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Introduction to Vaslav Nijinsky

Vaslav Nijinsky remains one of the most significant figures in the world of ballet and modern dance.
Born on March 12, 1889, in Kiev, then part of the Russian Empire, his extraordinary talent and
revolutionary contributions to dance have left an indelible mark on the art form. Nijinsky's career,
though brief, was characterized by exceptional creativity, groundbreaking choreography, and a
tumultuous struggle with mental health, culminating in a legacy that continues to influence dancers
and choreographers today.

Early Life and Training

Vaslav Nijinsky was born into a family of Polish descent, with his mother being a ballet dancer, which
undoubtedly influenced his early exposure to dance. At the age of 10, he entered the Imperial Ballet
School in St. Petersburg, where he trained rigorously. His training included a strong emphasis on
classical ballet, but his natural talent and innovative spirit quickly set him apart from his peers.

Rise to Prominence

Nijinsky's career took off in the early 20th century when he joined the renowned Ballets Russes, a
company founded by Sergei Diaghilev. His performances captivated audiences, leading to a rapid rise
in fame. Some key moments in his ascent include:

1. Premiere of "L'Après-midi d'un faune" (1912): Nijinsky's choreography for this ballet, set to
Debussy's music, broke traditional ballet conventions. His bold and suggestive movements created a
scandal but also marked a new era in dance.

2. "The Firebird" (1910): Choreographed by Michel Fokine, Nijinsky's role in this ballet showcased his
incredible athleticism and artistry, further solidifying his status as a principal dancer.

3. "The Rite of Spring" (1913): Perhaps his most famous work, Nijinsky's choreography for Stravinsky's
score was revolutionary. The premiere, however, was met with a riot, highlighting both the audacity
of his vision and the cultural tensions of the time.

Choreographic Innovations

Nijinsky's contributions to dance were not limited to his performances; he was also a pioneering
choreographer. His works challenged the established norms of ballet and introduced a new
vocabulary of movement. Some of his notable innovations include:



- Breaking Traditional Forms: Nijinsky's choreography often rejected the structured, narrative-driven
forms of classical ballet. Instead, he embraced more abstract and avant-garde approaches.

- Use of Improvisation: He encouraged dancers to explore their movements, allowing for a more
organic expression of emotion.

- Exploration of Themes: His works often delved into themes of sexuality, nature, and the human
condition, pushing the boundaries of what ballet could express.

Notable Choreographed Works

1. "L'Après-midi d'un faune": This ballet is celebrated for its sensuality and innovative use of space
and movement.
2. "The Rite of Spring": A seminal work that redefined the relationship between music and dance,
featuring powerful, primal movements.
3. "Till Eulenspiegel": An exploration of the mischievous character from German folklore, showcasing
Nijinsky's flair for storytelling through dance.

Mental Health Struggles

Despite his successes, Nijinsky's life was marred by mental health issues. He began to show signs of
mental illness in the early 1910s, which affected both his personal life and professional career. His
struggles can be summarized as follows:

- Psychotic Episodes: Nijinsky experienced significant psychological distress, leading to erratic
behavior and difficulties in his relationships.

- Institutionalization: In 1919, he was admitted to a psychiatric hospital, where he remained for
several years. This period marked the decline of his active career in dance.

- Legacy of Mental Health: Nijinsky's struggles highlight the often-overlooked mental health issues
faced by artists. His experiences have prompted discussions about the pressures of fame and the
impact of creativity on mental well-being.

Personal Life

Nijinsky's personal life was as complex as his professional one. He married Romola de Pulszky, a
Hungarian dancer, in 1913. Their relationship was tumultuous and marked by both passion and
conflict. Factors influencing their relationship included:

- Cultural Differences: Nijinsky's Russian background and Romola's Hungarian heritage created
cultural tensions.

- Career Pressures: Nijinsky's fame and mental health struggles placed immense stress on their
marriage.



- Separation and Reunion: The couple experienced periods of separation and reconciliation, reflecting
the difficulties they faced in navigating Nijinsky’s declining mental health.

Later Years and Death

Following years of institutionalization and a gradual withdrawal from the public eye, Nijinsky lived out
his remaining years in relative obscurity. He spent time in various countries, including Switzerland
and the United States, where he made occasional appearances but never returned to the stage as a
performer or choreographer. His later years were marked by:

- Struggles with Identity: Nijinsky grappled with his identity as an artist and the loss of his career,
which contributed to his ongoing mental health challenges.

- Death: Vaslav Nijinsky died on April 8, 1950, in London, leaving behind a legacy that would resonate
long after his passing.

Legacy and Impact

Vaslav Nijinsky's impact on the world of dance is profound and far-reaching. His innovative
approaches to choreography and performance have influenced countless dancers and
choreographers. Some key aspects of his legacy include:

- Pioneering Modern Dance: Nijinsky is often credited with paving the way for modern dance,
challenging the conventions of classical ballet and inspiring future generations to explore new forms
of expression.

- Cultural Icon: His life story, marked by brilliance and tragedy, has inspired numerous biographies,
films, and documentaries, keeping his memory alive in popular culture.

- Continued Relevance: Today, Nijinsky’s works are frequently revived, and his techniques are studied
in dance schools around the world. His emphasis on emotional expression and physicality continues to
resonate with contemporary dancers.

Conclusion

In summary, Vaslav Nijinsky's life and career embody the complexities of artistic genius. His
innovative contributions to dance, coupled with his struggles with mental health, paint a portrait of a
man who transformed the world of ballet while grappling with the very challenges that often
accompany creative brilliance. Today, Nijinsky is remembered not only for his extraordinary talent but
also for his enduring influence on the art of dance, making him a true icon of the performing arts.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Vaslav Nijinsky?
Vaslav Nijinsky was a renowned Russian ballet dancer and choreographer, considered one of the
greatest male dancers of the early 20th century, known for his exceptional technique and expressive
performances.

What is Vaslav Nijinsky most famous for?
Nijinsky is most famous for his groundbreaking choreography in ballets such as 'The Afternoon of a
Faun' and 'The Rite of Spring,' which were revolutionary in their movement and thematic content.

What impact did Nijinsky have on modern dance?
Nijinsky's innovative approach to choreography and movement broke traditional ballet conventions,
paving the way for modern dance and influencing future generations of dancers and choreographers.

What challenges did Nijinsky face during his career?
Nijinsky faced significant challenges including mental health issues, which led to his early retirement
from performing and ultimately affected his career and personal life.

How did Nijinsky's work influence the Ballets Russes?
As a principal dancer and choreographer for the Ballets Russes, Nijinsky's work significantly shaped
the company's artistic direction, bringing a new level of emotional depth and physicality to ballet
performances.

What is the significance of 'The Rite of Spring' in Nijinsky's
career?
'The Rite of Spring,' choreographed by Nijinsky for the Ballets Russes in 1913, is significant for its
avant-garde style and the riot it incited at its premiere, marking a pivotal moment in dance history.

What legacy did Vaslav Nijinsky leave behind?
Nijinsky's legacy includes his influence on contemporary dance, his innovative choreographic
techniques, and his role in elevating the status of male dancers in ballet.

Where can I learn more about Nijinsky's life and work?
You can learn more about Nijinsky's life and work through biographies, documentaries, and various
online resources dedicated to ballet history, such as the website of the National Ballet of Canada or
dance history archives.
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