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Vaslav Nijinsky: The Legendary Ballet Virtuoso Who Transformed Dance Forever

Vaslav Nijinsky is a name that resonates profoundly in the world of ballet, synonymous with
extraordinary talent, revolutionary choreography, and a tragic yet inspiring life story. Often hailed
as one of the greatest male dancers of the early 20th century, Nijinsky’s impact on the dance world
extends far beyond his remarkable leaps and turns. His unique style, creative genius, and emotional
intensity continue to influence dancers, choreographers, and dance enthusiasts worldwide.

The Early Life of Vaslav Nijinsky

Born in 1889 in Kiev, then part of the Russian Empire, Vaslav Nijinsky was the son of Polish dancers
who instilled a deep appreciation for ballet in him from an early age. His upbringing in a family
immersed in the performing arts laid the foundation for his future career. Nijinsky joined the
Imperial Ballet School in Saint Petersburg, where his prodigious talent quickly became apparent.
Teachers and peers alike noted his exceptional physicality, flexibility, and an almost otherworldly
ability to convey emotion through movement.

Nijinsky's Rise to Stardom with the Ballets Russes

In 1909, Vaslav Nijinsky's life changed forever when he was discovered by Sergei Diaghilev, the
impresario behind the revolutionary Ballets Russes company. This partnership marked the beginning
of Nijinsky’s ascent to international stardom. With Ballets Russes, Nijinsky not only dazzled
audiences as a performer but also stepped into the role of choreographer, challenging the
conventions of classical ballet.

###4# A Dancer Like No Other

Nijinsky’s dancing was characterized by gravity-defying leaps, exceptional control, and emotional
depth. He was known to execute grand jetés with an extraordinary height and precision that left
spectators breathless. His ability to meld technical prowess with expressive storytelling set him
apart from his contemporaries. Critics praised his “ethereal” quality, a term often used to describe
his seemingly effortless flight across the stage.

###+# Breaking Boundaries as a Choreographer

Nijinsky’s choreographic works, though few, were groundbreaking. His ballets such as *L’Apres-midi
d'un faune* (The Afternoon of a Faun) and *Le Sacre du Printemps* (The Rite of Spring) shocked
audiences and critics alike with their avant-garde choreography and bold themes. *The Rite of
Spring*, in particular, is remembered for its primal, raw energy and unconventional movements that
broke away from traditional ballet forms. The premiere famously sparked a riot due to its
provocative nature, but it also marked a turning point in modern dance.



The Complex Personality Behind the Dance

Beyond his professional achievements, Vaslav Nijinsky was a complex individual whose personal life
was marked by emotional struggles and mental health challenges. His intense passion for dance was
accompanied by a sensitive and introverted nature, which sometimes made him difficult to
understand.

###4# Mental Health and Later Years

Tragically, Nijinsky’s career was cut short when he was diagnosed with schizophrenia in his early
thirties. This illness forced him to withdraw from the stage and led to years of institutionalization.
Despite his struggles, Nijinsky’s legacy endured, and his life story has inspired numerous books,
films, and ballets exploring the intersection of genius and mental illness.

The Legacy of Vaslav Nijinsky in Contemporary Ballet

The influence of Vaslav Nijinsky can still be seen in contemporary ballet and modern dance. His
daring approach to movement and narrative paved the way for future generations to experiment and
push boundaries.

###4# Innovations That Changed Ballet

- »*Expressive Movement:** Nijinsky emphasized emotional expression over rigid technique,
encouraging dancers to inhabit their characters fully.

- *Breaking Classical Norms:** His choreography often abandoned the symmetry and formality of
classical ballet, introducing angular, grounded, and unconventional movements.

- *Narrative Boldness:** Nijinsky’s ballets tackled themes of pagan rituals, sexuality, and human
psychology, topics that were considered taboo at the time.

#### Inspiring Future Artists
Many prominent choreographers, including George Balanchine and Martha Graham, have
acknowledged the inspiration they drew from Nijinsky’s work. His fearless creativity opened doors

for new styles and storytelling methods in dance, making him a seminal figure in the history of
performing arts.

Understanding Vaslav Nijinsky Through His Art and Life

To appreciate Vaslav Nijinsky fully, one must look at both his artistic contributions and personal
journey. His life encapsulates the triumphs and tribulations of a visionary artist struggling against
societal norms and personal demons.

##+#4# Tips for Exploring Nijinsky’s Work

- *»*Watch Historical Performances:** Though Nijinsky’s original performances are lost to time, many
reconstructions of his choreography exist. Viewing these can offer insight into his innovative style.



- *Read Biographies and Letters:** Nijinsky’s personal letters reveal his thoughts, fears, and
aspirations, providing a more intimate understanding of the man behind the dance.

- *Explore Ballets Russes History:** Understanding the cultural and artistic context of the Ballets
Russes helps to appreciate the revolutionary environment in which Nijinsky thrived.

Vaslav Nijinsky’s Enduring Cultural Impact

Even after more than a century, Vaslav Nijinsky remains a symbol of brilliance and vulnerability in
the arts. His story continues to captivate audiences, reminding us of the transformative power of
dance and the human spirit’s complexity. Whether through his breathtaking performances or his
daring choreographic experiments, Nijinsky's influence is woven into the fabric of ballet and modern
dance history, inspiring countless artists to dream boldly and dance freely.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Vaslav Nijinsky?

Vaslav Nijinsky was a renowned Russian ballet dancer and choreographer of Polish descent,
considered one of the greatest male dancers of the early 20th century.

What is Vaslav Nijinsky famous for?

Nijinsky is famous for his extraordinary technique, expressive performances, and pioneering
choreography, including works like "L'Apres-midi d'un faune" and "The Rite of Spring."
When did Vaslav Nijinsky perform?

Nijinsky's career peaked in the early 1900s, particularly between 1907 and 1917, before his illness
forced him to retire from the stage.

What ballet companies was Vaslav Nijinsky associated with?

He was primarily associated with the Ballets Russes, an influential ballet company directed by
Sergei Diaghilev.

What was unique about Nijinsky's choreography?

Nijinsky's choreography was groundbreaking for its time, incorporating unconventional movements
and avant-garde techniques that challenged traditional ballet norms.

Did Vaslav Nijinsky face any personal challenges?

Yes, Nijinsky struggled with schizophrenia, which led to his early retirement and years of
institutionalization.



How has Vaslav Nijinsky influenced modern ballet?

Nijinsky's innovative style and choreography have had a lasting impact on ballet, inspiring many
choreographers and dancers to explore more expressive and experimental forms.

Are there any famous films or books about Vaslav Nijinsky?

Yes, notable works include the 1980 film "Nijinsky" and several biographies like "Nijinsky: A Life" by
Janice B. Lieberman, which explore his life and legacy.

Additional Resources
Vaslav Nijinsky: The Enigmatic Genius of Ballet

vaslav nijinsky remains one of the most compelling and enigmatic figures in the history of ballet.
Renowned for his extraordinary talent, innovative choreography, and tragic personal struggles,
Nijinsky's legacy continues to captivate dancers, historians, and enthusiasts worldwide. His
contributions to early 20th-century ballet not only revolutionized the art form but also left an
indelible mark on modern dance. This article delves into the life, career, and lasting influence of
Vaslav Nijinsky, exploring the complexities that defined his rise and fall within the ballet world.

Early Life and Artistic Formation

Born in 1890 in Kiev, then part of the Russian Empire, Vaslav Nijinsky was immersed in a
performing arts environment from an early age. Both of his parents were dancers, which naturally
exposed him to the rigors and nuances of ballet from childhood. Nijinsky trained at the Imperial
Ballet School in St. Petersburg, where his prodigious talent quickly became apparent. His technical
skill, combined with an uncanny ability to convey deep emotion through movement, distinguished
him from his peers.

By his late teens, Nijinsky had joined the prestigious Ballets Russes, led by Sergei Diaghilev. This
collaboration would prove pivotal in shaping Nijinsky’s career and the trajectory of ballet itself. The
Ballets Russes was known for its avant-garde productions, blending music, choreography, and visual
arts in groundbreaking ways, and Nijinsky was its brightest star.

Innovations in Choreography and Performance

Nijinsky’s impact on ballet is twofold: his performances as a dancer and his innovative work as a
choreographer. His physical abilities were extraordinary, with an exceptional leap and control that
seemed to defy gravity. Critics and audiences alike marveled at his ability to embody both the
ethereal and the primal, transitioning effortlessly between classical grace and raw intensity.



Revolutionizing Ballet Movement

What set Nijinsky apart was his willingness to break from the classical traditions that had dominated
ballet for centuries. His choreography introduced unconventional movements, asymmetry, and
angularity, challenging the expectations of ballet aesthetics. Notable works such as "L'Apres-midi
d'un faune" (The Afternoon of a Faun) and "Le Sacre du printemps" (The Rite of Spring) are
emblematic of this shift.

- L'Aprés-midi d'un faune featured stylized, almost statuesque poses that eschewed the typical
fluidity of ballet.

- Le Sacre du printemps shocked audiences with its raw energy, dissonant music by Igor Stravinsky,
and primal, aggressive choreography.

These ballets were not simply performances but artistic statements that challenged societal norms
and artistic conventions, positioning Nijinsky as a pioneer of modern dance.

The Collaboration with Diaghilev

The partnership between Nijinsky and Diaghilev was both professionally fruitful and personally
complex. Diaghilev, as impresario of the Ballets Russes, nurtured Nijinsky’s talents and provided
him with opportunities to choreograph and star in major productions. However, their relationship
was marked by tension, partly due to Nijinsky’s emerging mental health issues and his desire for
artistic independence.

Despite these challenges, the Diaghilev-Nijinsky collaboration propelled the Ballets Russes to
international fame, attracting the attention of leading composers, designers, and artists. This
synergy created a fertile ground for innovation in performing arts during the early 20th century.

Mental Health and Its Impact on Nijinsky’s Career

One of the most tragic aspects of Vaslav Nijinsky’s story is the decline of his mental health. In 1919,
at the height of his creative powers, Nijinsky was diagnosed with schizophrenia. This diagnosis
abruptly ended his career as a performer and choreographer. His mental illness not only affected his
personal life but also influenced how his legacy was perceived and preserved.

The onset of schizophrenia led to long periods of hospitalization and isolation, during which Nijinsky
produced a series of cryptic writings, including diaries that offer insight into his troubled mind.
These documents have been studied extensively, providing a poignant counterpoint to his earlier
brilliance on stage.

The Struggle Between Genius and Illness

Nijinsky’s mental health struggles highlight the often fragile boundary between artistic genius and
psychological vulnerability. While some contemporaries speculated about the relationship between



his creativity and illness, modern analysis tends to focus on the human cost of his condition. His
early retirement deprived ballet of one of its most innovative voices, yet his influence persisted
through others inspired by his work.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Dance

Though his active career spanned just over a decade, Vaslav Nijinsky’s influence on ballet and
modern dance is profound and enduring. His fearless experimentation with movement and narrative
expanded the possibilities of what ballet could express.

Influence on Choreographers and Dancers

Many subsequent generations of choreographers cite Nijinsky as a source of inspiration. His
emphasis on emotional authenticity and breaking classical conventions paved the way for modern
dance pioneers such as Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham. Additionally, his works are still
revived and studied, highlighting their timeless relevance.

Preservation and Revival Efforts

Efforts to preserve Nijinsky’s choreography have been challenging, given the limited notation and
recordings from his time. Nonetheless, dance historians and companies attempt to reconstruct his
ballets, often relying on written descriptions and photographs. These revivals serve not only as
tributes but also as educational tools, ensuring that Nijinsky’s artistic vision remains accessible to
contemporary audiences.

Vaslav Nijinsky in Cultural Memory

Beyond the ballet stage, Nijinsky’s life has inspired numerous books, films, and academic studies.
His story embodies themes of artistic brilliance, personal tragedy, and the complexities of human
creativity. The fascination with his character underscores the enduring human interest in
understanding the interplay between talent and adversity.

e Biographical Works: Numerous biographies explore the dual facets of Nijinsky’s life, his
career highs and mental health lows.

e Films and Documentaries: Cinematic portrayals have attempted to capture both his artistic
genius and personal struggles.

¢ Academic Studies: Scholars analyze his choreography and writings, contributing to dance
theory and history.



This multi-dimensional legacy ensures that Vaslav Nijinsky remains a subject of fascination and
study, transcending the niche of ballet into broader cultural discourse.

The story of Vaslav Nijinsky is one of extraordinary talent shadowed by profound challenges. His
brief but incandescent career reshaped ballet, pushing the boundaries of movement and expression.
Though his life was cut short by illness, his work continues to inspire and provoke thought,
reminding us of the fragile yet powerful nature of artistic genius.

Vaslav Nijinsky
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vaslav nijinsky: Dancing Genius Hanna Jarvinen, 2014-05-28 Tracing the historical figure of
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vaslav nijinsky: The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky Vaslav Nijinsky, 2000-05-01 The astonishing,
legendary diaries of the great dancer, complete and unexpurgated In December 1917, Vaslav
Nijinsky, the most famous male dancer in the Western world, moved into a Swiss villa with his wife
and three-year-old daughter and began to go mad. This diary, which he kept in four notebooks over
six weeks, is the only sustained, on-the-spot written account we have by a major artist of the
experience of entering psychosis. Nijinsky's diary was first published in 1936, in a heavily
bowdlerized version that omitted almost half of his text. The present edition, translated by Kyril
FitzLyon, is the first complete version in English and the first version in any language to include the
fourth notebook, which was written at the very edge of madness. It contains Nijinsky's last lucid
thoughts--on God, sex, war, and the nature of the universe, as well as on his own broken life. In her
Introduction, the noted dance writer Joan Acocella explains the context of the diary and its place in
the history of modernism.

vaslav nijinsky: Nijinsky Richard Buckle, 2021-11-15 The intoxicating story of one of the
greatest dancers in the history of ballet?and the paradox of his profound genius and descent into
madness. Vaslav Nijinsky was unique as a dancer, interpretive artist, and choreographic pioneer. His
breathtaking performances with the Ballet Russe from 1909 to 1913 took Western Europe by storm.
His avant-garde choreography for The Afternoon of the Faune and The Rite of Spring provoked riots
when performed and are now regarded as the foundation of modern dance. Through his liaison with
the great impresario Diaghilev, he worked with the artistic elite of the time. During the fabulous
Diaghilev years he lived in an atmosphere of perpetual hysteria, glamor, and intrigue. Then, in 1913,
he married a Hungarian aristocrat, Romola de Pulszky, and was abruptly dismissed from the Ballet
Russe. Five years later, he was declared insane. The fabulous career as the greatest dancer who
ever lived was over. Drawing on countless people who knew and worked with Nijinsky, Richard
Buckle has written the definitive biography of the legendary dancer.
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icon—dance prodigy, sex symbol, LGBTQ+ pioneer—this compelling work of narrative nonfiction
chronicles a life of obsessive artistry and celebrity of Vaslav Nijinsky. With one grand leap off the
stage at the 1909 premiere of the Ballets Russes's inaugural season, Nijinsky became an overnight
sensation and the century's first superstar, in the days before moving pictures brought popular
culture to the masses. Perhaps the greatest dancer of the twentieth century, Nijinsky captured
audiences with his sheer animal magnetism and incredible skill. He was also half of the most famous
(and openly gay) couple of the Edwardian era: his relationship with Serge Diaghilev, artistic director
and architect of the Ballets Russes, pushed boundaries in a time when homosexuality and bisexuality
were rarely discussed. Nijinsky's life was tumultuous--after marrying a female groupie he hardly
knew, he was kicked out of the Ballets Russes and placed under house arrest during World War I.
Unable to work as he once did, his mental health deteriorated, and he spent three decades in and
out of institutions. Biographical narrative is interspersed with spotlights on the ballets the dancer
popularized: classic masterworks such as Afternoon of a Faun, The Firebird, and of course, the
shockingly original Rite of Spring, which caused the audience to riot at its premiere. Illustrated with
elegant, intimate portraits as well as archival art and photographs.

vaslav nijinsky: The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky Waslaw Nijinsky, Vaslaw Nijinsky, 1968-01-01 00
Vaslav Nijinsky (1890-1950), the God of Dance, was on the verge of a mental breakdown when he
wrote this diary as an outlet for his views on religion, art, love, and life. The diary provides unique
insight into the inner life of a highly gifted but mentally disturbed creative genius. Vaslav Nijinsky
(1890-1950), the God of Dance, was on the verge of a mental breakdown when he wrote this diary as
an outlet for his views on religion, art, love, and life. The diary provides unique insight into the inner
life of a highly gifted but mentally disturbed creative genius.

vaslav nijinsky: The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky Waslaw Nijinsky, 1963

vaslav nijinsky: Nijinsky Richard Buckle, 2013-10-15 Vaslav Nijinsky was unique as a dancer,
interpretive artist, and choreographic pioneer. His breathtaking performances with the Ballet Russe
from 1909 to 1913 took Western Europe by storm. His avant-garde choreography for The Afternoon
of the Faune and The Rite of Spring provoked riots when performed and are now regarded as the
foundation of modern dance.Through his liaison with the great impresario Diaghilev, he worked with
the artistic elite of the time. During the fabulous Diaghilev years he lived in an atmosphere of
perpetual hysteria, glamor, and intrigue. Then, in 1913, he married a Hungarian aristocrat, Romola
de Pulszky, and was abruptly dismissed from the Ballet Russe. Five years later, he was declared
insane. The fabulous career as the greatest dancer who ever lived was over.Drawing on countless
people who knew and worked with Nijinsky, Richard Buckle has written the definitive biography of
the legendary dancer.

vaslav nijinsky: Bronislava Nijinska--early Memoirs Bronislava Nijinska, 1992 Now in
paperback, Bronislava Nijinska: Early Memoirs--originally published in 1981--has been hailed by
critics, scholars, and dancers alike as the definitive source of firsthand information on the early life
of the great Vaslav Nijinsky (1889-1950). This memoir, recounted here with verve and stunning
detail by the late Bronislava Nijinska (1891-1972)--Nijinsky's sister and herself a major
twentieth-century dancer and leading choreographer of the Diaghilev era--offers a season-by-season
chronicle of their childhood and early artistic development. Written with feeling and charm, these
insightful memoirs provide an engrossingly readable narrative that has the panoramic sweep and
colorful vitality of a Russian novel.

vaslav nijinsky: The Last Years of Nijinsky Romola de Pulszky Nijinsky, 1968

vaslav nijinsky: When Stravinsky Met Nijinsky Lauren Stringer, 2013-03-05 The Russian
artists Igor Stravinsky and Vaslav Nijinsky were popular in their time: Stravinsky for music, Nijinsky
for dance. When their radically new ballet, The Rite of Spring, was first performed in Paris on May
29, 1913, the reaction was so polarized, there were fistfights and riots! Brilliant or disastrous, the
performance marked the birth of modern music and dance. Stringer’s rhythmic text and gloriously
inventive, color-rich paintings capture the wild and imaginative collaboration of composer and
choreographer. The fascinating author note includes photos of the dynamic duo and The Rite of




Spring dancers.

vaslav nijinsky: The Queer Afterlife of Vaslav Nijinsky Kevin Kopelson, 1997 This is three books
in one: an impressionistic account (based on the aestheticism of Walter Pater) of the dancer's
homoerotic career, a deconstructive analysis of his gay male reception (drawn from the semiotics of
Roland Barthes), and an exploration of the limitations of that analysis.

vaslav nijinsky: Nijinsky, Pavlova, Duncan Paul Magriel, 1977-03-21 Long out of print, the
three volumes contained here offer the modern reader a rare opportunity to see Vaslav Nijinsky,
Anna Pavlova, and Isadora Duncan through the eyes of their contemporaries and admirers, and to
share the excitement they were causing at the end of their careers.

vaslav nijinsky: Schizophrenic Disorders: Leighton C. Whitaker, 2013-06-29 No diagnosis of
mental disorder is more important or more disputable than that of schizophrenia. The 1982 case of
John Hinckley, who shot President Reagan, brought both aspects of this diagnostic dilemma to the
forefront of national attention. It became evident to the general public that the experts engaged to
study him exhaustively could not agree on whether Hinckley was schizophrenic. General public
outrage ensued, as schizophrenia, the sacred symbol of psychiatry, in the words of Thomas Szasz
(1976), emerged as a king of Alice in Wonderland travesty. Schizo phrenia seemed not to be a
legitimate diagnostic entity but some sort of facade erected to protect the guilty. In 1973, David
Rosenhan had already shown the readers of Science that schizo phrenia was a label that could be
given to normal people presenting with a supposed auditory hallucination on even one occasion. In
Rosenhan's studies, mental health professionals were outclassed by the regular psychiatric hospital
patients, who cor rectly saw the false schizophrenics as imposters while the professional
diagnosticians continued to fool themselves.

vaslav nijinsky: The Final Performance of Vaslav Nijinsky Jeremy Long, Stephen E. Miller,
Tamahnous Theatre Workshop Society, 1998

vaslav nijinsky: Nijinsky's Feeling Mind Nicole Svobodny, 2023-07-03 Nijinsky's Feeling
Mind: The Dancer Writes, The Writer Dances is the first in-depth literary study of Vaslav Nijinsky's
life-writing. Through close textual analysis combined with intellectual biography and literary theory,
Nicole Svobodny puts the spotlight on Nijinsky as reader. She elucidates Nijinsky's riffs on Tolstoy,
Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche, equating these intertextual connections to marking a dance, whereby the
dancer uses a reduction strategy situated between thinking and doing. By exploring the
intersections of bodily movement with verbal language, this book addresses broader questions of
how we sense and make sense of our worlds. Drawing on archival research, along with studies in
psychology and philosophy, Svobodny emphasizes the modernist contexts from which the
dancer-writer emerged at the end of World War I. Nijinsky began his life-writing—a book he titled
Feeling—the day after the Paris Peace Conference opened, and the same day he performed his last
dance. Nijinsky's Feeling Mind begins with the dancer on stage and concludes as he invites readers
into his private room. Illuminating the structure, plot, medium, and mode of Feeling, this study calls
on readers to grapple with a paradox: the more the dancer insists on his writing as a live
performance, the more he points to the material object that entombs it.

vaslav nijinsky: The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky Vaclav F. Nizinskij, 1966

vaslav nijinsky: Nijinsky Lucy Moore, 2013-05-02 'He achieves the miraculous,' the sculptor
Auguste Rodin wrote of dancer Vaslav Nijinsky. 'He embodies all the beauty of classical frescoes and
statues'. Like so many since, Rodin recognised that in Nijinsky classical ballet had one of the
greatest and most original artists of the twentieth century, in any genre. Immersed in the world of
dance from his childhood, he found his natural home in the Imperial Theatre and the Ballets Russes,
he had a powerful sponsor in Sergei Diaghilev - until a dramatic and public failure ended his career
and set him on a route to madness. As a dancer, he was acclaimed as godlike for his extraordinary
grace and elevation, but the opening of Stravinsky's The Rite of Spring saw furious brawls between
admirers of his radically unballetic choreography and horrified traditionalists. Nijinsky's story has
lost none of its power to shock, fascinate and move. Adored and reviled in his lifetime, his
phenomenal talent was shadowed by schizophrenia and an intense but destructive relationship with



his lover, Diaghilev. 'T am alive' he wrote in his diary, 'and so I suffer'. In the first biography for forty
years, Lucy Moore examines a career defined by two forces - inspired performance and an equally
headline-grabbing talent for controversy, which tells us much about both genius and madness. This
is the full story of one of the greatest figures of the twentieth century, comparable to the work of
Rosamund Bartlett or Sjeng Scheijen.
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