of Prince Gavriil;
in Paris granted title Princess Romanovskaya-Strelninskaya

Bakst, Léon (1866—1924) painter and costume and set designer, famous for
his work in Ballets Russes with Diaghilev

Benois, Alexandre (1870-1960) artist and critic, close collaborator in
Ballets Russes with Diaghilev and Bakst

Berberova, Nina (1901-93) leading writer of the Russian Paris emigration;
after 1951 enjoyed distinguished academic career in United States;
partner of Khodasevich

Bunin, Ivan (1870-1953) much admired short story writer; leader of Paris
literary emigration; Nobel laureate in 1933; husband of Vera
Muromtseva

Chagall, Marc (1887-1985) Belarusian Jew, born Moishe Shagal; leading
modernist painter in Paris; emigrated to the United States in 1941

Chaliapin, Feodor (1873-1938) opera singer who performed with
Diaghilev and the Saisons Russes in Paris and toured Europe extensively

Countess von Hohenfelsen (see Princess Paley)

Diaghilev, Sergey (1872-1929) influential art critic, patron, and ballet
impresario; founder of the Ballets Russes; associate of Bakst, Benois,
Nijinsky, and Stravinsky



Don-Aminado (1888-1957) pen name of Aminodav Shpolyansky;
journalist and satirist noted for his humorous short stories

Egorova, Lyubov (1880-1972) ballet dancer from St. Petersburg Imperial
Theater; danced with Nijinsky for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes

Ehrenburg, Ilya (1891-1967) pro-Soviet journalist, essayist, and writer
who commuted between USSR and France and associated with many of
the Paris literary émigrés

Fokine, Michel (1880-1942) born Mikhail Fokin, choreographer and ballet
dancer, collaborator with Diaghilev

Gazdanov, Gaito (1903-1971) writer who supported himself in Paris
driving a taxi from 1928 through 1952; member of French Resistance
during World War 11

General Alexander Kutepov (1882-1930) White Russian leader;
commander of ROVS; in exile in Paris from 1928; abducted and
murdered by OGPU in 1930

General Yevgeny Miller (1867-1939) succeeded Kutepov as head of
ROVS in Paris; abducted in Paris 1937 by the NKVD; tortured and shot
1in Moscow

Gippius, Zinaida (1882-1945) poet, critic, and religious thinker; founder
of Paris literary group the Green Lamp with her husband, Dmitri
Merezhkovsky

Gorgulov (Gorguloff), Pavel (1895-1932) émigré who assassinated
French president Paul Doumer in 1932

Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna (1890-1958) daughter of Grand Duke
Paul; sister of Grand Duke Dmitri; daughter-in-law of Princess
Poutiatine

Grand Duchess Vladimir (1854-1920) born Marie Alexandrine of
Mecklenburg-Schwerin; became Maria Pavlovna on her marriage to
Grand Duke Vladimir in 1874; mother of Grand Dukes Kirill, Boris, and
Andrey and Grand Duchess Elena, Princess of Greece

Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich (see Sandro)

Grand Duke Alexis Alexandrovich (1850-1908) son of Tsar Alexander II;
brother of Grand Dukes Vladimir and Paul



Grand Duke Andrey Vladimirovich (1879-1956) son of Grand Duke
Vladimir, husband of Kschessinska

Grand Duke Boris Vladimirovich (1877-1943) son of Grand Duke
Vladimir

Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovich (1891-1942) eldest son of Grand Duke
Paul, brother of Grand Duchess Maria; lover in Paris of Coco Chanel

Grand Duke Kirill (Cyril) Vladimirovich (1876-1938) curator of the
Romanov throne in exile; proclaimed himself Emperor in Exile; husband
of Victoria Melita

Grand Duke Mikhail Alexandrovich (1878-1918) brother of Tsar
Nicholas II; not to be confused with Grand Duke Mikhail Mikhailovich
(1861-1929), who was known as Miche-Miche

Grand Duke Nikolay Nikolaevich (see Nikolasha)

Grand Duke Paul Alexandrovich (1860-1919) son of Tsar Alexander II
and brother of Grand Dukes Vladimir and Alexis; father of Grand Duke
Dmitri and Grand Duchess Maria; husband of Princess Paley

Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich (1847-1909) brother of Grand
Duke Paul and husband of Grand Duchess Vladimir

Gul, Roman (1896-1986) writer and critic

Karsavina, Tamara (1885-1978) prima ballerina who danced with
Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in Paris

Kerensky, Alexander (1881-1970) minister of war, then prime minister of
the Provisional Government in 1917; in Paris, editor of émigré journal
Dni

Khodasevich, Vladislav (1886-1939) leading poet and literary critic of the
Paris emigration; partner of Nina Berberova

Knorring, Irina (1906—43) underrated poet of the emigration who died
tragically young of diabetes

Kschessinska, Mathilde (1872-1971) Russian prima ballerina of Polish
parentage; formerly mistress of Nicholas II when he was tsarevich; wife
of Grand Duke Andrey

Kuprin, Alexander (1870-1938) short story writer; returned to Soviet
Union in 1937



Lenin, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (1870-1924) Bolshevik revolutionary;
head of the first government of the Soviet Union from October 1917
through 1924

Lifar, Serge (Sergey) (1905-86) ballet dancer and choreographer; danced
with Karsavina for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in Paris

Merezhkovsky, Dmitri (1865-1941) influential poet, philosopher, and
religious thinker; with his wife, Zinaida Gippius, founder of the Green
Lamp literary society in Paris

Milyukov, Pavel (1859-1943) foreign minister in Russian Provisional
Government in 1917; in Paris, editor of major Russian language
newspaper Poslednie novosti (Latest News) (1920—40)

Mother Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945) née Elizaveta Pilenko, poet and
nun who set up a food kitchen and refuge for Russian émigrés in Paris
Muromtseva, Vera (1881-1961) diarist and long-term partner of Ivan

Bunin; from 1922, his second wife
Nabokov, Vladimir (1899-1977) émigré novelist and poet in Berlin 1922—

37; after briefly fleeing Hitler’s Germany for Paris, emigrated to the
United States in 1940

Nijinsky, Vaslav (1889-1950) ballet dancer and choreographer who created
a sensation in Paris when he debuted with Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes

Nikolasha, Grand Duke Nikolay Nikolaevich (1856-1929) World War 1
general; leader of monarchists in Paris from 1919 till his death

Odoevtseva, Irina (1895-1990) novelist and poet who returned to Soviet
Union in 1987 to considerable acclaim and published bestselling
memoirs

Poplavsky, Boris (1903-35) one of the most promising young poets of the
Paris emigration who destroyed himself through drug taking

Prince Felix Yusupov (1887-1967) leading aristocrat and socialite of the
Paris community; with his wife, Irina, founded the fashion house Irfé

Prince Gavriil Konstantinovich (1887-1955) great-grandson of Tsar
Nicholas I; contracted morganatic marriage to Antonina Nesterovskaya
in 1917; elevated to grand duke in 1939

Prince Vladimir Paley (1897-1918) son of Grand Duke Paul and Princess
Paley



Princess Paley (1865-1929) née Olga von Pistohlkors; from 1904 Countess
von Hohenfelsen; wife of Grand Duke Paul, granted title Princess Paley
in 1915

Princess Poutiatine (Sofya Putyatina) (1866—1940) mother of Sergey
Poutiatine, second husband of Grand Duchess Maria

Princess Vera Meshcherskaya (1876-1949) founder of the Russia House,
a home for indigent elderly Russian émigrés at Sainte-Genevieve-des-
Bois

Princess Zinaida Shakhovskaya (1906-2001) writer and literary critic

Remizov, Alexey (1877-1957) prolific writer, illustrator, and folklorist who
struggled to find an audience in emigration

Sandro, Grand Duke Alexander Mikhailovich (1866-1933) husband of
Nicholas II’s sister Grand Duchess Xenia

Sedykh, Andrey (1902-94) pen name of Yakov Tsvibak; writer and
journalist; emigrated to New York in 1942

Soutine, Chaim (Chaim Sutin) (1893—-1943) Jewish expressionist painter,
friend of Chagall

Stravinsky, Igor (1882-1971) composer, collaborator with Diaghilev and
Nijinsky on the groundbreaking Ballets Russes production of The Rite of
Spring

Teffi (1872—-1952) pen name of Nadezhda Lokhvitskaya; popular short
story writer in prerevolutionary Russia; leading figure in Paris literary
emigration

Tsvetaeva, Marina (1892-1941) outstanding poet of the Paris emigration
who struggled with loneliness and poverty; returned to Soviet Union in
1939

Troyat, Henri (1911-2007) pen name of Lev Tarasov; wrote in French and
took citizenship in 1933; earned numerous honors, including the Prix
Goncourt

Vertinsky, Alexander (1889-1997) popular singer and cabaret performer
who enjoyed success in Europe and after his return to Soviet Union in
1943

Victoria Melita, Grand Duchess Victoria Feodorovna of Russia (1876—
1936) daughter of Prince Alfred of Great Britain and Grand Duchess



Maria Alexandrovna; wife of Grand Duke Kirill
Yanovsky, Vasily (1906-89) writer and memoirist; emigrated to the United
States in 1942



CHAPTER 1

LLa Tournée des Grands Ducs

In Paris during the summer of 1900, there was no more select place for Le
Tout-Paris (a popular expression referring to those in fashionable French
high society) to be than the Hotel Ritz on place Vendome, where they could
be seen taking afternoon tea amid the elegant statues, urns, and fountains of
its shady gardens. During a season when Paris was packed with tourists for
the Exposition Universelle and the Second Olympiad, this quaint English
tradition for “le five-o-clock,” as the French called it, was a magical ritual
hour in the social round enjoyed by the superwealthy upper crust of Paris.

Afternoon tea at the Hotel Ritz was also de rigueur for any well-heeled
foreign visitor. In the Ritz garden you would see the best-dressed women in
Paris in their fine gowns and enormous picture hats, presenting an image of
“a large aviary full of multicolored birds.”! The hats might obscure the view
somewhat, but if you looked hard enough you would soon be sure to pick
out a Russian grand duke or grand duchess, a prince or princess, a count or
countess, among the chosen few. For the French-speaking Russian
aristocracy, Paris for the last forty years or more had been a home away
from home, a safe haven in winter from the bitter cold of the northern
Russian climate and the rising threat of revolution that was increasingly
targeting their class. So much so that by the beginning of the new twentieth
century, Paris was fast becoming “the capital of Russia out of Russia” —for
those with plenty of money.>

The Russian discovery of the French capital in fact goes back to the time
of the modernizing tsar, Peter the Great, who made a visit to Paris in 1717
and fell in love with Versailles. He had favored all things French in the



construction of his own “window on the West”—the Russian capital St.
Petersburg. Catherine the Great—the wife of Peter’s grandson—and herself
an avowed Francophile, was, during her reign from 1762 to 1796, the most
vigorous promoter of Franco-Russian cultural links. She ordained that
French be the official language at court and entered into an extensive
correspondence with the writers Voltaire and Diderot. Her patronage of
French arts and crafts was everywhere to be seen in her palaces in St.
Petersburg and Tsarskoe Selo.

The beginning of the nineteenth century had brought a downturn in
political relations between the two countries, with the French and Russians
on opposing sides during the Napoleonic Wars, culminating in the ignominy
for the French of Tsar Alexander I riding in triumph into Paris on March 31,
1814, after the rout of the Grande Armée from Russia. The two countries
were at odds again during the Crimean War of 1853-56. But as relations
recovered in the 1860s, the Russian aristocracy and moneyed classes
returned to Paris in droves. Many made Paris their home, such as the writer
Ivan Turgenev—familiar to Parisians since the mid-1850s in frenchified
transliterated form as Tourgenieff. He had become an almost permanent
resident in Paris after 1847, having left Russia in pursuit of his obsessive
love for the married French opera singer Pauline Viardot. Turgenev lived
for many years in an apartment in the same building as Viardot and her
husband on the rue de Douai, till his death in 1883. So beloved was he by
the French that he had by then become an unofficial cultural ambassador for
Russia in Paris and a friend of some of its leading contemporary writers —
Dumas, Zola, Maupassant, Flaubert, and George Sand.

The Exposition Universelle of 1867 brought a huge influx of twenty
thousand Russian visitors into Paris. So many were now traveling to Paris
on a regular basis that Tsar Alexander II donated 200,000 francs to help
build a new and dedicated place of worship for them—the Alexander
Nevsky Cathedral, which opened on the rue Daru in the 8th arrondissement
in 1861. After the disruptions in Europe caused by the Franco-Prussian War
of 1870-71 and Russia’s estrangement from Germany and Austria-Hungary
after the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78, the first seeds of a new golden age
of rapprochement with France were sown. By then the French were
showing an increasing interest in Russian literature and culture, thanks to
their promotion in French journals by the diplomat and critic Eugene-



Melchior de Vogii€.> But during the reign of the authoritarian and straitlaced
Alexander III, who came to the throne after his father’s assassination in
1881, reaction set in. For the pleasure-seeking Romanov grand dukes
(including Alexander’s own brothers: Vladimir, Alexis, and Paul) the
temptation to self-indulgence in the pleasure domes of Paris became even
greater, along with trips to the luxurious hotels and casinos of Biarritz on
the Atlantic coast and the French Riviera.*

In France expatriate Russians could now bask in the burgeoning Franco-
Russian friendship, which reached its pinnacle with a series of political
alliances in the 1890s, much to the annoyance of Kaiser Wilhelm, who had
tried hard to drive a wedge between the two countries. This newfound
relationship was sealed by the hugely popular five-day state visit of Tsar
Nicholas II and his wife, Alexandra, along with their ten-month-old baby
daughter, Olga, to Cherbourg and Paris in October 1896. The family had
sailed to France from Scotland after a visit to Queen Victoria at Balmoral.
According to the tsaritsa’s close personal friend Baroness Buxhoeveden,
“The Russian Sovereigns, from the moment they set foot on French soil,
were the objects of an unceasing ovation”; on entering Paris, their reception
“became positively delirious.” Cries of “Vive le bébé et la nounou” greeted
even little Olga and her nanny as they drove in an open carriage down a
Champs-Elysées festooned with decorations and artificial blooms in the
chestnut trees. During that hectic “Russian Week,” Paris’s population, then
2 million, swelled with 930,000 visitors. President Fauré accompanied
Nicholas and Alexandra on a whistle-stop tour of the Paris Opera, the
Louvre, and Notre Dame, the mint, and the Sevres factory. Nicholas also
laid the foundation stone of a bridge—Le Pont Alexandre III—in his father
Alexander III’s honor.

Throughout the visit security was very tight, for the tsar was the number
one target of Russian revolutionaries and anarchists. There was no time for
a shopping walkabout as Alexandra had hoped. But she and her husband
were at least able to thrill, in splendid isolation, at the beauties of Versailles
and be entertained in style at a sumptuous banquet followed by a theatrical
performance from the French actress Sarah Bernhardt. Throughout the tour
the Romanov couple’s every move was closely followed and described in
detail in the French press; Alexandra’s fashion sense and beauty were
widely commended. Everything Russian or pseudo-Russian was snapped up



in the shops: commemorative china, “Le Tsar” soap, Russian flags and
emblems, portraits of the Romanov family, Russian bear toys, and cabinet-
card photographs of Nicholas, Alexandra, and baby Olga. A special Franco-
Russian cheese was created; Russian-style clothes were labeled as a “Gift
from the Tsars.”® In the wake of the imperial visit, “Paris went joyously
Rooski” as one contemporary observed.” The French birth registrars were
soon recording increasing numbers of little Ivans, Dimitris, Olgas, and
Serges.

Of all the expatriate Russians who haunted Paris during the season at
this time, none reveled more in all that the capital had to offer than the
colorful, if not notorious, Russian grand dukes. Such had been their
predilection, since the 1860s, for visiting under cover of darkness all that
the Parisian underworld of eroticism, not to say vice, had to offer that the
concept of La Tournée des Grands Ducs (The Grand Dukes’ Tour) had
become a feature of the off-the-map Paris tourist trail. The tour—taken after
midnight, when the theaters turned out—provided paying customers with
the frisson of experiencing the red-light district’s fashionable brothels; the
gambling dens and bars of Belville, Montmartre, and Les Halles; and the
cabarets of La Butte. It became part of the Belle Epoque mystique.® There
was even a novel on the subject, La Tournée des grands ducs: Moeurs
parisiennes, published in 1901 by Jean-Louis Dubut de Laforest, a prolific
French author and publisher of erotica who had been prosecuted for
obscenity in 1885.

It is said that the catchphrase had originated with two particular Russian
grand dukes— Vladimir and Alexis, sons of Tsar Alexander II—who had,
since their youth, been regular visitors to Paris in search of its darker
pleasures and the gourmet food that they both so enjoyed. Grand Duke
Vladimir, Nicholas II’s most senior uncle (and, until the birth of the
tsarevich in 1904, third in line to the throne), had been the focal point of an
“avuncular oligarchy” that dominated court in the years up to the 1917
revolution.” Darkly handsome, with his “immense height ... piercing eyes
and beetling brows,” Vladimir was the most powerful of the grand dukes.
He was a most imposing if not frightening figure, as was his worldly and
equally formidable German-born wife, Maria Pavlovna (originally, Marie of
Mecklenburg-Schwerin).” Vladimir never quite came to terms with the fact
that he was not emperor himself (though his wife certainly nurtured that



hope for their sons after his death). If he couldn’t be tsar in Russia, then at
least he could play the grand seigneur to the hilt during his regular biannual
visits to Paris, traveling there from St. Petersburg via Berlin in his own
lavishly upholstered wagon-lit complete with a full-size bed.'® Once
installed at his favorite Hotel Continental on rue Castiglione opposite the
Tuileries, Vladimir would indulge his libidinous and sometimes violent
behavior, his colossal appetite for gourmet food and wines, and his
extravagant spending habit (a trait that rubbed off on his son Boris). His
wife, “who only demanded of life that it should amuse her,” could, when
she accompanied him, quietly feed her own passion for shopping and (when
in Monte Carlo) a flutter on the gaming tables.!" It is hard to comprehend
today the prodigious wealth Vladimir enjoyed, thanks to an income from
the imperial treasury of $350,000 (equaling something like $10 million in
2022) that was further bolstered by his personal fortune, his lands, forests,
and mines, as well as salaries from various military and other sinecures. It
was indeed fair to say at the time that Vladimir’s wealth was equal to that
“of several of the Great Powers.”'? At his 360-room palace in St.
Petersburg, he kept volumes of recipes he had obtained from the best chefs
in Russia, France, and Austria. He reputedly had the finest wine cellar in the
city and thought nothing of ordering prime sturgeons from beyond the Urals
and the best black caviar by the barrel. So well known was he in Paris as a
hard drinker and gastronome that Vladimir was nicknamed “Le Grand Duc
Bon Vivant” and you could find filet de sole Grand Duke Viadimir on most
menus there.!?

Even though Vladimir’s cupidity went before him, he was redeemed by
his exemplary good taste. He was keenly intelligent and cultured, a man
whose refinement thus raised him above the level of merely an “old buck
about town.”'* He was extremely erudite—history and art being his
passions—an amateur painter of some talent, and a collector of icons. In St.
Petersburg he served from 1876 to his death as president of the Imperial
Fine Arts Academy and enjoyed an extremely influential position in the art
world. Russian money was always welcome in Paris and, as British
ambassador’s daughter Meriel Buchanan recalled, Grand Duke Vladimir
“did not merely engage in reckless extravagance” when in Paris, “but ...
spent many hours at museums and art galleries, collecting paintings and
antiques.”!s



The Russian aristocracy fitted in perfectly with Le Tout-Paris of the
Belle Epoque, which operated as one large private club with its own rules.
The French press regularly titillated readers with stories of the vices and
eccentricities of the grand dukes, particularly tales of their behavior at
Maxim’s restaurant, “where everybody except the épouse [égitime
[legitimate spouse] went” for a rollicking night out. Here you could just as
easily rub shoulders with “Prince Galitzine, Prince Karageorgevitch, Prince
George of Greece, and, of course, Vladimir and his sons.”!¢ A tale was also
told of a cousin of Vladimir’s, Grand Duke Sergey Mikhailovich, who was
well known for gambling for high stakes in Cannes. At Maxim’s one
evening, Grand Duke Sergey presented his mistress, Augustine de Lierre —
one of Paris’s grandes cocottes (high-class prostitutes)—“with a 20-million
franc necklace of pearls tastefully served on a platter of oysters.”!” Other
grand dukes vied over the favors of her fellow courtesan, the Spanish
dancer La Belle Otero, who on one occasion returned from a trip to St.
Petersburg with a traveling case full of diamonds, emeralds, and rubies.

Grand Duke Vladimir was as lavish in his tips as his spending, even
“adding a number of unmounted gems to the gold coin tossing” at Maxim’s
on one occasion. As his cousin Grand Duke Alexander—better known as
Sandrof —later recalled, Vladimir’s visits to Paris “meant a red-letter day
for the chefs and maitres-d’hotel of the Ville Lumiere, where, after making
a terrific row about the ‘inadequacy’ of the menus he would invariably
finish the evening by putting a lavish tip in every hand capable of being
stretched out.”!8

By the late nineteenth century, so popular were the wealthy Russians in
Paris that they were nicknamed “the Boyars.” At his famous cabaret in
Montmartre, the singer Aristide Bruant would yell out “Here come the
Cossacks” whenever the Russians descended for an evening’s carousing."
On such occasions the Russian grand dukes tended to favor the private
rooms—or cabinets particuliers—in which to enjoy the charms of French
courtesans. But sometimes when the Boyars were out for a whirl, their
behavior got out of hand: one particular count was “partial to making
pincushion designs with a sharp-pronged fork on a woman’s bare bosom,”
and a group of Russian officers “played an interesting little game with
loaded revolvers. They’d turn off all the lights, then fire in every direction.



The extent of the human damage was hushed up but the material damage
was stupendous, and their equerries paid royally for the frolic.”?

Not all grand dukes came away unscathed, however. One such unnamed
but very wealthy one had spent the night at a restaurant with a couple of
ladies of the night, only to be overcome by tiredness. While their victim
slumbered, his companions had helped themselves to all his personal
possessions, including his clothes, leaving him only his white tie, which
they tied round his neck before departing. When the maitre d’hotel went to
the room a couple of hours later to check on his guest and present his bill,
he discovered “a stark naked figure snoring heavily on the sofa.” On being
aroused, the grand duke was presented with a bill for five hundred francs,
but had no means of paying. The police were sent for and, wrapping the
grand duke in a tablecloth, put him in a cab to take him to the police station.
It took some persuasion for them to relent and take the grand duke instead
to the Russian embassy.?!

Another grand duke who was a regular patron of Paris nightlife was
Vladimir’s bachelor brother Grand Duke Alexis, who in 1897 had bought a
luxurious apartment at 38 rue Gabriel on the Seine’s Right Bank. Good-
looking, and fairer than Vladimir, Alexis was remembered by Queen Marie
of Romania as “a type of the Vikings who would have made a perfect
Lohengrin, as Wagner would have dreamed of him.”? Tall, like all the
Romanov grand dukes, Alexis was, however, heavily built and prone to
being overweight, with a loud voice and larger-than-life manner to match
his size. Like his brother Vladimir, he was an uninhibited pleasure-seeker.
He made no bones about his love of wine, women, and carousing with
gypsies, his unrepentant motto being “you must experience everything in
life.”? His cousin Sandro dubbed him “The Beau Brummell of the Imperial
Family.”>* He certainly was the archetypal man-about-town; in fact, the
burly Alexis bore no little resemblance to his hedonistic fellow royal, King
Edward VII, who had also taken the sexual and culinary delights of Paris to
his heart as Prince of Wales. Alexis was no intellectual or aesthete like his
brother Vladimir, but rather a plain-speaking, good-natured navy man who
could be an interminable bore on the subject of his glorious past days in
sailing ships (equally, he would draw a veil over his incompetence as an
admiral of the fleet during the naval battles of the Russo-Japanese War of
1904-05). As Sandro quipped, “His was a case of fast women and slow



ships.” Alexis made frequent extravagant trips to Paris with Vladimir—so
much so that it was a common joke in St. Petersburg that “the ladies of
Paris cost Russia at least a battleship a year.”? There was much gossip
about money destined to fund the construction of new battleships and
cruisers for the Imperial Navy making its way into Alexis’s pockets during
his tenure as commander in chief of the Imperial Fleet—but he was not
alone in his brazen siphoning off of money from the treasury; this was but
one of many “gigantic swindles” that helped boost the revenues of the
unscrupulous Russian grand dukes.?

Alexis’s comfortable life in Paris went some way in consoling him for
the loss of the love of his life—Zina, Countess Beauharnais, who was
married to his first cousin and friend, the Duke of Leuchtenberg—and with
whom Alexis had conducted an unhappy ménage royal a trois.?” When Zina
died of throat cancer, Alexis comforted himself for his loss with a string of
actresses and dancers; on one occasion, he arrived at the legendary Moulin
Rouge with his suite, surrounded by police protection agents, demanding
whether any of the dancing girls could dance the “russkaya” (presumably
he meant the Cossack dance the lezginka). His request was derided with
howls of laughter by the clientele. Instead, the resident star dancer, La
Goulue (immortalized in the paintings of Toulouse-Lautrec), danced a
cancan for him, after which Alexis is said to have literally covered her body
with banknotes. He invited her to a téte-a-téte dinner later at Maxim’s,
where they ate Beluga caviar and celebrated the Franco-Russian alliance in
style.2s

Eventually, Alexis transferred his affections and his money to a French-
Jewish actress, Elizabeth Balletta, who was popular with the French theater
company in St. Petersburg. He lavished her with jewelry from elite Parisian
establishments such as Cartier, thanks to his generous naval sinecure. But
after Russia’s catastrophic naval defeats by the Japanese, the imperial court
was outraged to see La Balletta parade a new diamond and ruby cross that
had set Alexis back $22,600 (the equivalent of more than $700,000 now)—
and promptly nicknamed it “The Pacific Fleet.” La Balletta had, they
complained, “cost the Russian people more than the Battle of Tsushima” —a
naval debacle that had forced Alexis’s resignation.?

* * *



During those final years of the Belle Epoque, when Paris served the idle
rich as a place to indulge themselves and be rejuvenated, it was a boom
time for the luxury trades; for jewelers such as Boucheron, Chaumet, and
especially Cartier, who could rival the best of Fabergé in St. Petersburg.
The French couturier Charles Worth was a special favorite of the Russian
grand duchesses, patronized for many years by the dowager empress Maria
Feodorovna. Everywhere in Paris, the tills of the exclusive parfumiers,
furriers, fine art dealers, and antiques emporiums rang to lavish amounts of
Russian money. The Royal Suite at the Hotel Ritz, with its empire-style
decor “combining with the necessary pomp the maximum degree of
comfort” was frequently used as a Paris headquarters by the Russians when
they arrived on shopping trips.

Aside from Grand Dukes Vladimir and Alexis, Grand Duke Mikhail
(Mikhailovich)$ visited regularly with his wife, the Countess Torby; Grand
Duke Nikolay Nikolaevich came in 1900 and demanded guards be posted
throughout the hotel for his protection. Thanks to him, the Ritz was turned
into “a veritable royal fortress.” It regularly staged brilliant gatherings in
its private reception rooms in honor of the visits Grand Duke Vladimir
made with his wife. Head Chef Monsieur Gimon, who had previously
worked at the Russian embassy in Madrid, was more than able to cater to
the quirks of Russian taste in food and wine: “He could turn out such things
as borscht, blinis, bitokes, and lobster aspics as masterfully as any chef at
the Russian court.”3!

From 1902, however, there was one Russian grand duke who rose to the
fore in Paris and, with his wife, became the focus of expatriate Romanov
Russia in Paris during the pre—World War I years. Grand Duke Paul
Alexandrovich, the youngest of the four sons of Alexander II, was by far
the most modest and democratic of the Russian grand dukes; his beautiful
home at Boulogne-sur-Seine would become, thanks to the charm and social
skills of his wife, Olga, Countess von Hohenfelsen, not just a magnet for
the most cultured and influential on the French literary, musical, and
political circuit but also effectively an “annex” to the Russian embassy in
Paris.

Tall “like a column of marble,”?? slim and elegant in his uniform of
commander of the Horse Guards—for he was a military man like his cousin
Grand Duke Nikolay Nikolaevich—Grand Duke Paul was quietly



handsome with a neat but large bushy mustache and gentle brown eyes that
stared out of an austere, oblong face. The eyes bore a hint of seriousness
and melancholy that was inherited by his son Dmitri Pavlovich. While his
older brothers had achieved a notoriety at home and abroad with their
libidinous behavior, Paul was far more restrained and private; as Romanovs
went, he seemed uncharacteristically “high-minded, upright and loyal.” He
disliked self-indulgence and excess and had a reputation for being kind,
polite, and dignified.?’

Paul was, however, a sad figure for many years, having lost his young
wife, Princess Alexandra of Greece, in 1891 after only three years of
marriage, leaving him with two young children, Maria and Dmitri. He had
remained utterly inconsolable until he met and fell in love with a notable
beauty at the Russian court—Olga von Pistohlkors. But she was already
married—to a captain in the Horse Guards—and had three surviving
children by him. Paul and Olga’s subsequent affair resulted in an
illegitimate son, Vladimir, born in 1897, and an enormous scandal at the
Russian court. Despite the fact that Tsar Nicholas was deeply fond of Paul,
he had had no option but to follow the strict protocols then in force, and
immediately ordered the couple from court. Olga, herself a most forceful
personality, urged Paul to save her from the disaster of social ostracization,
and with his brother Vladimir’s help, he managed to persuade Nicholas II to
agree to granting Olga a divorce. Nicholas did so on the understanding that
Paul would not marry her. But shortly afterward, he had defied that order,
left Russia secretly, and like Grand Duke Mikhail before him, contracted a
morganatic marriage with Olga, in Livorno, Italy. Nicholas’s predictable
response was the same as that for Mikhail. Paul was stripped of his military
honors, his assets were confiscated, and in 1902 he was banished from
Russia. Far worse than this was that Paul’s children by his first wife were
placed under the guardianship of his brother Grand Duke Sergey and his
wife Ella (the tsaritsa’s sister). Nicholas had been firm about setting an
example; as he told his mother, “In the end I fear, a whole colony of
members of the Russian Imperial Family will be established in Paris with
their semi-legitimate and illegitimate wives.”3*

By 1903, having spent some time in Italy, Paul and Olga decided to
make a base for themselves in Paris. It was an opportune time, for
Russophilia still ruled in the city in the wake of the Franco-Russian



alliance. Anxious to protect his assets, and anticipating the outcome of their
forbidden marriage, Paul had deposited money in foreign banks and is said
to have fled Russia with two suitcases containing three million in gold
rubles (the equivalent of thirty million dollars at the time).>> In St.
Petersburg his wife might be a shamed woman, a persona non grata, but in
Paris Olga would become the meteoric star of French high society. Initially,
the couple lived in a grand apartment at 11 avenue d’Iéna, a lovely tree-
lined avenue in the 16th arrondissement, where their daughters Irina and
Nataliya were born in 1903 and 1905 and where they held their first salons
and receptions. But in order to achieve their desired position in Paris
society, there was a pressing need for Olga, denied the use of the title grand
duchess, to acquire a title suitable to her new station in life. For her difficult
position as the morganatic wife of a senior Romanov created all kinds of
problems of protocol and precedence at official functions. Thanks to the
Prince Regent of Bavaria, she was invested with the title Countess von
Hohenfelsen in 1904. This more lowly title still did not solve all the
precedence issues, however, and Olga’s status remained a subject about
which Paul was highly sensitive.

Events in Russia in 1905 caused both Grand Duke Paul and Countess
von Hohenfelsen a great deal of anxiety. The slaughter in January 1905 by
Cossack troops of innocent and unarmed protesters on a peaceful protest
march for better wages and living conditions had brought shame and
ignominy on the Russian tsarist system —both at home and abroad. Paul and
Olga were horrified by the events of what became known as Bloody
Sunday. Over dinner at their apartment on rue d’Iéna with French diplomat
Maurice Paléologue (a future ambassador to St. Petersburg from 1915 until
the revolution), they spoke candidly of their fears for their home country.
All three were privy to the intense political gossip then swirling around the
salons in St. Petersburg and Paris and aware of German intrigues to try to
force Russia into an alliance against Britain. Olga and Paul were both
convinced that the protests in St. Petersburg would be the downfall of the
old Russia: “Well! We’re lost aren’t we?” Paul told Paléologue. “You can
see for yourself: within and without, everything’s crumbling.”3¢

The assassination by an anarchist of Paul’s brother Sergey in Moscow
barely a month later seemed to him a clear act of retaliation, and it
confirmed how dangerous life in Russia was becoming for the Romanov



family. Nicholas II had immediately commanded that Paul return to Russia
for Sergey’s state funeral. But he crossed the border from Germany alone;
Olga was turned back as an “undesirable alien” —a fact much reported by
the British and French press.’” Despite his refusal to make concessions to
Paul’s morganatic wife, Nicholas, in a private meeting with Paul after the
funeral, informed his uncle that he had pardoned him and that he himself
could return to Russia whenever he chose. His state appanage—worth
several million francs a year—and his honors would be restored to him. But
Paul was not allowed to reclaim his children from his widowed sister-in-law
Ella, and Olga was not welcome. The scandal of her adultery had found its
fiercest critic in Nicholas’s highly moral wife Alexandra, who insisted that
the countess should not be welcomed back at the Russian court for several
more years.*

It was now painfully clear that Paul and Olga must make their home
permanently in Paris; but they needed a far more imposing residence and
initially looked for somewhere near Versailles. Finally, they found the
perfect home at L’Hotel Youssoupoff! at 2 avenue Victor Hugo, Boulogne-
sur-Seine, in the 16th arrondissement.’® It had been built in 1860-61 for
Princess Zinaida Naryshkina, widow of Prince Boris Yusupov, when she
had remarried to Comte Charles de Chaveau and settled in Paris. When the
princess died in 1893, Prince Nikolay Yusupov in St. Petersburg inherited
the mansion, but it had been empty for more than ten years when Paul and
Olga found it.*

Olga at last had a project into which she could throw all her energies
and bring to life the rarefied style of Belle Epoque living and entertaining to
which she aspired. In many ways the couple were archetypal Proustian
figures: and indeed the Countess von Hohenfelsen gets a passing mention in
the great French classic A la re- cherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost
Time), in which Marcel Proust’s fictional character Madame de Guermantes
is described as having offended Grand Duchess Vladimir by making the
social faux pas of wrongly referring to Countess von Hohenfelsen as
“Grande-Duchesse Paul.”#! Paul gets a mention too, as the “good Grand
Duke,” as do the high society personalities with whom he and Olga
regularly associated: Prince and Princess Murat, the Comtesse de Portales,
Lady de Gray, Vera de Talleyrand-Perigord, Prince and Princess
Baryatinsky, Madame de Chevigné, the Comtesse de Greffulhe, and the



poet Robert de Montesquiou—who appears in Proust as the “Baron de
Charlus.”

Despite the pain of separation from Russia and Paul’s children, as well
as their son Vladimir—who had returned to St. Petersburg to train at the
elite military school the Corps des Pages—Paul and Olga enjoyed a gilded
exile with their two daughters, in a home created together that was “worthy
of a Pompadour or a Du Barry.”# In achieving it they sought only the very
best craftsmen that Paris then had to offer. By 1905 Olga had commissioned
extensive redecoration and improvements by the celebrated interior
designer Georges Hoentschel, who filled the house with her favorite
furnishings of the eighteenth century: fine art and antiques, Gobelins
tapestries, Louis XV furniture, sculptures, miniatures, bronzes, marbles, and
fine paintings. Olga scoured the Parisian art salerooms and expositions for
new acquisitions—particularly ceramics and glass, as well as jade and
gemstones and oriental porcelains, in what would be a constantly evolving
collection of art and antiques that was the envy of Paris.*

In this sumptuous, glittering environment, serviced by a staff of sixteen,
Olga was the consummate hostess, while the more retiring Paul enjoyed
nothing better than his daily walks with Irina and Nataliya in the nearby
Bois de Boulogne. He and Olga held very select dinners for intimate friends
—and visiting Romanovs too, who, when in Paris, consented to receive
Olga despite her being banned from the St. Petersburg court.** Sundays
were her receiving day, between 4 and 7 PM.

Over the next few years, the French press—in particular Le Figaro—
always a little starstruck by Romanov royals, was regularly announcing this
or that salon or reception or ball hosted by the refined and charming Grand
Duke Paul and the countess, his wife, “one of the most beautiful people in
Paris, a great lady of spirit and heart as much as by situation, affable with
all and admired by all.”#

When Olga wasn’t busy arranging her latest soirée, she would be in hot
pursuit of French luxury goods at the finest shops on the rue de la Paix.
When she and Paul had first married, he had bought her numerous jewels
there suitable to her new position. Patronage of Cartier had become
something of a Romanov habit, with Grand Duke Alexis buying jewels
there for his mistress La Balletta and Grand Duchess Vladimir also being a
regular. Between 1905 and 1915, Olga was spending something in the



region of 5,500 francs a month just on jewelry—in all 56,000 francs at
Cartier alone (and not counting the money Paul had also spent on her
there) .46

Olga’s diaries, which survive in the state archives in Moscow, are an
endless catalog of self-indulgence, of her expenditure on dress fittings and
hairdos several times a week, on perfume from Roger & Gallet and
Houbigant, on beauty products from Guerlain. She had already become
acquainted with the best shops on the rue de la Paix before she met Paul —
from accompanying her first husband, Erich von Pistohlkors, on trips
abroad. She was a regular patron of Paquin, whose gowns cost 5,000—6,000
francs each, and had become a devoted customer of Charles Worth—a few
doors down from Cartier. Olga dreaded getting fat and not being able to
squeeze into her gorgeous, expensive gowns, so avoided eating at table,
instead having snacks in private between meals.*’” It was worth it for the
moment of triumph she enjoyed at Madame Yturbe’s Hungarian costume
ball in 1912, where she arrived dripping in luxury: a dress by Worth
encrusted with rows of pearls and a Cartier tiara of pear-shaped diamonds
on the bodice, an imposing hussar-style fur hat bearing a Cartier diamond
and pearl corsage, and a matching fur cape. Olga’s coiffure for the occasion
cost 99.50 francs (around $700) at the hairdresser Savary. A photograph of
her in full rig by fashionable photographer Boissonas & Taponier and
widely circulated in the press marked the high point of Belle Epoque
fashion.

On a typical day in May 1904, Olga had noted in her diary a trip to
jeweler André Falize to inspect Princess Mathilde’s jewels™ and “then to
Cartier to look at different objects and buy some.” After lunch she ordered a
hat at Meyer’s establishment, and then went to the Austrian patissier Anton
Rumpelmayer on rue de Rivoli for tea and gateau, then once more back to
Cartier. Such shopping expeditions, she wrote in her diary, were all “terribly
exhausting,” as were the never-ending stack of invitations that demanded
her and Paul’s attendance at charity fetes, baptisms, marriages, garden
parties, balls, and trips to the opera and theater. When it all got too much,
they would head off with their children to Biarritz, the South of France, or
Italy, or go to Germany to “take the cure.”®

But when they were in Paris, Paul and Olga committed a great deal of
their time and money to the support of the arts. Paul was now the most



important figure in the Russian colony in Paris and he “triumphed seeing
his wife obtain a marked place in this ... glittering society.” As one regular
guest, the diplomat Charles de Chambrun, mistily recalled of such golden
evenings chez Paul and Olga: “All these memories have been lost in the
mists of the Seine. Oh! To make those times in Boulogne live again!”+ By
the mid-1900s the house at Boulogne was renowned for its sumptuous
dinners and superb cuisine; it had become a magnet for writers, politicians,
diplomats, artists, and musicians, as well as visiting Russians of
distinction.>

It was through her passion for music that Olga had met and become
great friends with one of the leading Parisian music patrons: the American-
born Winnaretta Singer, long a resident of Paris, where she was known by
her married name the Princesse de Polignac. Winnaretta had been heiress, in
1875, of the lion’s share of her father Isaac Singer’s $13 million sewing
machine fortune’ and had invested much of it in the arts —especially music.
After a brief unsuccessful marriage in 1893, she had married the much older
Prince Edmond de Polignac, a charming but rather ineffectual man whose
“one tradeable asset [was] his princeliness”: a classic tale of American new
money coming to the rescue of failing penniless aristocracy.’! The couple,
who were both talented musicians, conducted an affectionate but asexual
relationship—they were both gay —based on shared cultural interests, until
Polignac’s death in 1901. By this time, the desired French aristocratic
connection had won Winnaretta (affectionately known as “Aunt Winnie” by
her friends) a much-sought-after place at the apex of Proustian Paris society.
The music and literature salon she had established in the imposing
neoclassical citadel she had built at the junction of rue Cortambert and rue
Henri-Martin was the venue to which all new and aspiring composers
flocked in search of patronage. Its main reception room was large enough to
accommodate a full chamber orchestra, and Grand Duke Paul and Countess
von Hohenfelsen, as regular guests, enjoyed the music of Fauré, Ravel,
Debussy, Poulenc, and Satie, among others.

Grand Duke Paul and his wife frequently returned the compliment; it
was at a dinner party they held at their home in Boulogne-sur-Seine in
December 1906 that they first introduced Winnaretta to “a tall, energetic
young man with a white lock in the midst of thick black hair” who was
currently visiting from Russia.’? At the time, he was one of the most



dynamic and influential Russians in the arts in St. Petersburg. As a music
and ballet impresario of consuming ambition, he was soon to take Paris by
storm with an incomparable ensemble of singers, dancers, choreographers,
and set designers. Winnaretta Singer would be one of many to fall under his
spell. His name was Sergey Diaghilev.



CHAPTER 2

“We Really Did Stagger the World”

The name Sergey Diaghilev has become synonymous with Paris in the
1900s and with the storming of this citadel of high culture at that time by
his extraordinary, magnetic dance company, the Ballets Russes. In Russia,
by the age of only twenty-three, he had already envisioned his future path
as a mover and shaker in the world of European culture. “I am first a great
charlatan, though with brio,” he confidently announced to his stepmother in
a letter of 1895, “secondly, a great charmeur; thirdly I have any amount of
cheek; fourthly I am a man with a great quality of logic, but with very few
principles; fifthly I think I have no real gifts.” Gifted or not, he was
confident even then that he had found his “true vocation” as a patron of the
arts. “Being a Maecenas I have all that is necessary save the money —mais
ca viendra,” he predicted.! The success would come, certainly, but the
money side of his ambitious ventures would be a perennial problem.
Although he had originally trained in the law, Diaghilev had wanted to
be a musician and had taken lessons with the composer Rimsky-Korsakov.
The Russian visual arts had been an equal passion, and in 1898 he became
cofounder in St. Petersburg of an artistic group named the Mir Iskusstva
(World of Art), its objective being to challenge the old and, in their view,
outmoded order in Russian painting and promote a dynamic new
modernism. From 1899 leading members of this loosely affiliated group
included Diaghilev’s key future collaborators: the artists Alexandre Benois
and Léon Bakst. Under Diaghilev’s editorship they produced their own
lavishly illustrated, eclectic art journal, Mir Iskusstva; but although partially
funded by Nicholas II, the magazine’s circulation remained low—fewer



than fifteen hundred copies per issue. Between 1898 and 1904 the group
staged six art exhibitions in Russia and championed neo-Russian art
moderne —their version of Austrian Jugendstil and French art nouveau—
favoring in particular Russian folk art and traditional Slavic design. But the
magazine proved an extremely difficult enterprise to keep afloat, having as
it did many contributors with differing interests and artistic ambitions, and
it soon lost its financial backing and folded.

Diaghilev had started out with the ambition of becoming director of the
six Russian imperial theaters, including the Mariinsky, famed for its opera
and ballet, but had been sadly stymied by his colorful private life (he was
openly gay) and the lack of an influential position at court.>? This did not
deter him; as a natural mover and shaker whose heart lay with promoting
the best in Russian music and art to a wider audience, he decided to create a
shop window for Russian artistic excellence abroad. It was time to show the
world the art that it had been missing. And where better than Paris, the
artistic capital of the world, where there already was a burgeoning Russian
colony? Diaghilev knew the city well and had been a regular visitor since
the 1890s; as he wrote to his collaborator, Benois: “The French would be
fools not to agree. I’ll show them the real Russia.”?

In November 1906, when he dined with Winnaretta Singer chez Grand
Duke Paul and his wife, Diaghilev was in Paris to promote an Exposition de
L’Art Russe as part of that year’s annual Salon d’Automne. His major
financial backer in the venture, which ran from October 6 to November 15,
had been the art-loving Grand Duke Vladimir, with further support coming
from the influential Parisian society hostess, the Comtesse de Greffulhe.

Till now, Russian art beyond icon painting was little known outside
Russia. With Benois, Diaghilev pulled together an unprecedented cross-
section of their country’s best art since the eighteenth century: 750 works
that included examples by Bryulov, Bakst, Kustodiev, Levitan, Levitsky,
Roerich, Serov, Somov, and Vrubel. Many of these priceless works of art
and sculpture came from the collections of the imperial palaces; in a
considerable coup, Diaghilev succeeded in persuading Tsar Nicholas of the
“state importance” of Russian art being exhibited abroad, and obtained his
permission for it to be seen in Paris for the first time.# His success in this
was thanks in the main to the personal influence over the tsar of Grand
Duke Vladimir (whose children had been taught drawing by Bakst) as chair



of the Committee of Recommendation. The exhibition, which filled twelve
halls of the Salon d’Automne, proved to be “of exceptional interest and
brilliance,” according to Benois. With the decor of the rooms designed by
Bakst and a beautiful souvenir catalog illustrated by Benois, it went a long
way to acquainting Parisians with the work of the Mir Iskusstva group.
More important, as Benois recalled, “in this way we formed connections
with a number of people who became our friends.” But these were not just
friends and aficionados, they were the all-important wealthy and culturally
connected Le Tout-Paris, who would become Diaghilev’s crucial future
patrons.’

The 1906 exhibition was the first step in the Mir Iskusstva group’s
“export campaign of Russian art,” spearheaded by Diaghilev. Russian
literature was already well appreciated in France, but he knew that Russian
music and the Russian theater were almost unknown. Having come to the
conclusion that “nothing could be achieved in Russia and therefore it was
indispensable to transfer his activity beyond her borders,” Diaghilev turned
his attention to music for his next venture.® In the Concerts Historiques
Russes that he planned for 1907 at the Paris Opera, Diaghilev set out to
enlighten his audience on innovative new Russian music beyond the world
of Tchaikovsky, who till then was almost the only Russian composer with
whom they were familiar. In order to best engage his French audience’s
interest, Diaghilev hired two of the most talented contemporary Russian
artists to front a season of five concerts: the opera singer Feodor Chaliapin
and Diaghilev’s old music teacher, Rimsky-Korsakov, who was to conduct
his own work and a potpourri of work by the Russian composers Glinka,
Borodin, Rachmaninov, Tchaikovsky, and Glazunov. But, as ever, there was
the crucial problem of funding. Diaghilev was obliged to exploit his best
sycophantic charms to persuade Grand Duke Vladimir that “our enterprise
is beneficial from a national point of view,” Vladimir having a crucial
influence over his nephew Tsar Nicholas in gaining essential court
subsidies. But extracting the money was hard work: government ministers
also had to be assured of the benefits to the crown of the cost of sending an
unknown troupe of Russian performers to Paris.” In the end, a Dutch rubber
merchant and galoshes manufacturer residing in St. Petersburg came up
with a substantial donation. In Paris subscription lists for the concert series
were raised and published in Le Figaro, the daily newspaper read by Le



Tout-Paris, Grand Duke Paul and the Russian ambassador Alexander
Nelidov being notable among them. The crucial financial support of the
Comtesse de Greffulhe to this and the following season had been won after
Diaghilev had sat at the piano and played her excerpts from the Russian
music he loved and wished to promote.?

On May 16, 1907, Le Tout-Paris came together for the first Russian
concert. Included among them were Grand Duke Paul and Countess von
Hohenfelsen; Paul’s brother Alexis; their sister-in-law Grand Duchess
Vladimir (her diamond tiara “glittering over the spectators,” as the press
noted); the grand duchess’s sons Boris and Kirill; and Kirill’s wife,
Victoria.’ The highlight of the evening was undoubtedly the imposing figure
of Russian bass baritone Chaliapin, singing an aria from Prince Igor, an
opera by Borodin based on a twelfth-century epic poem. The son of poor
peasants from the Volga, Chaliapin had already scored successes with the
Bolshoy Theater in Moscow and had toured in Milan and Berlin but was
appearing in Paris for the first time. The French gave him an ecstatic
response, repeated at the four succeeding full houses of May 19, 23, 26, and
30. On May 29 Grand Duke Paul and Countess von Hohenfelsen hosted a
musical evening at their Boulogne-sur-Seine mansion. Here Chaliapin had
further delighted his entranced listeners and ensured more funding for
Diaghilev from French patrons, for although the season had been a critical
success, it had lost money.! In order to keep his artistic mission afloat,
Diaghilev managed to secure the invaluable assistance of French concert
agent Gabriel Astruc in staging more Russian opera the following year. In
1908 selected scenes from Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov—once more
starring Chaliapin—were chosen for the Paris Opera, Diaghilev opting to
think big with a large cast. For this production, which was repeated for six
more performances, he was determined to present an image of old medieval
Russia that was arresting and new, “so that the French are staggered by the
grandeur of it all.”!!

Diaghilev had insisted on obtaining authentic costumes from the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries and had “despoiled all the Eastern
shops in St. Petersburg” for peasant costumes, embroidery, and fabrics of
the period. Léon Bakst re-created those costumes that could not be bought
in elaborate detail, with sets designed by the painter Alexander Golovine.!?
This epic opera with its large chorus and orchestra from Moscow’s Bolshoy



Theater was unlike anything Paris had ever seen before; the performance in
itself was a logistical feat that Diaghilev pulled off with his usual flair. Once
more, Chaliapin stunned Paris with a bravura performance. Diaghilev had
cleverly chosen the most theatrical moments from the opera, including the
impressive coronation scene, with its massed chorus and procession of
boyars and priests, and the psychodrama of Boris’s death scene, which the
great singer milked to full dramatic effect.!®> The French press was ecstatic
—one critic, in an overload of praise, likening the commanding power of
Boris Godunov to Shakespeare, for conveying “an intense awareness of the
past, an all-embracing universality, realism, richness, profundity, a
mercilessly disturbing quality, artistry and that same unity of the tragic and
the comic, that same supreme humanity.”!

After the triumph of the opening night, Chaliapin telegraphed a witty
note to a St. Petersburg friend: “Alps crossed. Paris taken.”!s> Once again,
the Saison Russe had electrified Paris, and once again the enterprise had lost
money. Diaghilev’s Paris patrons rallied round: on June 2, 1908, following
the penultimate performance of Boris Godunov, Winnaretta Singer held a
soirée to celebrate the season, during which this captive group of admirers
—including Grand Duke Vladimir, his sons Kirill and Andrey, and Grand
Duke Paul, with their wives, were solicited for pledges of financial support
for the 1909 season.!'® But just as Diaghilev was planning an ambitious
program with which to stun Le Tout-Paris, disaster struck. On February 17
of the following year, his primary backer, Grand Duke Vladimir, died
suddenly in St. Petersburg.

This death came hard on the heels of that of another Romanov supporter
of Diaghilev in the Paris Russian colony—Grand Duke Alexis, on
November 14, 1908. Both brothers had died before their time, Alexis at
fifty-eight of pneumonia and Vladimir at sixty-two of a cerebral
hemorrhage. In Paris Alexis’s solemn funeral procession was an impressive
sight: cavalry and a military band accompanied the elaborate hearse, drawn
by six horses wearing black ostrich plumes, the coffin draped in the Russian
naval ensign and decorated with a wreath of orchids and roses sent by the
President of the Republic. Grand Duke Paul and Countess von Hohenfelsen
headed the family mourners at the Russian Orthodox funeral service at the
Alexander Nevsky Cathedral on rue Daru. Afterward Paul —accompanied
by Olga, thanks to a special dispensation from Nicholas II—traveled with



the coffin back to St. Petersburg for burial in the Grand Ducal Vault at the
Peter and Paul Fortress. Alexis’s brother Vladimir’s coffin joined his there
barely four months later.

Despite the inevitable financial difficulties brought by Vladimir’s death,
and the loss also of his subsidy from Nicholas II soon afterward, Diaghilev
was able to persuade Gabriel Astruc to provide the funding to save his 1909
Saison Russe in Paris.!” This time he set out to dazzle audiences with yet
more fantastical, fairy-tale images of old Russia. It had been his original
intention that the emphasis should again be on opera, but Diaghilev came
under considerable pressure this time to include the new Russian ballet in
the bill.'® It is perhaps the greatest irony that, according to his collaborators
Benois and choreographer Serge Lifar, ballet had in fact never been
Diaghilev’s primary interest, and Benois certainly felt that he did not
understand it."” Yet the stunning ensemble of dancers that Diaghilev brought
to Paris in the years leading up to World War I would make the careers of a
whole generation of unforgettable Russian dancers. As prima ballerina
Tamara Karsavina remarked: “Many are the names which Diaghilev wrote,
with his own hand, in the book of fame” —her own included.2°

But how would the discerning, cultured audiences of Paris respond?
When Diaghilev’s patron, the Comtesse de Greffulhe, first met the Russian
dancers after they arrived in Paris in 1909, she thought them wild,
“barbarians” even. To her refined tastes they seemed “drably provincial and
uncultivated.” But that all changed the moment she saw their dress
rehearsal on May 18, when she “completely fell under their sway.” That day
Greffulhe had no doubt that she had witnessed something exceptional, the
“miracle of Russian art.”?!

The six-week 1909 Saison Russe, premiered the following day, was
staged at a new venue, the Théatre du Chatelet. Its stage was far from ideal
and had to be rapidly upgraded and adapted to accommodate the dancers,
who found themselves having to rehearse against a constant cacophony of
hammering and banging.?

Witnessing the prodigious physicality of the Russian dancers, the
stagehands thought them all “lunatics.” Tamara Karsavina recalled their
horror: “Ces Russes, oh, la la, tous un peu maboule” (‘“These Russians, oh
la la! They are all a bit crazy”), they would say.? “Crazy” and “mad” would



become the operative words of many who witnessed the Russian dancers in
those early years.

On stage, their talents were fully exploited by a new member of the
team, whom Diaghilev had recruited as resident choreographer for the Paris
season—Michel Fokine. A teacher at the Imperial Ballet School, Fokine
would, over the next four years of his collaboration with Diaghilev, create
some of the seminal work of the Ballets Russes in the period up to World
War 1. Five short pieces choreographed by him were taken from the
repertory of St. Petersburg’s Mariinsky Theater, drawing on the creative
talent of the best in Russian music and design. The intention was clear: to
break away from the old French and Italian courtly forms of ballet that had
barely changed in two hundred years. Their domination of classical ballet
and its now stale images of pretty ballerinas dressed like wax dolls in
cotton-candy tutus performing traditional story ballets was about to be
overturned.”* “We were frankly opposed to everything obsolete and to
whatever was too much hampered by tradition,” wrote Benois. Their ballet
programs were to be “nothing short of revolutions in art.”?’

To keep traditionally minded balletomanes happy, the 1909 season
included the more ethereal and romantic Les Sylphides—an homage by
Fokine to the early nineteenth-century ballet, danced to the music of Chopin
—starring prima ballerina Anna Pavlova. She was, of course, much admired
and applauded for her exquisite technique, but it was the Polovtsian dances
from act 2 of Borodin’s opera Prince Igor that captivated the Paris
audiences. It featured the leading male dancer from the Imperial Ballet,
Adolf Bolm, as the Chief Warrior, backed up by an ensemble of dancers in
exotic Tatar costumes, who thrilled with their ferocious, unrestrained
athleticism. “The Russian savages,” remarked Benois, had brought to Paris
for judgment, “the best of art that then existed in the world.”?¢ They took six
curtain calls at the premiere on May 19, 1909, at the end of which, recalled
Fokine, “the audience rushed forward and actually tore off the orchestra rail
in the Chatelet Theater.”?” This performance, with its wild, insistent rhythm
and physicality, marked a turning point in ballet history: for the first time,
the music was of equal importance, dictating the thrust and tempo of the
dance rather than being merely an adjunct to it. It “provided ballet with its
center of gravity,” explained Benois: “the moment had arrived when one
listened to the music and, in listening to it derived an additional pleasure



from seeing it.”?® This, he explained, was the “mission of ballet”; from now
on, Diaghilev’s Saisons Russes in Paris would be a “general offensive”
aimed at introducing audiences to music featuring new Russian
composers.>’

With this in mind, the May 19 program included music by the unknown
Russian composer Nikolay Tcherepnin, who provided the score for the one-
act ballet Le Pavillon d’Armide, choreographed by Fokine. With French
baroque-style sets and costumes by Benois—a clever piece of flattery that
greatly pleased Parisian aesthetic taste—it featured a pas de trois in which a
meteoric new talent first took to the Paris stage: Vaslav Nijinsky. Another
product of the Imperial Ballet School, Nijinsky seemed quite plain and
unprepossessing offstage; but when he put on his costume and danced,
recalled Benois, his timidity vanished and he took on “an exceptionally
attractive and poetical personality.” Ballerina Tamara Karsavina noticed this
transformation too: when dancing, Nijinsky became “a creature exotic,
feline, elfin,” who “completely eclipsed the respectable comeliness, the
dignified commonplace of conventional virility.”** There was no doubt in
Benois’s mind that “Paris felt the presence of a genius” when watching
Nijinsky in the role of Armida’s slave.’! Even more significant in the history
of ballet, at a stroke he transformed the way in which the male dancer
would hereafter be viewed. Prior to his arrival on the scene, “the male
classical dancer, considered far inferior to the ballerina, was limited to
supporting her and to dancing a few steps to give his partner a rest,” as
prima ballerina Mathilde Kschessinska recalled. Nijinsky, with his “soaring
flights,” elevated the male dancer to an equal footing, imparting “a new
direction and style, which proved a veritable revolution in the art of
ballet.”32

His mercurial talents were again demonstrated on June 2 in the ballet
Cléopdatre, choreographed by Fokine and featuring the music of seven
different Russian composers. Audiences were stunned by the exotic,
colorful sets and costumes by Léon Bakst, and Benois considered this ballet
the “crowning glory” of the season.’® But despite the appearance in it of
three of Russia’s best ballerinas —the seductively expressive Ida Rubinstein,
in the title role, and Tamara Karsavina and Anna Pavlova—the star of the
show was undoubtedly the charismatic twenty-year-old Nijinsky, as
Cleopatra’s favorite slave.



One of Diaghilev’s patrons, the Comtesse de Noailles, summed up the
excitement generated by that first night in May:

I realized at once that something miraculous was happening, that 1
was witnessing something absolutely unique. Everything that could
strike the imagination, intoxicate, enchant, and win one over, seemed
to have been assembled on that stage, to be luxuriating there as
naturally, as beautifully, as vegetation responds to a beneficent
climate >*

The Paris audience was entranced: “A sort of psychosis, a mass
delirium, seemed to sweep over the spectators which the Press re-echoed
the following and many a succeeding day.”? Cléopdtre attracted the biggest
audiences to the Chatelet and, according to Benois, its success “surpassed
that of Chaliapin.” Paris could not stop talking about Nijinsky; the posters
for the season might have featured an image of Pavlova, but he was the talk
of the town, a fact that made up Pavlova’s mind not to return in another
Diaghilev season. Paris didn’t have room for two big stars, and she was in
any event uncomfortable with Diaghilev’s new style of modern ballet.?

With alarming inevitability, Diaghilev still failed to make money from
his venture and, i