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Thesis	Abstract	
	
	

This	interdisciplinary	study	explores	the	representation	of	the	hysterical	

dancing	body	in	ballet	productions	staged	across	the	nineteenth	and	early	

twentieth	centuries	in	Paris.		

	

The	analysis	begins	in	the	nineteenth	century	with	the	overt	display	of	

hysterical	madness	in	the	ballet	Giselle.	Examining	the	ballet’s	repeated	waltz	

references,	I	provide	an	original	rereading	of	the	much-debated	cause	of	death	

in	the	ballet,	considering	the	medical	and	social	perceptions	of	the	act	of	dance.	

A	comparative	analysis	of	the	waltz	in	Giselle	and	in	the	ballet’s	French	parodies	

from	the	1840s	also	unearths	little-known	archival	material.	I	then	examine	the	

jerking,	hysterical	movements	of	Vaslav	Nijinsky’s	choreography	in	the	early	

1910s	and	the	craze	for	hysterical	movement	both	onstage	and	off	in	the	social-

dance	scene.	The	thesis	concludes	with	an	analysis	of	what	was,	ostensibly,	the	

first	ballet	in	France	devoted	entirely	to	the	representation	of	the	insane,	set	in	

an	asylum:	the	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous.	Neglected	in	scholarship	thus	far,	

this	performance	not	only	signified	a	crucial	moment	in	the	history	of	modern	

dance,	but	also	related	closely	to	contemporaneous	French	medical	discourse	

on	hysteria.		

	

My	research	critically	examines	the	social,	medical	and	cultural	motives	and	

implications	for	the	persistent,	public	appearance	of	the	hysteric	or	hysterical	

movement	in	the	domain	of	dance	over	several	decades.	This	was	a	period	of	

history	preoccupied	with	new	means	of	artistic	expression,	and	this	thesis	is	
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principally	concerned	with	the	representation	of	hysteria	as	a	means	of	

decentring	and	revolutionising	traditional	processes	of	signification	and	

interpretation.	Through	the	analysis	of	both	celebrated	and	little-known	ballet	

productions,	this	study	investigates	the	key	influence	of	French	medical	thought	

on	the	development	of	intermedial	and	anti-rational	performance	dance.		

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



	

	

5	

Acknowledgements		
	
	

This	thesis	could	not	have	been	completed	without	the	generosity,	time	and	

support	of	many	wonderful	people.	I	am	especially	grateful	to	my	supervisor	

Professor	Eric	Robertson	for	his	dedicated	academic	guidance	and	his	

unwavering	encouragement	and	kindness,	which	have	made	the	PhD	both	

enriching	and	enjoyable.	I	am	also	grateful	to	my	examiners	Emeritus	Professor	

Peter	Read	and	Professor	Hannah	Thompson	for	their	generous	advice	and	

comments.	I	would	like	to	thank	my	PhD	advisor	Dr	Ruth	Hemus	for	her	

instruction	and	feedback.	I	am	grateful	to	all	the	staff	in	the	department	of	

Modern	Languages,	Literatures	and	Cultures	at	Royal	Holloway	for	their	

encouragement,	and	for	the	university’s	provision	of	PhD	funding	and	the	Mary	

Slack	Award.	My	association	with	TECHNE	and	access	to	their	training	and	

professional	opportunities	have	also	been	highly	rewarding.		

	

Particular	thanks	go	to	Petter	Hammarbäck	and	Helena	Novak	for	their	

Swedish-English	translation	work,	without	which	certain	documentation	in	this	

thesis	would	not	have	been	brought	to	light.	For	permitting	the	use	of	their	

images	I	thank	the	Dansmuseet,	Stockholm,	the	Archives	Nationales	(France),	

the	Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France,	Bukowskis,	Parisienne	de	

Photographie/Roger	Viollet,	ADAGP,	Paris	and	DACS,	London.			

	

Finally,	I	am	especially	thankful	to	my	parents	for	their	love,	encouragement	

and	positivity	that	support	me	throughout	all	my	endeavours.		

	



	6	

Table	of	Contents		
	

	
List	of	Figures	..........................................................................................................................	p.	8		
	
	
Introduction	.............................................................................................................................	p.	11		
	
	
Chapter	1:	Forgotten	Waltzes:	Reappraising	Madness	in	Gautier’s	Giselle	..	p.	34	
	
	
1.1:	Contextual	Analysis:	Hysteria	and	the	Time	of	Giselle	.....................................	p.	35	
	
1.2:	Giselle	and	its	French	Parodies	.................................................................................	p.	56	
	
1.3:	Waltzing	Giselle:	Rereading	the	Madness	............................................................	p.	100	
	
	
Chapter	2:	A	Modern	Language	of	Gesture:	The	Hysterical	Dancing	Body	in	the	

Ballets	Russes’	Jeux	...............................................................................................................	p.	139	

	
2.1:	Contextual	Analysis:	Dance	and	Hysteria	in	Pre-War	Twentieth-Century	

Paris..............................................................................................................................................	p.	140		

2.2:	Jeux:	The	Sickness	of	Modernity................................................................................	p.	163	
	
2.3:	Synthesising	Mind	and	Body:	The	Regulation	of	the	Nervous	Dancer	.......	p.	205	
	
	
Chapter	3:	‘Un	Ballet	Pathologique’:	Representations	of	Hysteria	in	the	Ballets	

Suédois’	Maison	de	fous	.......................................................................................................	p.	246	

	
3.1:	Contextual	Analysis:	Hysteria	in	the	Interwar	Period:	Suggestion	and	Social	

Sins	...............................................................................................................................................	p.	247	

3.2:	The	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous:	A	Forgotten	Scandal	............................	p.	268	
	
3.3:	Hysteria	on	the	Intermedial	Stage	..........................................................................	p.	321	
	
	
Conclusion	................................................................................................................................	p.	356	
	



	

	

7	

	
Appendices:	
	
	
Appendix	A:	Giselle	livret	(1841)	....................................................................................	p.	372	
	
Appendix	B:	Maison	de	fous	Cast	List,	La	Danse	(November	1920)	.................	p.	400	
	
Appendix	C:	Thora	Dardel’s	Jag	for	till	Paris	(1941),	English	translation.....	p.	401	

	
Bibliography	............................................................................................................................	p.	407	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	8	

List	of	Figures		

	

Figure	1:	p.	87.	Title	page	of	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis	parody	play.	Anon.,	Giselle	ou	Les	

Wilis,	Pièce	en	trois	actes	mêlée	de	chants,	tirée	du	ballet	de	l’opéra,	Théâtre	des	

Funambules	(Paris,	1841),	Archives	Nationales	(France),	cote	du	manuscrit:	

F/18/1086,	Thalie:	THL.3.	Photography	by	Hope	Margetts.	

	

Figure	2:	p.	90.	Title	page	of	Pittaud	de	Forges	and	Éléonore	de	Vaulabelle,	

Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	vaudeville	en	1	acte,	non	publié	(Paris,	1841),	Archives	

Nationales	(France),	Censure	des	répertoires	des	grands	théâtres	parisiens	

(1835-1906),	Inventaire	(F/18/669-F/18/1016,	F/21/966-F/21/995)	cote	du	

manuscrit:	F/18/860,	F/21/978)	

	

Figure	3:	p.	91.	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis:	Censorship	letter	of	approval	from	the	

Ministre	de	l’Intérieur.	‘	«	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis	»	Ministre	de	l’Intérieur’	

(Paris,	1841),	Archives	Nationales	(France),	cote	du	manuscrit:	F/21/978,	

‘Palais-Royal	1835-1848’.	Photography	by	Hope	Margetts.		

		

Figure	4:	p.	190.	Vaslav	Nijinsky,	Tamara	Karsavina	and	Ludmilla	Schollar	in	

Jeux,	printed	in	Comœdia	illustré,	‘supplément	artistique	édité	par	Comœdia	

illustré	en	l’honneur	de	la	huitième	saison	des	ballets	russes	dirigée	par	Serge	

de	Diaghilew’	[sic]	(5	June	1913),	p.	471.	Source	gallica.bnf.fr	/	Bibliothèque	

nationale	de	France.	Cote:	IFN-8415121	 

	



	

	

9	

Figure	5:	p.	282.	Nils	Dardel,	The	Waterfall	(Vattenfallet),	1921,	canvas	laid	

down	on	panel,	113	x	145	cm.	Photo	Bukowskis	auctions.	‘Nils	von	Dardel,	The	

Waterfall’,	Bukowskis,	<https://www.bukowskis.com/en/auctions/569/152A-

nils-von-dardel-vattenfallet?from_language=sv	>		

	

Figure	6:	p.	285.	Les	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous	illustrated	libretto	printed	

in	La	Danse:	Ce	numéro	est	entièrement	consacré	aux	Ballets	Suédois	(Paris:	

Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	Nov.	1920).		Source	gallica.bnf.fr	/	Bibliothèque	

nationale	de	France.	Cote:	IFN-53112943	 

	

Figure	7:	p.	288.	Les	Ballets	Suédois	de	Rolf	de	Maré	1920-1924	(Paris:	Imp.	des	

Champs-Élysées),	p.	33,	depicting	Maison	de	fous	and	Dansgille,	(photos	by	

Isabey),	Source	gallica.bnf.fr	/	Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France.	Cote:	IFN-

53112942	

	
Figure	8:	p.	306.	Fernand	Léger,	Femme	au	miroir,	1920,	oil	on	canvas,	35	x	27	

cm,	Musée	d’Art	moderne	de	la	ville	de	Paris,	Paris,	numéro	d’inventaire:	AMVP	

1121.	Image:	Parisienne	de	Photographie/Roger	Viollet,	©	ADAGP,	Paris	and	

DACS,	London	2019	

 

Figure	9:	p.	318.	Nils	Dardel,	Maison	de	Fous	correspondence:	‘Letter	to	Jean	

Börlin	from	Nils	Dardel,	with	sketch	for	costume	and	walker-on,	no	

date’,	©	Dansmuseet	Stockholm.	

	



	10	

Figure	10:	p.	326.	Nils	Dardel,	Maison	de	Fous	costume	sketch:	‘Hysterical	lady’,	

1920,	pencil,	water-colour,	31,5	x	15,	[DM	97	Nils	Dardel],	©	Dansmuseet	

Stockholm.	

 

Figure	11:	p.	349.	Francis	Picabia,	La	Danse	de	Saint-Guy	or	Tabac-Rat,	1919-

1920,	modified	by	the	artist	1946-1949	(exhibited	under	the	new	title	Tabac-

Rat	in	1949),	104,4	x	84,7cm,	Centre	Pompidou,	Paris,	numéro	d’inventaire:	AM	

1988-40.	Photo:	Centre	Pompidou,	MNAM-CCI,	Dist.	RMN-Grand	Palais	/	

Jacques	Faujour,	image	©	ADAGP,	Paris	and	DACS,	London	2019	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	

	

11	

Introduction	
	

For	Guy	de	Maupassant	in	the	early	1880s,	society	was	defined	by	the	following	

observation:	‘[n]ous	sommes	tous	des	hystériques’.1	His	assertion	is	steeped	in	

irony,	but	nevertheless	signifies	a	phenomenon	that	had	leaked	from	the	

medical	domain	into	the	social	sphere,	escalating	into	a	cultural	epidemic.	More	

specifically,	Maupassant’s	statement	articulates	the	transition	of	hysteria	from	

medical	affliction	to	social	accusation.	By	the	late	nineteenth	century,	pathology	

had	become	a	major	cultural	point	of	reference.	Medical	diagnoses	formed	an	

interpretative	framework	for	denouncing	less-savoury	social	activity:	to	be	

unhealthy	had	moral	implications.	Hysteria	especially,	with	its	innumerable	

manifestations,	could	be	applied	to	such	a	large	variety	of	behaviours	and	

symptoms	that	its	appropriation	and	fascination	occupied	an	important	place	in	

the	public	consciousness.	

	

As	this	study	will	explore,	in	relation	to	the	Parisian	ballet	stage	across	the	

nineteenth	century	and	into	the	twentieth,	the	dislocated	mind	and	its	

associated	bodily	convulsions	developed	into	exciting	forms	of	movement	

vocabulary,	harnessed	in	the	arts	and	in	entertainment.	The	act	of	dance	and	

the	figure	of	the	dancer	commonly	embody	vitality,	strength	and	enjoyment,	yet	

they	have	historically	been	tainted	with	promiscuity,	disease	and	death.	This	

thesis	will	examine	the	cultural	perception	that	the	act	of	dance,	either	

professionally	or	socially,	could	exert	a	potentially	noxious	influence	on	one’s	

																																																								
1	Guy	de	Maupassant,	‘Une	femme’,	Gil	Blas,	16	August	1882,	in	Chroniques,	Textes	
choisis,	présentés	et	annotés	par	Henri	Mitterand	(Paris:	Librairie	Générale	Française,	
2008),	p.	357.	
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health	and	morals,	even	in	spectators.	Moreover,	fears	surrounding	dance	

related	closely	to	contemporaneous	medical	discourse	on	hysteria	and	nervous	

disorders.	The	association	of	dance	and	pathology	is	time	old,	recalling	the	

Dionysian	rites	of	ancient	Greece	and	medieval	dancing	plagues.	Medical	

conditions	such	as	chorea,	a	neurological	disorder	characterised	by	jerky,	

involuntary	movements,	also	exhibit	the	tangled	perceptions	of	healthy	and	

impaired	movement,	chorea	stemming	from	the	Greek	khoreia	meaning	

‘dancing	in	unison’.2		

	

Our	trajectory	begins	with	Théophile	Gautier’s	Giselle.	Now	a	staple	of	the	

Romantic	ballet,	Giselle	premiered	28	June	1841	at	L’Académie	Royale	de	

Musique,	the	Paris	Opéra.3	Although	this	was	not	the	first	representation	of	

mental	instability	on	the	ballet	stage,	this	production	demonstrated	the	more	

extreme	female	emotions	that	intersected	with	French	medical	discourse	on	

hysteria	and	was	extremely	popular	in	the	Romantic	period.	Analysis	of	Giselle	

also	enables	a	fruitful	comparison	with	the	nineteenth-century	social-dance	

scene	and	the	opportunity	to	unearth	some	unstudied	French	parodies	of	the	

ballet.	The	thesis	then	explores	two	ground-breaking	early-twentieth	century	

productions.	Prior	to	the	Great	War,	Jeux	was	choreographed	by	Vaslav	Nijinsky	

for	the	Ballets	Russes	and	premiered	15	May	1913	at	the	Théâtre	des	Champs-

																																																								
2	‘Chorea,	n.’,	in	Angus	Stevenson,	ed.,	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English,	Third	Edition	
(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2010),	p.	309.	
3	MM.	de	Saint-Georges,	Théophile	Gautier	et	Coraly	[sic],	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis	:	Ballet	
fantastique	en	deux	actes	(Paris:	Mme	Vve	Jonas,	Libraire	de	l’Opéra,	1841).	
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Élysées	in	Paris.4	This	is	a	rarely	studied	example	of	Nijinsky’s	1913	

choreography	and	played	an	important	role	in	the	development	of	modern	

ballet	aesthetics.	The	thesis	concludes	with	the	Ballets	Suédois’	production	

Maison	de	fous,	which	premiered	at	the	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	on	8	

November	1920.	This	was	a	revolutionary	yet	little-studied	performance	in	

which	depictions	of	mental	illness	took	centre	stage	and	horrified	many	

audience	members.	This	thesis	will	trace	the	cultural,	medical	and	artistic	

phenomenon	of	the	hysterical	dancing	body	as	it	was	represented	on	the	

Parisian	ballet	stage,	and	how	this	stage	then	intersected	with	wider	French	

society,	the	arts	and	the	social-dance	scene.		

	

In	choosing	to	conclude	in	1920,	this	thesis	does	not	draw	the	line	at	any	

further	investigation	but	rather	chooses	to	focus	on	three	distinct	productions	

which	all	formed	key	influential	moments	within	the	history	of	dance	and	

culture.	Their	importance	stems	from	a	dramatic	or	subversive	quality	that	this	

thesis	links	directly	to	their	intersection	with	French	medical	discourse.	

Throughout	the	study	it	also	becomes	apparent	that	the	three	productions,	

although	in	many	ways	quite	different,	also	share	common	themes,	in	particular	

their	relation	to	the	dance	of	death	and	cultural	perceptions	of	the	waltz.	The	

choice	of	productions	also	provides	a	chronological	evolution	of	ballet	

throughout	a	period	of	artistic	history	that	saw	large	developments	in	new	

forms	of	expression	and	communication.	This	research	thus	adds	new	thought,	

																																																								
4	Kenneth	Archer	&	Millicent	Hodson,	‘Three’s	Company’,	in	Millicent	Hodson,	Nijinsky’s	
Bloomsbury	Ballet,	Reconstruction	of	Dance	and	Design	for	Jeux,	The	Wendy	Hilton	
Dance	&	Music	Series	no.	12	(Hillsdale,	NY:	Pendragon	Press,	2008),	pp.	263-270	(p.	
263).	
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particularly	via	its	twentieth-century	case	studies,	to	the	development	of	more	

visually	experimental	arts	and	theatre.		

	

Focusing	primarily	on	balletic	performance	across	the	mid-nineteenth	and	early	

twentieth	centuries,	this	thesis	engages	with	one	of	the	most	popular	

entertainment	forms	of	the	eras.	Originating	in	Renaissance	Italy	and	

establishing	its	present	form	during	the	nineteenth	century,	classical	ballet	is	

today	defined	as	‘an	artistic	dance	form	performed	to	music,	using	precise	and	

highly	formalized	set	steps	and	gestures’.5	We	will	move	from	the	analysis	of	a	

ballet-pantomime,	a	story-ballet	based	on	dance	and	mime,	to	the	ballets	of	the	

early	twentieth	century	that	looked	forward	to	more	abstract	dance	

performance,	breaking	down	the	traditional,	classical	codes.	In	its	classical	

tradition,	ballet	seemingly	appeals	far	more	to	the	regimentation	of	the	body	

than	to	any	notion	of	Dionysian	release.	However,	ballet	is	a	corporeal	language	

that	may	be	aligned	with	those	conditions	in	which	supposedly	‘rational’	verbal	

language	is	denied.	As	Felicia	McCarren	has	argued,	it	is	precisely	dance’s	lack	

of	verbal	content	that	‘reinforces	[...its]	ties	to	medical	and	cultural	conceptions	

of	physical	and	mental	illness’.6	As	we	will	explore	across	the	eras	specified,	

balletic	performance	exhibited	tensions	between	euphoric,	hysterical	bodies	

and	disciplined,	civilised	behaviour,	reflecting	wider	social	concerns	over	the	

promiscuous,	the	primitive	and	the	degenerate.		

	

	

																																																								
5	‘Ballet,	n.’	in	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English,	p.	125.	
6	Felicia	M.	McCarren,	Dance	Pathologies:	Performance,	Poetics,	Medicine	(Stanford,	
Calif.:	Stanford	University	Press,	1998),	p.	10.	
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Hysteria	

	

Since	the	mid-twentieth	century,	scholarship	has	seen	a	large	amount	of	

interest	in	hysteria	as	both	a	medical	phenomenon	and	a	cultural	construction.	

From	psychoanalytic	and	feminist	discourses	to	the	fields	of	literature	and	the	

arts,	hysteria	has	incited	curiosity	as	a	theatrical	condition	of	both	social	and	

professional	value.	The	etymology	of	the	terms	hysteria	and	hysterical	is	based	

in	their	ancient	Greek	roots:	husterikos	‘of	the	womb’	from	hustera	‘womb’.7	

This	was,	from	the	outset,	a	gendered	condition,	and	its	association	with	the	

female	body	has	persisted	throughout	much	of	its	history.	Our	understanding	of	

hysteria	is	also	greatly	influenced	by	the	work	of	Sigmund	Freud.	His	research	

and	his	and	Josef	Breuer’s	1895	publication	Studies	in	Hysteria	are	largely	

considered	to	have	formed	the	foundations	of	his	major	thought	and	œuvre	on	

the	development	of	psychology.8	That	the	Studies	focused	entirely	on	women	

and	were	heavily	concentrated	on	the	doctor-patient	relationship,	the	talking	

cure	and,	most	famously,	the	sexual	element,	are	all	well	known	today.	Freud	

theorised	hysteria	as	a	form	of	defence	mechanism:	‘[t]he	hysterical	style	of	

defence	–	for	which,	precisely,	a	particular	aptitude	is	required	–	lies	in	the	

conversion	of	the	excitation	into	a	physical	innervation,	and	what	is	gained	by	

this	is	that	the	intolerable	idea	is	forced	out	of	the	self’s	consciousness.’9	

Through	repression	and	conversion,	the	symptom	was	the	corporeal	

manifestation	of	the	troubled	unconscious.	Freud’s	definition	persists	in	our	

																																																								
7	‘Hysteric,	n.’	and	‘hysterical,	adj.’,	in	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English,	p.	864.	
8	Sigmund	Freud	and	Josef	Breuer,	Studies	in	Hysteria,	trans.	by	Nicola	Luckhurst,	
introduction	by	Rachel	Bowlby	(London:	Penguin,	2004,	first	published	in	German	in	
1895).	
9	Freud,	Studies	in	Hysteria,	p.	123.	



	16	

current	understanding	of	the	term.	The	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English	defines	

hysteria	firstly	as	‘exaggerated	or	uncontrollable	emotion	or	excitement’,	and	

secondly	‘an	old-fashioned	term	for	a	psychological	disorder	characterized	by	

conversion	of	psychological	stress	into	physical	symptoms	(somatization)	or	a	

change	in	self-awareness	(such	as	a	fugue	state	or	selective	amnesia).’10	

Hysteria	is	thus	defined	by	a	popular	understanding	of	unruly	emotions	as	well	

as	its	medical	history.		

	

However,	the	history	and	indeed	the	cultural	significance	of	hysteria	extend	far	

beyond	these	definitions.	Its	diagnosis	has	been	the	subject	of	much	medical	

debate	across	history,	and	hysteria	has	mostly	been	characterised	as	something	

indefinable,	rendering	its	most	prevalent	status	as	one	of	curiosity.	As	Mark	S.	

Micale	has	stated,	the	history	of	hysteria	is	twofold:	medical	and	popular,11	and	

it	is	the	illusiveness	and	the	more	theatrical	nature	of	both	symptoms	and	

diagnostics	that	have	prompted	a	variety	of	intellectual	and	creative	output	on	

an	international	scale.	As	hysteria	is	a	condition	that	has	famously	defied	

tangible	explanation,	adhering	to	a	single,	general	definition	here	is	neither	

satisfactory	nor	useful.	Hysteria	has	moved	throughout	history	from	the	female	

sexual	organs,	to	neurology,	to	psychiatry,	and	is	never	far	from	theories	that	it	

is	a	catch-all	diagnosis,	a	simulation,	a	social	construction.		

	

																																																								
10	‘Hysteria,	n.’	in	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English,	p.	864.	
11	Mark	S.	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria:	Disease	and	its	Interpretations	(Princeton,	N.J.;	
Chichester:	Princeton	University	Press,	1995),	p.	180.	
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To	borrow	from	Micale’s	dissection	of	the	problem	of	usage,	discussing	hysteria	

as	‘a	single	historical	phenomenon	may	well	be	largely	a	heuristic	strategy’.12	

Micale	therefore	begins	his	‘historical	and	historiographical’	enquiry	in	his	

Approaching	Hysteria	with	the	explanation	that	‘when	I	use	the	words	

“hysteria,”	“disease,”	“disorder,”	“illness,”	and	“pathology,”	I	do	so	in	a	neutral,	

descriptive	sense,	to	denote	the	human	behavioural	realities	understood	as	

hysteria	by	doctors	in	the	past	and	by	scholars	today’.13	Following	this	caveat,	I	

would	simply	separate	out,	here,	the	artistic	understanding	of	this	condition	

from	the	otherwise	all-consuming	term	‘historical’.	In	this	thesis	hysteria	as	a	

historical	phenomenon	denotes	the	varied	past	interpretations	of	hysteria,	

whilst	hysteria	as	an	artistic	phenomenon	signifies	an	active	creation	of	

something	influenced	by	understandings	of	hysteria,	an	appropriation	with	

which	this	thesis	is	principally	concerned.		

	

This	thesis	will	explore	the	ways	in	which	forms	of	mental	illness	once	labelled	

‘hysteria’	were	incorporated	into	the	librettos	(the	texts	of	the	performances),	

choreography	and	general	aesthetic	of	the	chosen	ballets.	The	balletic	subjects	

of	study	in	this	thesis	were	danced	representations	that	corresponded	to	a	

perception	of	hysteria	disseminated	to	the	French	public	via	the	medical	press,	

arts	and	literature	of	the	period;	they	were	by	no	means	designed	as	medically	

accurate	depictions.	Such	performances	were	created	principally	for	

entertainment	and	the	term	artistic	hysteria,	in	opposition	to	its	medical	

evolution,	is	taken	from	the	canon	of	literary	and	visual	depictions	of	excessive	

																																																								
12	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	p.	16.	
13	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	p.	17.	
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emotion	throughout	history,	which	built	as	much	on	its	own	perpetuated	

stereotypes	as	on	contemporaneous	medical	thought.	One	recurrent	term	in	

this	research	is	therefore	the	notion	of	a	pathological	aesthetic	and,	by	

extension,	the	pathologising	of	a	cultural	phenomenon.	This	is	in	particular	a	

twenty-first-century	concern,	complementing	the	rise	of	the	medical	humanities	

and	the	increasingly	interdisciplinary	nature	of	historical	research.	The	notion	

of	a	pathological	aesthetic	refers	to	a	specific	artistic	choice	of	theme,	style,	

subject	or	all	of	the	above	that	relates	in	the	cultural	imagination	to	visual	

understandings	of	disease,	mental	and/or	physical	debilitation	and	degeneracy.	

The	term	refers	specifically	to	the	artistic	appropriation	of	the	language	of	

pathology	and	the	influence	of	the	medical	domain	on	the	visual	arts.	In	the	eras	

studied	in	this	thesis,	we	may	also	discuss	the	idea	of	a	cultural	zeitgeist	of	

fascination	for	the	nervous	and	the	sick,	as	what	was	socially	unacceptable	and	

medically	dangerous	became	synonymous.		

	

The	analysis	of	the	chosen	ballets	in	this	thesis	will	be	set	in	the	context	of	

nineteenth-	and	early	twentieth-century	understandings	of	mental	illness.	The	

study	will	reference	the	work	of	key	figures	in	the	history	of	hysteria,	including	

pioneering	neurologists	and	psychologists	such	as	Joseph	Babinski	and	Pierre	

Janet.	This	study	will	refer	almost	exclusively	to	French	medical	discourse	on	

hysteria,	and	will	thus	depart	from	Freudian	analysis.	Knowledge	of	Freud’s	

work	on	hysteria	was	not	well	known	in	France	before	1900,	Freud	being	

known	more	at	this	time	as	a	children’s	doctor.14	Indeed	Martha	Noel	Evans	has	

																																																								
14	André	Bolzinger,	La	Réception	de	Freud	en	France	avant	1900	(Paris:	L’Harmattan,	
1999),	p.	41.		
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noted	that	it	was	the	Surrealists	who	were	interested	in	Freudian	theory	before	

French	psychiatry	was.15	In	the	early	years	of	the	1900s,	as	Freud’s	theories	on	

hysteria	developed,	French	psychologists	were	generally	sceptical	of	his	work	

or	did	not	read	it	at	all.16	Only	four	articles	by	Freud	were	published	in	France	

in	specialist	reviews	between	1893	and	1896,	after	which	nothing	more	

appeared	in	French	until	1921.17	As	Peter	Read	states,	Freud’s	reputation	in	

France	increased	gradually	via	the	French	press,	though	journalists	often	

treated	his	theories	with	hostility	or	irony.18	Furthermore,	in	the	period	1898-

1914,	Freud’s	psychoanalysis	had	only,	as	Leslie	Topp	and	Gemma	Blackshaw	

write,	‘a	very	faint	resonance	with	the	progressive	visual	arts’.19	They	attribute	

this	fact	to	Freud’s	departure	from	concerns	with	the	physical	body	that	

preoccupied	visual	artists,	his	work	more	concerned	with	thought	and	words,20	

from	whence	originates	his	talking	cure.	The	French	medical	fraternity	and	

indeed	the	arts	of	the	eras	studied	here	were	not	as	readily	influenced	by	

Freud’s	work,	and	thus	this	thesis	will	concentrate	instead	on	French	medical	

discourse	and	medically	orientated	social	discourse.		

	
																																																								
15	Martha	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts:	A	Genealogy	of	Hysteria	in	Modern	France	(Ithaca:	
Cornell	University	Press,	1991),	p.	90.	
16	Nicole	Edelman,	Les	métamorphoses	de	l’hystérique	:	Du	début	du	XIXe	siècle	à	la	
Grande	Guerre,	La	collection:	L’Espace	de	l’histoire	(Paris:	Éd.	la	Découverte,	2003),	p.	
302.	
17	Peter	Read,	‘Apollinaire	et	le	docteur	Vinchon	:	poésie,	psychanalyse	et	les	débuts	du	
surréalisme’,	Revue	des	Sciences	Humaines,	307	(juillet-septembre	2012),	35-59	(p.	37);	
Bolzinger,	p.	124;	Roger	Dufresne,	Bibliographie	des	écrits	de	Freud	en	français,	
allemand	et	anglais	(Paris:	Payot,	1973).	
18	Read,	‘Apollinaire	et	le	docteur	Vinchon’,	p.	40.	
19	Leslie	Topp	and	Gemma	Blackshaw,	‘Scrutinised	Bodies	and	Lunatic	Utopias:	Mental	
illness,	psychiatry	and	the	visual	arts	in	Vienna,	1898-1914’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity:	
Mental	Illness	and	the	Visual	Arts	in	Vienna	1900,	ed.	by	Gemma	Blackshaw	&	Leslie	
Topp	(Farnham;	Burlington:	Lund	Humphries	in	association	with	the	Wellcome	
Collection,	2009),	pp.	14-37	(p.	36).	
20	Topp	and	Blackshaw,	‘Scrutinised	Bodies	and	Lunatic	Utopias’,	in	Madness	and	
Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	p.	36.	
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There	is	a	large	amount	of	scholarship	that	approaches	hysteria	studies,	and	

this	thesis	will	draw	on	a	number	of	key	works.	One	of	the	most	comprehensive	

accounts	of	the	evolution	of	the	disorder	across	the	nineteenth	and	early	

twentieth	centuries	is	Nicole	Edelman’s	Les	métamorphoses	de	l’hystérique	:	du	

début	du	XIXe	siècle	à	la	Grande	Guerre.21	This	study	explores	a	large	variety	of	

original	French	medical	texts	and	provides	extensive	documentation	of	the	

gendered	history	of	hysteria.	Martha	Noel	Evans’s	Fits	and	Starts:	A	Genealogy	of	

Hysteria	in	Modern	France	also	provides	valuable	historical	insight	into	hysteria	

both	male	and	female	across	the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries,	drawing	

on	a	wide	variety	of	medical	literature.22	Finally,	Mark	S.	Micale’s	ground-

breaking	study	on	hysterical	men	analyses	male	hysteria’s	crucial	yet	

previously	hidden	history.23		

	

Medicalisation	

	

In	addition	to	their	medical	context,	study	of	the	three	ballets	will	also	be	set	in	

relation	to	contemporary	attitudes	to	the	act	of	dance,	notably	social	dancing.	

Certain	religious,	civic	and	medical	authorities	across	the	eras	studied	judged	

this	activity	to	be	morally	and	medically	dangerous,	especially	for	women.	This	

thesis	is	thus	concerned	with	the	medicalisation	of	the	dancing	body	and	the	

medical	fraternity	as	a	site	of	social	control.	The	desperation	to	restrict	the	act	

of	dance	evolved	away	from	religious	accusations	of	profanity	to	social	

																																																								
21	Edelman.		
22	Noel	Evans.		
23	Mark	S.	Micale,	Hysterical	Men:	The	Hidden	History	of	Male	Nervous	Illness	
(Cambridge,	Mass.;	London:	Harvard	University	Press,	2008).	
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concerns	over	civilised	behaviour	and	gender	roles,	monitored	by	the	medical	

fraternity.	

	

The	act	of	medicalising,	or	pathologising,	is	an	established	concept	within	

sociological	theory	arising	initially,	as	Deborah	Lupton	has	observed,	from	

Marxist	perspectives	and	liberal	humanism	in	the	1960s	and	70s.24	As	Irving	

Kenneth	Zola	wrote	in	1972,	medicine	‘is	becoming	a	major	institution	of	social	

control	[...]	the	new	repository	of	truth’.25	This	social	control	is	achieved	by	‘	

“medicalising”	much	of	daily	living,	by	making	medicine	and	the	labels	“healthy”	

and	“ill”	relevant	to	an	ever	increasing	part	of	human	existence’.26	The	term	

medicalisation	often	references	the	process	of	transforming	a	healthy	subject	

into	something	medically	dangerous,	on	account	of	its	immoral	or	criminal	

associations,	for	example,	critiquing	this	manipulation	of	social	ills.	Feminist	

theory	has	also	addressed	medicalisation,	with	scholars	such	as	Barbara	

Ehrenreich	and	Deirdre	English	writing	on	the	strategic	oppression	and	sexist	

ideology	of	medical	science,	referring	to	the	treatment	and	perceptions,	since	

ancient	times,	of	pregnancy,	menopause	and	menstruation,	for	example,	and	the	

fear	of	the	potentially	infectious	sick	woman.27	The	medical	fraternity	has	been	

perceived	as	a	repressive	patriarchal	authority	that	has	persistently	subjugated	

																																																								
24	Deborah	Lupton,	‘Foucault	and	the	medicalisation	critique’,	in	Foucault,	Health	and	
Medicine,	ed.	by	Alan	Petersen	and	Robin	Bunton	(London;	New	York:	Routledge,	
1997),	pp.	94-110	(p.	95).	
25	Irving	Kenneth	Zola,	‘Medicine	as	an	Institution	of	Social	Control’,	The	Sociological	
Review,	20,	4	(November	1972),	487-504	(p.	487).		
26	Zola,	p.	487,	his	emphasis.		
27	Barbara	Ehrenreich	and	Deirdre	English,	Complaints	and	Disorders:	The	Sexual	
Politics	of	Sickness,	Glass	Mountain	Pamphlet	no.	2	(London:	Compendium,	1974),	pp.	
5-6.		
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women	to	the	status	of	the	weaker	sex28	and,	relevant	to	this	thesis,	the	

hysteric.	As	we	shall	explore	as	we	progress	into	the	twentieth	century,	

however,	the	male	patient	was	just	as	much	a	victim	of	repressive	strategies	

within	the	hysteria	diagnosis.		

	

In	exploring	the	attempted	medical	repression	of	the	dancer,	this	study	will	

reference	the	work	of	Michel	Foucault	and	the	mechanisms	of	social	control	that	

became	relevant	to	both	the	practice	and	reception	of	ballet	and	social	dancing	

in	the	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries.	Foucault	is	celebrated	for	his	

social-constructionist	reading	of	the	body	as	repressed	and	controlled	by	the	

medical	sphere,	in	one	example,	across	history,	a	progression	charted	in	both	

Folie	et	Deraison	:	histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique29	and	La	Naissance	de	la	

clinique	:	une	archéologie	du	regard	médical.30	The	large	amount	of	power	that	

Foucault	attributes	to	the	medical	sphere	is	exemplified	in	his	concept	of	‘le	

regard	médical’	which	dehumanises	problematic	patient	bodies:	‘[c]et	œil	qui	

parle	serait	le	serviteur	des	choses	et	le	maître	de	la	vérité’.31	As	we	will	

explore,	this	medical	eye	looked	outside	the	medical	domain	in	order	to	

problematise	and	thus	regulate	specific	social	behaviour.	Foucault’s	theory	of	

the	conditioned	body	will	form	a	crucial	role	in	the	analysis	of	the	interaction	

between	the	spheres	of	medicine	and	dance,	and	of	the	tensions	between	

euphoria	and	regulation	in	the	dancing	body.		

																																																								
28	Lupton,	in	Foucault,	Health	and	Medicine,	ed.	by	Alan	Petersen	and	Robin	Bunton,	p.	
97.		
29	Michel	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique...	:	folie	et	déraison,	Civilisations	
d’hier	et	d’aujourd’hui	(Paris:	Plon,	1961).	
30	Michel	Foucault,	Naissance	de	la	clinique,	Une	archéologie	du	regard	médical	(Paris:	
Presses	Universitaires	de	France,	1963).	
31	Foucault,	Naissance	de	la	clinique,	pp.	115-116.	
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Foucault’s	Histoire	de	la	sexualité	:	la	volonté	de	savoir	explores	the	concept	of	

sciencia	sexualis.32	Nineteenth-century	discourses	on	sex	emanated	from	the	

medical	domain	and	the	master	of	knowledge	that	was	the	doctor,	and	aimed	to	

disinfect	the	social	body	both	physically	and	morally.	The	hystericising	of	the	

female	body	formed	a	major	part	of	the	mechanisms	of	knowledge	and	power	

surrounding	sexuality,	allowing	the	implementation	of	medical	control.33	In	

some	respects,	medical	intervention	into	the	domain	of	dance	saw	an	extension	

of	this	hystericising	of	the	body,	criticising	unhealthy,	immoral	movement.	

However,	in	other	respects	the	merging	of	dance	and	pathology	highlighted	or	

actively	commented	upon	a	corruptive	dictatorship	of	rationality	and	control,	

forming	a	resistance	to	such	medical	and	indeed	socio-political	power.	This	

thesis	will	explore	both	cases	across	the	productions	analysed.		

	

It	is	important	to	state	that	this	study	centres	on	the	‘attempted’	repression	of	

the	dancing	body,	and	acknowledges	that	the	dancing	body	was	not,	in	every	

case,	a	passive	victim	of	the	medical	fraternity.	This	analysis	will	focus	just	as	

much	on	the	potential	in	these	performances	for	greater	means	of	expression	as	

it	will	on	the	limitation	of	expression.	Repression	and	rebellion	work,	

necessarily,	in	tandem	with	each	other.	As	we	shall	explore	in	the	shift	from	

classical	renderings	of	mental	instability	to	more	experimental,	subversive	

productions,	representations	of	pathology,	and	particularly	of	hysteria	onstage,	

constructed	a	new	expressive	potential	in	danced	performance.		

																																																								
32	Michel	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	sexualité	1	:	la	volonté	de	savoir	(Paris:	Gallimard,	
1976).	
33	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	sexualité	1,	p.	137.	
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The	Nature	of	Performance	

	

This	research	chimes	with	current,	mounting	interest	in	the	intersection	of	the	

arts	and	the	medical	sciences,	and	the	medical	humanities’	appeal	to	the	

growing	phenomenon	of	the	interdisciplinary	scholar.	Above	all,	this	is	an	

interdisciplinary	study	that	critically	analyses	the	varied	components	of	

performance	dance	but	also,	more	broadly,	painting,	literature	and	plays.	This	

interdisciplinary	approach	matches	the	intergeneric	nature	of	dance	

performance,	which	combines	music,	vision	and	movement,	choreography,	sets	

and	costumes.	As	Freda	Chapple	and	Chiel	Kattenbelt	have	observed,	the	

theatre	is	essentially	a	‘hypermedium’	that	brings	together	a	variety	of	arts	and	

forms:	‘the	stage	of	intermediality’.34	Working	within	their	definition	of	the	

term,	intermediality	denotes	‘a	powerful	and	potentially	radical	force,	which	

operates	in-between	performer	and	audience;	in-between	theatre,	performance	

and	other	media;	and	in-between	realities’.35	This	study	will	consider	the	effects	

of	danced	hysteria	on	the	relationship	between	stage	and	audience,	and	on	the	

reconfiguration	of	traditional	semantic	language	that	had	previously	promoted	

the	word-as-truth.		

	

A	historical	production	survives	only	in	memories,	reviews,	costumes,	designs,	

music	and,	if	lucky,	choreographic	notation.	The	nature	of	this	study	is	

necessarily	determined	by	the	lack	of	choreography	surviving	for	its	balletic	
																																																								
34	Freda	Chapple	and	Chiel	Kattenbelt,	‘Key	Issues	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	
Performance’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	by	Freda	Chapple	and	
Chiel	Kattenbelt,	'Themes	in	Theatre	Collective	Approaches	to	Theatre	and	
Performance	2'	(Amsterdam:	Rodopi,	2006),	pp.	11–25	(p.	20).	
35	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	‘Key	Issues	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance’,	in	
Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	12.	
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case	studies.	Whilst	Giselle	is	still	performed	today,	our	understanding	of	the	

precise	choreography	from	1841	is	obscured	by	the	fact	that	in	St.	Petersburg	in	

the	late	nineteenth	century,	Marius	Petipa	reworked	and	modernised	French	

nineteenth-century	ballets,	including	Giselle.	These	evolved	into	the	versions	we	

know	today	whilst	the	originals	faded	from	the	French	repertory.36	In	the	

absence	of	certainty	regarding	the	precise	steps	viewed	by	contemporaneous	

audiences,	the	interest	and	originality	of	this	research	is	thus	positioned	outside	

traditional	dance	scholarship.	Rather	than	choreographic	analysis,	the	chapters	

form	a	cultural	history	of	a	social	phenomenon:	the	hysterical	dancing	body.		

	

The	texts	analysed	in	this	study	are	each	designed	either	to	prepare	or	

accompany	a	performance.	Unlike	other	textual	forms,	a	libretto	supports	and	

substantiates	the	visual	information	received	onstage,	and	thus	works	in	

tandem	with	the	performance,	guiding	the	audience	in	their	interpretation.	This	

text	also	has	the	potential	to	disrupt	audience	experience,	setting	up	specific	

audience	expectations	that,	as	this	research	will	explore	in	Jeux,	can	be	

disappointed.		We	will	also	explore	how	the	librettos	shift	in	nature	across	the	

eras	studied,	becoming	shorter	and	less	story-like	in	structure,	mirroring	the	

same	shift	in	performance	narratives	onstage.		

	

																																																								
36	See	Marian	Smith,	‘Beyond	the	Veil:	Giselle	Revealed’,	Dance	Chronicle,	33,	3,	
‘Choreographers	at	the	Cutting	Edge,	Part	III	(2010),	460-464	for	more	on	the	history	
of	Giselle	and	for	an	exploration	of	a	Giselle	manuscript	likely	from	the	1860s,	which	
provides	detailed	choreographic	notation	of	a	version	probably	performed	in	this	
decade.	See	also	Marian	Smith,	‘The	Earliest	“Giselle”?	A	Preliminary	Report	on	a	St.	
Petersburg	Manuscript’,	Dance	Chronicle,	23,	1	(2000),	29-48,	in	which	Smith	analyses	
a	manuscript	rehearsal	score,	the	répétiteur,	annotated	with	the	action	of	the	ballet	
(the	non-dancing	scenes)	which	reflects	an	early	Giselle,	perhaps	even	the	original.	
Smith	also	discusses	the	répétiteur	in	her	book	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle	
(Princeton;	Oxford:	Princeton	University	Press,	2000),	discussed	in	Chapter	1.		
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Key	Sources		

	

This	thesis	will	traverse,	within	the	overarching	discipline	of	French	studies,	the	

disciplines	of	Dance	Studies,	Hysteria	Studies,	Medical	Humanities,	Gender	

Studies	and	Social-History	Studies,	addressing	the	visual	arts,	literature	and	

theatre	as	well	as	sociological	and	cultural	theory.	Micale	states	that	within	

scholarship	on	hysteria	there	is	much	less	work	on	the	Romantic	era.37	There	

also	still	remains	less	work	surrounding	the	twentieth-century	evolution	of	the	

condition	and	this	thesis	makes	a	conscious	jump	from	the	Romantic	ballet	

Giselle	to	the	Ballets	Russes,	also	justified	in	Chapter	2.1	by	the	historical	

context	of	music-hall	ballet.	There	is	an	enormous	quantity	of	scholarly	

research	surrounding	late	nineteenth-century	hysteria,	and	thus	this	thesis	will	

acknowledge	yet	move	beyond	this	period	in	order	to	explore	areas	of	this	

artistic	and	medical	history	that	have	not	been	covered	as	extensively	in	

scholarship.		

	

This	study	focuses	on	the	premieres	of	the	three	chosen	case-study	ballets.	The	

research	draws	on	contemporaneous	press	coverage	of	the	ballets	in	order	to	

obtain	information	on	the	staging	and	performance	of	the	first	productions	of	

the	three	performances	analysed,	navigating	the	intangible	nature	of	historical	

performance.	Analysis	of	the	press	coverage	surrounding	the	twentieth-century	

productions	also	provides	key	evidence	of	how	hostile	conservative	reaction	

could	be	to	performances	that	transgressed	into	the	realms	of	mental	disorder	

and	the	visual	representation	of	pathology.	The	horror	expressed	in	the	press	

																																																								
37	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	pp.	186.	
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reveals	how	deep-rooted	the	expectations	of	commentators	and	audiences	

were,	accustomed	to	the	conventions	and	canons	of	classical	ballet.		

	

There	is	a	wide	variety	of	critical	literature	that	responds	to	scholarly	interest	

in	the	Medical	Humanities,	Performance	Studies	and	the	historical	avant-garde,	

and	the	arguments	in	this	thesis	will	be	supported	and	illustrated	by	reference	

to	books,	chapters	and	articles	by	dance	and	cultural	historians	and	theorists.	In	

particular,	the	links	between	dance	and	hysterical	pathology	in	nineteenth-	and	

early	twentieth-century	France	are	comprehensively	illustrated	in	Felicia	

McCarren’s	Dance	Pathologies:	Performance,	Poetics,	Medicine.	McCarren	

combines	literary	analysis,	dance	history	and	medical	documentation	in	order	

to	dispel	the	idealised	image	of	the	dancer,	analysing	instead	the	socio-medical	

undercurrents	running	through	the	act	of	dance	across	these	periods.	Her	

analysis	of	the	Romantic	ballet	Giselle	teases	out	its	pathological	elements,	

illustrating	the	influence	of	the	hysteria	diagnosis	on	the	ballet	through	the	

relation	between	dance,	sex,	syphilis	and	the	history	of	prostitution	in	

nineteenth-century	ballet.	McCarren’s	study	is	of	central	importance	within	the	

cultural	study	of	hysteria	and	dance.	Building	on	Dance	Pathologies	in	the	

analysis	of	Giselle	in	this	thesis,	we	move	away	from	McCarren’s	study	with	the	

exploration	of	the	nineteenth-century	social-dance	scene	and	its	place	within	

the	ballet.		

	

Rae	Beth	Gordon	has	also	explored	the	links	between	pathology	and	dance,	

focusing	on	the	context	of	cabaret,	music	hall	and	cinema	in	the	late	1800s	and	

early	1900s.	Her	publication	Why	The	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis:	From	Cabaret	to	
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Early	Cinema	examines	the	morbid	public	interest	in	hypnotists,	pathological	

cabaret	performances	and	the	fear	of	the	contagion	of	medical	symptoms	and	

madness.38	Gordon	examines	how	the	performance	styles	in	the	cabarets	were	

heavily	influenced	by	the	symptoms	of	hysteria	and	the	fascination	with	

unconscious	bodily	movement.	In	Dances	With	Darwin,	1875-1910:	Vernacular	

Modernity	in	France,	Gordon	focuses	on	the	influence	of	evolution	and	

degeneration	theory	and	the	perceived	effects	of	irregular	movement	on	the	

body,	along	with	fears	over	the	contagion	of	degeneracy.39		

	

There	has	also	been	significant	scholarly	interest	in	hysteria	within	the	context	

of	Viennese	Modernism.	Nathan	J.	Timpano’s	2017	study	Constructing	the	

Viennese	Modern	Body:	Art,	Hysteria,	and	the	Puppet	exemplifies	the	current	

interest	in	the	hysterical	body	as	an	artistic	as	well	as	medical	entity	and,	

particularly,	its	popularity	amongst	the	historical	European	avant-gardes.40	The	

visual	pathology	of	Viennese	modernism	has	also	been	explored	in	publications	

such	as	Leslie	Topp	and	Gemma	Blackshaw’s	Madness	and	Modernity:	Mental	

Illness	and	the	Visual	Arts	in	Vienna	190041	and	by	authors	such	as	Patrick	

Werkner.42		

	

																																																								
38	Rae	Beth	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis:	From	Cabaret	to	Early	Cinema	
(Stanford,	Calif.:	Stanford	University	Press,	2001).	
39	Rae	Beth	Gordon,	Dances	With	Darwin,	1875-1910:	Vernacular	Modernity	in	France	
(Farnham;	Burlington:	Ashgate,	2009).	
40	Nathan	J.	Timpano,	Constructing	the	Viennese	Modern	Body:	Art,	Hysteria,	and	the	
Puppet	(New	York;	London:	Routledge,	2017).	
41	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp.		
42	Egon	Schiele:	Art,	Sexuality,	and	Viennese	Modernism,	ed.	by	Patrick	Werkner	(Palo	
Alto,	Calif.:	The	Society	for	the	Promotion	of	Science	and	Scholarship,	1994).	



	

	

29	

The	originality	of	this	research	is	augmented	by	the	exploitation	of	unpublished	

correspondence,	manuscripts,	rare	printed	documents	and	published	texts	

unavailable	in	English	translation,	gleaned	from	research	in	archives	such	as	the	

the	Dansmuseet	in	Stockholm,	the	Archives	Nationales	(France)	and	the	

Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France	in	Paris.	We	will	explore,	for	example,	

nineteenth-century	parody	plays	of	Giselle	which	have	not,	as	far	as	is	known,	

been	studied	elsewhere.	Furthermore,	unpublished	Ballets	Suédois	

correspondence	and	a	section	of	Thora	Dardel’s	1941	autobiography	Jag	for	till	

Paris	[I	went	to	Paris]	have	been	translated	from	the	Swedish	for	this	thesis.		

	

Expressive	and	Transgressive	Performance	

	

The	present	study	will	provide	new	insight	into	well-known	productions	within	

the	European	dance	canon	and	introduce	and	critically	analyse	little-known	

productions,	all	within	the	broader	quest	to	examine	the	cultural	and	medical	

significance	of	the	hysterical	dancing	body	throughout	the	specified	period	of	

French	history.	The	representation	of	psychological	disorder	and	its	physical	

manifestations	allowed	choreographers	and	dancers	but	also	designers	and	

composers	to	expand	and	enrich	the	expressive	vocabulary	of	the	artform.	The	

productions	analysed	here	transgressed	classical	conventions,	adopting	and	

adapting	contemporaneous	aspects	of	innovative	and	experimental	literature	

and	visual	arts,	revitalising	the	genre	and	moving	it	towards	the	expressive	

patterns	and	intensity	of	later	twentieth-century	modern	dance.43	This	study	

																																																								
43	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	Read	for	his	insight	and	advice	here	and	on	this	
introduction	as	a	whole.			
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will	chart	the	embrace	of	the	pathological	and	the	irrational	in	danced	

expression,	which	both	significantly	altered	audience	experience	and	

interpretation	and	broadened	the	capacity	for	dance	to	record	and	represent	

the	breadth	of	the	human	condition.		

	
Structure	of	Thesis	
	
	
	
For	each	chapter	of	this	study,	a	detailed	analysis	of	the	medical	context	and	the	

history	of	hysteria	within	the	timeframe	addressed	is	provided,	and	forms	the	

first	of	each	chapter’s	three	parts.	Where	appropriate,	this	context	also	extends	

to	the	history	of	dance.		

	

This	thesis	will	begin	its	analysis	in	the	mid-nineteenth	century	with	the	

Romantic	ballet	Giselle.	A	seminal	work	that	is	still	enjoyed	today,	this	ballet	

forms	the	focus	of	Chapter	1,	which	will	build	on	the	existing	research	into	the	

medical	and	cultural	history	of	the	ballet,	offering	new	interpretations	and	

exploration	into	little-known	related	works.	The	latter	include	balletic	

representations	of	female	insanity	performed	prior	to	Giselle,	which	also	had	a	

rapport	with	contemporaneous	medical	discourse	on	female	hysteria,	enabling	

the	charting	of	the	condition	both	onstage	and	off.	This	chapter	will	then	

explore	the	French	parody	productions	of	the	Giselle	ballet.	These	productions	

provide	valuable	insight	not	only	into	the	original	Giselle,	as	they	draw	out	its	

key	themes,	but	also	into	contemporaneous	interpretations	of	the	ballet	outside	

written	criticism.	In	particular,	the	parodies	emphasise	the	links	made	in	the	
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original	ballet	between	dance	and	medicine,	and	this	leads	the	analysis	into	the	

nineteenth-century	social-dance	scene.	Chapter	1.3	will	provide	a	new	reading	

of	Giselle’s	much-debated	cause	of	death,	influenced	by	the	contemporaneous	

medical	phenomenon	of	the	waltzing	female.	The	debate	surrounding	the	cause	

of	Giselle’s	death	has	thus	far	neglected	analysis	of	the	sickness	of	dance	itself,	

which	held	particular	currency	in	the	nineteenth	century	amongst	the	widely	

promoted	dangers	of	the	waltz	for	the	female	mind	and	body.	Breaking	new	

ground,	this	chapter	will	analyse	the	place	of	the	waltz	in	the	original	Giselle	

libretto	and	music,	and	within	its	French	parodies,	further	exploring	the	

medical	significance	of	the	ballet	and	its	representation	of	contemporaneous	

perceptions	of	female	hysteria.			

	

Moving	into	the	twentieth	century,	the	evolution	of	hysteria	across	this	period	

is	complex,	crossing	neurological	and	psychological	disciplines.	It	is	also	

relevant	to	explore	another	nervous	condition,	neurasthenia,	and	its	

implications	for	the	male	nervous	sufferer.	Chapter	2	will	explore	the	strands	of	

pre-war	Modernism,	notably	Expressionism,	which	visually	promoted	the	

pathological	body	and	the	understanding	that	modernity	was	intimately	caught	

up	with	the	nervous	and	the	sick.	Jeux	adopted	yet	subverted	music-hall	ballet’s	

key	trend	for	presenting	fashionable	Parisian	society	onstage.	In	an	original	

rereading	of	Nijinsky’s	anti-classical	choreography,	I	will	argue	that	whilst	there	

is	no	evidence	that	the	choreographer	was	explicitly	influenced	by	the	realm	of	

pathology,	his	work	related	closely	to	early	twentieth-century	perceptions	of	

the	physical	and	nervous	damage	suffered	by	the	modern	and	indeed	dancing	

body.	Chapter	2.3	will	focus	on	the	medical	preoccupation	with	the	healthy	
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synthesis	of	ideas	in	the	mind,	and	the	frustration	of	this	synthesis	along	with	

the	viewing	process	in	response	to	such	fractured,	disjointed	performances.	

This	section	will	analyse	the	arrival	of	the	fractured	male	body	in	the	visual	arts	

of	the	period	and	in	Jeux.	We	will	then	explore	the	cultural	and	social	climate	

that	produced	the	contemporaneous	accusations	of	neurological	deficiency	in	

Nijinsky’s	choreography,	examining	the	perceptions	of	dance	and	psychic	

disorder	that	intertwined	with	repressive,	disciplinary	medical	strategies	

promoted	by	institutional	pillars	both	in	the	sciences	and	in	dance.	Through	

analysis	of	the	little-studied	work	of	the	Académie	Internationale	de	la	Danse,	

the	pre-war	social-dance	scene	and	Jeux’s	sporting	context,	we	can	identify	the	

promotion	of	set,	correct,	healthy	postures	and	the	attempts	to	regulate	the	

social	body,	encapsulated	in	Nijinsky’s	ballet.		

	

Finally,	Chapter	3	of	this	study	will	move	into	the	interwar	period	in	an	analysis	

of	the	Ballets	Suédois	production	Maison	de	fous.	This	experimental	

performance	was	ostensibly	the	first	time	that	a	mental	asylum	had	been	

depicted	on	the	French	ballet	stage.	Chapter	3.2	will	explore	the	various	

elements	of	this	production:	plot,	sets,	costumes,	music,	situating	the	ballet	

within	the	wider	context	of	Expressionist	art	and	dance.	This	chapter	

constitutes	the	first	detailed	critical	analysis	of	the	production	and	will	focus	on	

the	ballet’s	parody	of	social	sins,	exploring	its	critique	of	the	falsity	and	

hypocrisy	of	rationalism.	Of	particular	interest	in	this	production	is	its	stance	

towards	traditional	values	and	the	retour	à	l’ordre.	This	chapter	will	explore	the	

radical	nature	of	the	ballet	and	its	key	intersection	with	French	medical	

discourse,	yet	it	will	also	caution	against	any	assumption	that	an	avant-garde,	
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experimental	aesthetic	necessarily	promotes	entirely	anti-reactionary	values.	

Chapter	3.3	will	then	analyse	the	representation	of	hysteria	within	Maison	de	

fous,	examining	male	wartime	hysteria	before	turning	to	Nils	Dardel’s	costume	

design	for	the	character	of	La	Femme	hystérique	and	its	significance	in	relation	

to	the	wider	socio-medical	pathologising	of	the	flapper	figure.	This	production	

intersects	with	key	areas	of	French	medical	discourse	concerned	with	the	

diagnosis	of	social	ills	and	the	threat	of	contagious	suggestion.	This	study	will	

conclude	with	an	original	examination	of	the	hysteric	on	the	intermedial	stage,	

and	the	significance	of	this	form	of	corporeal	language	within	the	search	for	

new	forms	of	artistic	expression,	and	the	growing	distrust	of	rationalism	and	

the	logos.		

	

	



Chapter	1:	Forgotten	Waltzes:	Reappraising	Madness	in	Gautier’s	
Giselle	

	
	
	
	
‘[I]f	you	mean	what	“romantic”	signified	from	the	beginning	-	something	wild	

and	illogical,	something	to	which	you	can't	respond	with	your	reason	-	then,	

absolutely,	this	is	a	romantic	ballet’.	

	
-	Mats	Ek	on	his	Swan	Lake	in	Allan	Ulrich,	‘Cullberg	Ballet	on	the	Cusp’,	Dance	
Magazine	76:10	(October	2002),	36-39,	90-91	(p.	91).	
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1.1:	Contextual	Analysis:	Hysteria	and	the	Time	of	Giselle		
	
	
The	nineteenth	century	is	recognised	in	scholarship	as	a	defining	period	for	

French	medicine	and	for	the	wider	phenomenon	of	medicalisation	within	

French	society	itself.	The	French	Revolution,	and	the	more	liberal	outlooks	that	

it	espoused,	welcomed	the	comprehensive	education	of	medical	students	and	

led	to	an	understanding	of	the	hospital	as	a	place	of	research:	study,	statistics	

and	experiments	in	institutions	that	were	growing	in	power.1	Although	

physicians	were	often	distrusted,	particularly	amongst	the	lower	classes	across	

the	eighteenth	and	nineteenth	centuries,2	they	were	nevertheless	becoming	

authoritative	figures,	part	of	a	grander	vision	of	improving	French	society	via	

public	hygiene.3	The	physician’s	role	was	thus	medical	and	social	and,	as	Dr	

Ulysse	Trélat	wrote	in	1828,	theirs	was	‘une	plus	haute	mission’	to	improve	‘la	

vie	collective’.4	This	led	to	a	heavy	imbalance	of	power	within	the	doctor-

patient	relationship,	leading	in	Foucauldian	analysis	to	the	all-knowing	medical	

professional	cleansing	and	regulating	wider	society.			

	

The	demands	of	the	medical	fraternity	were	furthered	by	the	numerous	

epidemics	that	plagued	the	nineteenth	century.	As	Gérard	Jorland	states,	the	

urbanisation	and	industrialisation	across	Europe	and	America	left	cities	ripened	

																																																								
1	Laurence	Brockliss	&	Colin	Jones,	The	Medical	World	of	Early-Modern	France	(Oxford:	
Clarendon	Press,	1997),	pp.	818-826,	and	Roger	Magraw,	France	1800-1914:	A	Social	
History,	A	Social	History	of	Europe	vol.	4	(London:	Pearson	Education,	2002),	p.	270.		
2	Matthew	Ramsey,	Professional	and	Popular	Medicine	in	France,	1770-1830:	The	Social	
World	of	Medical	Practice,	Cambridge	History	of	Medicine	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	1988),	pp.	68,	122-3.	
3	Ramsey,	p.	123.	
4	Dr	Ulysse	Trélat,	De	la	constitution	du	corps	des	médecins	et	de	l’enseignement	médical	
;	des	réformes	qu’elle	devrait	subir	dans	l’intérêt	de	la	science	et	de	la	morale	publique	;	
examen	des	questions	adressées	à	cet	effet	par	S.	E.	le	Ministre	de	l’intérieur	à	l’Académie	
royale	de	médecine	(Paris:	Villeret	et	compagnie,	1829),	p.	64.	
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for	infection	and	plague.	These	ranged	from	the	disastrous	cholera	outbreak	in	

1832,	to	typhoid,	tuberculosis,	malaria	and	smallpox.5	Added	to	this	there	were	

persistent	fears	surrounding	the	contagion	of	syphilis	that	would	continue	

across	the	nineteenth	century	and	into	the	twentieth,	also	advanced	by	the	

prominence	of	the	disease	in	literary	works	by	authors	such	as	Gautier,	

Maupassant	and	many	more.6	Health	and	medicine	were	thus	at	the	forefront	of	

social	concerns,	and	public	hygiene	efforts	rose	dramatically,	with	a	major	push	

for	the	widespread	instalment	of	conseils	de	salubrité	across	the	country	in	the	

1830s	and	40s,	particularly	after	the	revolution	of	1848.7	There	were	numerous	

methods	of	dispersing	advice	and	information	to	the	general	public,	and	the	

term	‘medical	press’	may	be	understood	as	having	two	different	target	

audiences.	Many	publications	circulated	purely	amongst	professional	circles,	

sharing	research	and	concerns	within	and	between	medical	institutions.	

However,	there	were	also	manuals	and	tracts	that	aimed	to	influence	the	French	

people	directly,	dispersing	information	to	the	public	in	order	to	achieve	more	

far-reaching	progression	in	health	and	hygiene.		

	

One	example	of	the	medical	tracts	that	circulated	widely	amongst	the	French	

public	were	the	hugely	popular	manuals	for	women	on	cosmetics	and	other	

aspects	of	their	toilette,	analysed	extensively	by	Morag	Martin.8	Members	of	the	

medical	faculty	would	produce	such	publications	in	order	to	regulate	female	

																																																								
5	Gérard	Jorland,	Une	société	à	soigner	:	hygiène	et	salubrité	publiques	en	France	au	XIXe	
siècle	(Paris:	Gallimard,	2010),	pp.	11,	33.		
6	Claude	Quétel,	Le	mal	de	Naples	:	Histoire	de	la	syphilis	(Paris:	Éditions	Seghers,	1986),	
pp.	146-147,	154-163.	
7	Jorland,	pp.	12,	33-34,	36.		
8	Morag	Martin,	Selling	Beauty:	Cosmetics,	Commerce,	and	French	Society,	1750-1830	
(Baltimore:	The	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	2009),	pp.	97-116.		
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hygiene	and	propriety	under	the	guise	of	assisting	with	natural	beauty.	By	the	

end	of	the	eighteenth	century	the	physician	was	the	principal	distributer	of	

advice	on	beauty.9	He	advertised	safer	cosmetic	ingredients	but	also	promoted	

the	correct	female	conduct	for	maintaining	beautiful	skin,	for	example,	

discouraging	dancing	and	drinking	as	‘behaviour	and	emotions	had	physical	

and	often	dangerous	effects	on	the	body’.10	Another	key	figure	in	early	

nineteenth-century	women’s	manuals	was	the	physician	P.	J.		Marie	de	Saint-

Ursin,	who	published	L’Ami	des	femmes	in	1804,	advising	on	‘habillement’,	

‘mœurs’	and	‘santé’.11		The	medical	and	instructional	manuals	published	at	this	

time	distributed	information	and	direction	to	the	wider	public,	situating	the	

control	and	purification	of	the	body	–	particularly	the	female	body	-	as	central	

social	concerns	in	this	period.		

	

Medical	interests	ranged	widely	across	the	nineteenth	century	from	

phrenology,	criminology	and	degeneration,	as	the	question	of	how	to	protect	

and	preserve	French	society	via	the	body	became	paramount.	All	of	these	

disciplines	promoted	the	perception	that	the	outward	appearance	of	the	human	

form	could	act	as	a	visible	map	for	interior	troubles.	Indeed,	the	reading	of	the	

body,	the	Foucauldian	medical	gaze,	surpassed	the	sick	body	and	looked,	too,	

upon	other	social	figures:	the	criminal,	the	delinquent	and,	of	significance	to	this	

thesis,	the	dancer.	Bodily	movements	could	become	symptoms	even	if	they	
																																																								
9	Martin,	p.	99.	
10	Martin,	pp.	100-104,	and	Ludmilla	Jordanova,	Sexual	Visions:	Images	of	Gender	in	
Science	and	Medicine	between	the	Eighteenth	and	Twentieth	Centuries	(Madison:	
University	of	Wisconsin	Press,	1989),	pp.	27-29,	in	Martin,	p.	105.		
11	P.	J.	Marie	de	Saint-Ursin,	L'ami	des	femmes,	ou	Lettres	d'un	médecin	:	concernant	
l'influence	de	l'habillement	des	femmes	sur	leurs	mœurs	et	leur	santé,	et	la	nécessité	de	
l'usage	habituel	des	bains	en	conservant	leur	costume	actuel,	suivies	d'un	appendix	
contenant	des	recettes	cosmétiques	et	curatives	(Paris:	chez	Barba,	librairie,	1804).	
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remained	exterior	to	the	medical	environment.	As	we	shall	explore,	it	was	the	

nosology	of	hysteria	that	provided	fertile	soil	for	social	appropriation,	its	

diagnosis	a	large-scale	threat	for	any	individual	straying	from	the	straight	and	

narrow.		

	

Over	the	course	of	this	opening	contextual	analysis	we	will	consider	two	

distinct	subject	areas	before	continuing	to	the	examination	of	this	chapter’s	

case	studies:	Giselle	and	its	parodies.	We	will	firstly	explore	the	medical	and	

social	perception	and	documentation	of	hysteria	in	the	early	to	mid-nineteenth	

century,	outlining	the	medical	evolution	of	hysteria	during	this	period	and	its	

important	position	within	the	French	medical	domain	that	left	it	ripe	for	its	

transition	into	the	arts.	We	will	secondly	consider	the	status	of	Romantic	ballet	

in	this	era,	and	the	social	position	of	the	danseuse.	This	will	provide	essential	

context	for	the	ballet’s	analysis	and	the	comparison	of	the	ballet	dancer	and	the	

social	dancer	at	this	time,	as	will	be	explored	in	Parts	Two	and	Three	of	this	

chapter.		

	

Hysteria:	A	Brief	History		

	

Symptoms	of	hysteria	were	first	evident	amongst	the	Ancient	Egyptians,	who	

recorded	behavioural	disturbances	in	adult	women,12	caused	by	the	

spontaneous	movement	of	the	uterus	within	the	body	inducing	seizures	and	

																																																								
12	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	8.	
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suffocation.13	In	the	fifth	and	fourth	centuries	BC	in	the	Hippocratic	texts,	the	

toxic	and	wandering	uterus	of	the	hysteric	was	often	encouraged	back	into	

place	via	fumigation.14	Relating	hysteria	and	sexual	dissatisfaction,	in	the	fourth	

century	BC	Plato	blamed	lack	of	procreation	for	what	we	now	term	the	

wandering	womb.15	Moving	forward,	the	late	Middle	Ages	and	Renaissance	

developed	the	notion	that	hysteria	was	in	fact	the	devil	infecting	the	female	

mind,	driving	women	to	fits	and	indecent	behaviour.16	Conversely,	in	the	

eighteenth	century	the	‘vapors’	provoked	by	the	excessively	refined,	cossetted	

lifestyles	of	the	wealthy	urban	female	were	associated	with	the	malady.17	The	

history	of	hysteria	has	been	stereotyped	more	often	than	not	as	female,	

understood	purely	as	the	male	subjugation	of	the	female	body.	However,	the	

research	of	scholars	such	as	Mark	S.	Micale	has	demonstrated	that	this	

assumption	is	not	the	full	story.	Renaissance	treatises	discussed	cases	of	

‘hypochondriacal	melancholia’	in	relation	to	the	male	mind	and	body	more	than	

the	female,	for	example,	and	Jean-Martin	Charcot	at	La	Salpêtrière	worked	with	

a	full	ward	of	male	hysterical	patients,18	even	if	they	were	not	publicised	in	the	

Iconographies	as	his	female	sufferers	were.	In	particular,	the	work	of	English	

physicians	Thomas	Willis	and	Thomas	Sydenham	in	the	seventeenth	century	

																																																								
13	Sigerist	H.	E.,	A	History	of	Medicine.	Primitive	and	Archaic	Medicine	(New	York:	Oxford	
University	Press,	1951),	and	Cosmacini	G.,	The	Long	Art:	The	History	of	Medicine	from	
Antiquity	to	the	Present	(Rome:	Oxford	University	Press,	1997),	in	Cecilia	Tasca,	
Mariangela	Rapetti,	Mauro	Giovanni	Carta	and	Bianca	Fadda,	‘Women	and	Hysteria	in	
the	History	of	Mental	Health’,	Clinical	Practice	and	Epidemiology	in	Mental	Health,	vol.	8	
(2012),	pp.	110-119	(p.	110),	Open	Access,	Bentham	Open,	
<https://benthamopen.com/CPEMH/VOLUME/8/>	[accessed	04	February	2019].	
14	Helen	King,	‘Once	Upon	A	Text,	Hysteria	from	Hippocrates’,	in	Sander	L.	Gilman,	
Helen	King,	Roy	Porter,	G.	S.	Rousseau	and	Elaine	Showalter,	Hysteria	Beyond	Freud	
(Berkeley;	Los	Angeles;	London:	University	of	California	Press,	1993),	pp.	14-25.	
15	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	8-9.	
16	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	1-2.	
17	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	2.		
18	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	6,	124.		
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associated	the	condition	with	the	brain	and	nervous	system	rather	than	with	

the	female	reproductive	organs,	and	thus	set	in	place	the	framework	for	the	

hysteria	diagnosis	in	both	men	and	women.19	A	more	detailed	account	of	male	

hysteria	and	its	attempted	suppression	by	medical	professionals	will	be	

explored	in	Chapter	3.1.	It	is	necessary	to	state,	however,	that	in	spite	of	the	

research	into	male	patients,	the	female	hysterical	stereotype	persisted	in	a	lot	of	

medical	discourse	and	particularly	in	social,	literary	and	artistic	thought	and	

practice	until	well	into	the	twentieth	century.	Indeed,	hysteria	is	persistently,	

though	incorrectly,	typecast	in	today’s	cultural	memory	as	a	female	malady.		

	

The	Early	Nineteenth	Century	

	

Michel	Foucault	theorises	the	relation	between	the	emergence	of	nervous	

conditions	and	increasing	moral	sanctions	in	place	by	the	beginning	of	the	

nineteenth	century.	The	body,	particularly	the	city-dwelling	body,	was	subject	

to	a	wealth	of	perceived	indecent	and	unnatural	irritation	of	the	nerves:	reading	

novels,	going	to	the	theatre,	excessive	desire	for	knowledge,	passion	and	sexual	

relations.20	All	such	pastimes	could	only	damage	the	body	physically	and	

morally,	and	thus	the	role	of	the	doctor	became	that	of	both	physician	and	

moral	educator,	surpassing	the	previous	power	of	the	church.21	That	hysteria	

and	hypochondria	had	entered,	by	approximately	the	early	nineteenth	century,	

the	realm	of	mental	disease,	upheld	the	conviction	that	the	mind	could	be	

overwhelmed	by	the	accumulation	of	these	‘irritations’	and	sensitivity,	

																																																								
19	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	16-17.	
20	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique,	p.	357.	
21	Foucault,	Naissance	de	la	clinique,	pp.	32-33.	
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provoking	mental	instability.	Crucially,	however,	this	madness	was	‘l’effet	

psychologique	d’une	faute	morale’.22	It	was	this	combination	of	psychology	and	

morality	that	persisted,	not	only	in	professional	medical	discourse	but	also	in	

social	discourse	surrounding	perceived	immoral	activity,	as	the	medical	

disciplines	leaked	into	the	cultural	sphere.		The	hysteric,	then,	was	a	medical	

figure	loaded	with	social	significance:	this	condition	was	the	epitome	of	the	

body’s	intolerance	of	morally	damaging	activity,	expressed	through	physical	

symptoms.		

	

Mark	Micale	states	that	from	approximately	1790	to	1860,	the	medical	sciences	

were	predominantly	concerned	with	defining	the	natural	and	biomedical	

differences	between	the	sexes.	Consequently,	the	cases	of	male	hysteria	were	

hidden	away	and	appeared	‘only	as	the	story	of	evasions,	resistances,	and	

silences’.23	Meanwhile,	as	Nicole	Edelman	in	her	study	Les	Métamorphoses	de	

l’hystérique	has	underlined,	female	hysteria	was	a	malady	that	massively	

preoccupied	the	medical	domain	during	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	

a	fact	often	neglected	on	account	of	its	late	nineteenth-century	heyday.	In	fact,	

ninety-seven	theses	appeared	on	female	hysteria	between	1800	and	1854.24	As	

Micale	has	observed,	the	large	political	turmoil	that	the	turn	of	the	century	

endured	cannot	have	been	insignificant	in	the	evolution	of	the	dichotomy	of	the	

sexes,	as	traditional	values	were	coming	to	the	fore.	Indeed,	critics	of	the	

revolution	blamed	national	instability	on	the	intellectual	autonomy,	political	

																																																								
22	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique,	p.	358.	
23	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	49.		
24	Edelman,	p.	15.	
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engagement	and	promiscuity	of	women.25	By	1795	women	had	fought	for	

divorce,	suffrage,	inheritance,	property	and	tax	laws,	child	custody,	job	security	

and	educational	opportunities.26	The	medical	diagnosis	of	excessive	emotions,	

unruly	sexuality	and	the	necessity	of	marriage	thus	extended	the	patriarchal	

responses	to	women’s	rights	in	the	social	sphere.		

	

A	disruptive	presence,	the	hysteric	in	the	first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	

was	‘une	malade	dérangeante	par	ses	excès	impudiques,	par	son	caractère	

imprévisible	et	par	ses	manifestations	physiques	et	verbales	incontrôlables’.27	

As	Edelman	contends,	hysterical	symptoms	in	this	period	were	characterised	by	

excessive	nervous	motion	and	irritation,	dizziness	and	worry.	The	hysterical	fit,	

made	famous	by	the	categorised	stages	detailed	by	Charcot	in	the	late	1800s,	

was	nevertheless	characterised	by	three	distinct	phases	in	this	earlier	period.	

The	first	stage	entailed	the	‘globe	hystérique’,	the	term	describing	the	sensation	

of	a	ball	stuck	in	the	throat,	suffocating	the	patient	as	the	chest	tightens	and	the	

neck	swells.	The	second	phase	was	marked	by	a	cry	of	pain	and	terror,	which	

set	in	motion	a	series	of	bodily	convulsions	and	a	more	or	less	total	loss	of	

consciousness.	Delirious,	the	patient	cried,	laughed,	embraced,	often	with	

movements	of	the	pelvis.	The	third	phase	saw	continued	convulsions,	loss	of	

consciousness	and	delirium,	concluding	with	the	emission	of	bodily	fluids,	often	

																																																								
25	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	50.		
26	Dominique	Godineau,	‘Daughters	of	Liberty	and	Revolutionary	Citizens’,	&	Elisabeth	
G.	Sledziewski,	‘The	French	Revolution	as	the	Turning	Point’	in	Geneviève	Fraisse	and	
Michelle	Perrot,	eds.,	Emerging	Feminism	from	Revolution	to	World	War,	vol.	4:	A	
History	of	Women	in	the	West,	Georges	Duby	&	Michelle	Perrot,	gen.	eds.	(Cambridge,	
Mass.:	Harvard	University	Press,	1993),	chaps.	1,	2,	in	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	51.	
27	Edelman,	p.	15.		
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accompanied	by	signs	of	‘sensations	voluptueuses’.28	The	women	were	

prescribed	an	active	lifestyle	in	moderation.	Horse	riding,	walks	in	the	country,	

travelling	and	simple	intellectual	games	were	advised	in	place	of	reading,	

listening	to	certain	music,	theatre,	balls	and	alcohol,	tea	or	liquor.29	A	variety	of	

medical	treatments	were	also	practiced,	from	the	use	of	magnets	and	electricity	

to	lukewarm	or	cold	baths	and	leeches	placed	around	the	lower	body,	suction	

pads	on	the	stomach	or	the	injection	of	calming	lotion	into	the	vagina.	Such	

treatments	were	clearly	designed	to	treat	perceived	exacerbated	female	

sexuality,	thus	it	is	unsurprising	that	the	most	common	advice	for	the	treatment	

of	hysteria	in	this	period	was	marriage.30	Edelman	explores	the	medical	

research	into	the	vital	and	energising	properties	of	sperm,	the	hysteric	

requiring	the	marital	bed	in	order	to	calm	her	otherwise	unruly	desires	and	

feminine	emotional	excesses.31		Marriage	became	almost	‘une	obligation	de	

nature’.32	The	hystericising	of	the	female	body	saw	the	employment	of	medical	

control,	as	medical	institutions	gradually	gained	power	as	sites	of	the	

implementation	of	patriarchal	law,	concealed	under	the	guise	of	patient	care.33	

	

Considered	from	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	century	to	be	a	‘névrose’,	the	uterine	

theory	surrounding	hysterical	symptoms	dominated	until	approximately	the	

1830s.34	For	Jean-Baptiste	de	Louyer-Villermay,	the	reproductive	organs	were	

the	site	of	hysteria	via	the	suffocation	or	strangling	of	the	uterus.	Following	the	

																																																								
28	O.	Chevillon,	L.	Fougères	and	E.	Georget,	cited	in	Edelman,	p.	16.	
29	Edelman,	p.	17.	
30	Edelman,	p.	17.	
31	Edelman,	pp.	18-19.		
32	Edelman,	p.	35,	her	emphasis.	
33	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	sexualité	1,	p.	137.	
34	Edelman,	p.	20.		
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opinion	of	Philip	Pinel,	he	stated	in	1832	that	hysteria	was:	‘une	maladie	

nerveuse	dont	le	siège	réside	dans	l’utérus	et	qui	consiste	dans	une	lésion	du	

système	nerveux	ou	dans	les	propriétés	vitales	de	cet	organe	[...]	cette	névrose	

est	particulière	au	sexe’.35	For	some	medical	professionals	such	as	E.	Georget	in	

1821,	however,	hysteria	made	the	transition	to	a	mental	disorder.	Medical	

understanding	of	the	functions	of	the	brain	was	on	the	increase,	coinciding	with	

the	heyday	of	phrenology	and	the	work	of	Franz	Joseph	Gall.	Georget	proposed	

the	theory	that	the	functions	of	the	brain	differed	according	to	each	sex,	only	

one	step	forward	from	Gall’s	theories	that	women’s	brains	were	smaller	than	

men’s.36	It	was	accepted	that	the	female	brain	possessed	inferior	intellectual	

capacities	and	was	less	capable	of	reasoning,	leaning	far	more	willingly	towards	

the	emotions.	Hysteria	was	now	a	mental	disorder	that	principally	affected	

women,	with	small	numbers	of	male	patients	also	treated.37	Hysteria	at	this	

point	in	history	was	caused	by	turbulent	emotional	sufferings,	frights	and	–	the	

sexual	element	not	entirely	lost	–	onanism.38	The	portrait	of	the	hysterical	

woman	as	painted	by	E.	Georget	was	sad,	morose,	worried,	stubborn	and	

untameable,	whilst	the	class	division	was	clear:	the	Salpêtrière	hospital,	which	

gradually	gained	fame	over	the	nineteenth	century	for	its	housing	of	female	and	

–	though	not	publicised	-	male	hysterical	patients,	mainly	welcomed	the	poor	

and	the	destitute.39		

																																																								
35	J.	B.	de	Louyer-Villermay,	Traité	des	maladies	nerveuses	ou	vapeurs,	et	
particulièrement	de	l’hystérie	et	de	l’hypochondrie,	nouvelle	édition,	(Paris:	Baillière,	
1832),	p.	209,	cited	in	Edelman,	p.	21	who	underlines	the	necessity	to	see	‘sexe’	as	a	
synonym	for	women.	
36	E.	Georget,	De	la	physiologie	du	système	nerveux	et	spécialement	du	cerveau	(Paris:	
Baillière,	1821),	in	Edelman,	p.	24.	
37	Edelman,	pp.	22-25.		
38	Edelman,	p.	25.		
39	Edelman,	pp.	25-26.	
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Mid-Century	

	

In	general,	the	hysteria	diagnosis	from	1800	to	1870	formed	part	of	an	overall	

medical	responsibility	to	moralise	the	French	people.	The	hysteric	in	this	period	

was	a	defective,	pathetic	social	undesirable	that	required	weeding	out,	the	

doctor-patient	relationship	asserting	an	authoritative,	contemptuous	distance.40		

Mid-century	saw	the	continuation	of	the	heavy	biological	distinction	between	

the	sexes.	Jean-Louis	Brachet	published	his	Traité	de	l’hystérie	in	1847,	

identifying	the	origins	of	the	disorder	in	the	cerebral	nervous	system.41	In	spite	

of	these	advances	towards	a	psychological	understanding	of	the	condition,	

Brachet	nevertheless	agreed	with	his	predecessors	on	the	need	to	form	a	total	

distinction	between	the	sexes.	His	treatise	outlines	his	theory	that	on	account	of	

a	‘modification’	in	the	female	nervous	system,	women	were	pre-disposed	to	

hysteria.	The	male	biology	prioritised	the	intellect,	whilst	the	female	remained	

trapped	as	the	emotionally	excessive	sex.42	For	Brachet,	‘l’hystérie,	c’est	la	

femme’.43		

	

One	of	the	most	widely	read	treatises	on	hysteria	in	the	mid-nineteenth	century	

was	that	of	Hector	Landouzy,	who	published	his	Traité	complet	de	l’hystérie	in	

1846.44	It	is	of	note	here	that	these	treatises	are	also	discussed	in	Micale’s	

Hysterical	Men,	cited	mostly	in	English	translation.	Landouzy	defines	hysteria	as	

follows:	
																																																								
40	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	60.			
41	Jean-Louis	Brachet,	Traité	de	l’hystérie	(Paris:	J.	B.	Baillère,	1847),	p.	97.		
42	Brachet,	p.	97;	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	71.	
43		Evelyne	Ender,	Sexing	the	Mind:	Nineteenth-Century	Fictions	of	Hysteria	(Ithaca;	
London:	Cornell	University	Press,	1995),	p.	36.	
44	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	73-75.		
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pour	nous	[...]	comme	pour	la	plupart	des	pathologistes	anciens	et	

modernes,	l’hystérie	consiste	en	une	névrose	de	l’appareil	générateur	de	

la	femme	[...]	offrant	pour	symptômes	principaux	un	sentiment	pénible	

de	strangulation,	la	sensation	d’une	boule	qui	remonte	de	l’hypogastre	

ou	de	l’épigastre	à	la	gorge,	et,	souvent,	des	convulsions	accompagnées	

ou	non	de	troubles	sensoriaux	ou	intellectuels.45	

	

Landouzy	locates	the	seat	of	hysteria	in	the	sexual	organs:	‘c’est	donc	l’appareil	

sexuel	de	la	femme,	pris	dans	son	ensemble,	que	nous	regardons	comme	siège	

de	l’hystérie’.46	He	states	that	nymphomania	and	hysteria	can	occur	

simultaneously	in	the	same	sufferer.47	Again	the	benefits	of	marriage	are	

extolled:	‘le	mariage	est	utile	et	souvent	indispensable	aux	filles	hystériques	ou	

disposées	à	le	devenir’.48	Despite	the	evolution	of	medical	thought	defining	

hysteria	as	a	nervous	disorder,	Landouzy	does	not	advance	much	further	from	

the	Hippocratic	association	of	hysteria	and	female	sexuality.			

	

Finally,	the	major	French	work	on	hysteria	in	the	mid-century	came	in	1859:	

the	Traité	clinique	et	thérapeutique	de	l’hystérie	by	Pierre	Briquet.49	In	a	more	

sympathetic	evaluation,	Briquet	attributes	the	condition	to	higher	faculties.50	

Hysteria	was	‘due	à	l’existence,	chez	la	femme,	des	sentiments	les	plus	nobles	et	

																																																								
45	Hector	Landouzy,	Traité	complet	de	l’hystérie	(Paris:	J.	B.	&	G.	Baillière,	1846),	p.	16.		
46	Landouzy,	p.	227.		
47	Landouzy,	p.	246.		
48	Landouzy,	p.	268.		
49	Pierre	Briquet,	Traité	clinique	et	thérapeutique	de	l’hystérie	(Paris:	J.	B.	Baillière	et	
fils,	1859).	
50	Briquet,	p.	VII.	
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les	plus	dignes	d’admiration,	sentiments	qu’elle	seule	est	capable	d’éprouver’.51	

Grounded	in	theories	of	trauma	and	violent	passions,	Briquet’s	argument	places	

hysteria	within	the	brain,	the	part	reserved	for	emotional	sensations.52	

Foreshadowing	the	advent	of	psychoanalysis	and	later	Post-Traumatic	Stress	

Disorder,	here,	hysteria	was	seen	as	the	result	of	cultural	factors	such	as	age,	

gender	and	education,	but	also	psychological	stress:	traumatic	personal	

grievances	such	as	the	death	of	a	spouse.53	Briquet	was	a	revolutionary	figure	in	

that	he	also	openly	accepted	male	hysteria,54	although	in	Briquet’s	tract	the	

female	remains	the	most	susceptible	to	hysteria	as	‘les	femmes	sentent	

vivement’:55	the	stereotype	of	the	emotional	female	would	not	be	lost	for	some	

decades	to	come,	if	at	all.	The	fact	that	theorists	such	as	Briquet	associate	the	

female	hysteric	with	higher	mental	faculties	places	her	more	in	line	with	the	

tragic	heroine	than	with	the	madwoman.	As	we	shall	see	in	the	field	of	

entertainment,	artistic	representations	of	the	nineteenth-century	hysteric	

epitomised	the	good	yet	broken-hearted	female,	crippled	by	emotional	turmoil.		

	

Ballet	in	Nineteenth-Century	Paris	

	

Before	turning	to	the	case	studies,	it	is	necessary	to	outline	the	socio-cultural	

position	and	value	of	ballet	in	France	in	the	early-to-mid	nineteenth	century.	In	

the	early	1800s	the	art	form	was	subject	to	a	change	in	audience.	Whilst	under	

the	ancien	régime	the	theatres	had	been	primarily	frequented	by	the	wealthy	

																																																								
51	Briquet,	p.	VII.	
52	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	94.		
53	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	94.	
54	Briquet,	p.	12.	
55	Briquet,	p.	100.	
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upper	classes,	revolutionary	fervour	saw	a	turnaround	as	the	cheaper	seats	

were	filled	more	and	more	by	the	lower	classes,	who	came	without	prior	

knowledge	and	were	attracted	purely	by	a	desire	for	entertainment.56	During	

the	French	Revolution,	Paris	Opéra	performers	were	ordered	by	decree	of	the	

Commune	to	increase	their	performances	and	put	on	free	or	benefit	shows	for	

the	poor	and	the	widowed.57	Ballet	thus	became	an	important	source	of	escapist	

entertainment,	despite	being	tightly	monitored	by	the	Commune,	and	was	far	

more	accessible	for	the	working	classes.	Theatres	gradually	became	dominated	

by	the	popularity	of	Melodrama,	with	its	exaggerated	appeals	to	the	emotion,	

stereotypical	characters	and	polarities	of	good	and	evil	creating	an	accessible	

and	exciting	spectacle.	Similarly,	the	ballet	stage	required	an	update	to	satisfy	

new	expectations	and	should	be	understood,	in	this	period,	as	the	principal	

form	of	divertissement.		

	

The	Paris	Opéra,	which	had	been	a	royal,	state-funded	institution,	underwent	

many	changes	in	the	early	nineteenth	century.	The	July	Revolution	of	1830	saw	

the	Opéra	become	a	private	enterprise,	receiving	a	fixed	subsidy	from	public	

funds,	lasting	until	1854	when	Napoléon	III	decreed	it	a	state	institution	once	

again.58	Its	status	as	a	private	business	led	to	various	money	making	ventures	

																																																								
56	Ivor	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris	(London:	Sir	Isaac	Pitman	and	Sons	Ltd,	
1966),	p.	4.	
57	Judith	Chazin-Bennahum,	Dance	in	the	Shadow	of	the	Guillotine	(Carbondale;	
Edwardsville:	Southern	Illinois	University	Press,	1988),	p.	74.	
58	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	pp.	22-23.	
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that	saw	the	director	Louis	Véron	(director	from	1831-1835)59	profit	

handsomely,	though	this	was	not	the	case	for	his	successors	who	had	left	only	

financial	burdens.60	During	the	heyday	of	the	Romantic	ballet	audience	

numbers	soared	as	the	Opéra	was	filled	with	press,	‘actors,	the	deputies,	the	

stockbrokers,	and	the	lawyers,	the	foreign	millionaires,	the	Court	and	High	

Society’.61	The	fact	that	the	theatre	was	long	established	as	a	social	hotspot	in	

which	to	see	and	be	seen	meant	that	the	ballet	reached	a	peak	of	

sensationalism,	allowing	directors	to	profit	from	their	wealthy	abonnés.		

	

The	early	nineteenth	century	saw	an	increased	concentration	on	the	dancer’s	

technique,	notably	that	of	pointe	work	in	the	Romantic	ballet,	though	an	early	

version	of	the	now-standard	block-toed	shoe	did	not	appear	until	

approximately	1880.62	Ivor	Guest	has	explored	the	flourishing	of	balletic	

technique	in	the	early	1800s	that	saw	the	arrival	of	attitudes,	arabesques,	

multiple	and	varied	pas,	enchaînements	and	pirouettes,	which	all	added	to	the	

excitement	and	beauty	of	the	productions.63	Principally,	these	technical	

advancements	led	to	the	drastic	expansion	of	the	female	role	onstage64	and	

were	the	beginning	of	the	evolution	of	the	male	dancer	into	the	role	of	porteur,	

intensifying	the	effeminate	stereotypes	that	encircled	this	profession.	Théophile	

																																																								
59	Maria	Adamowicz-Hariasz,	‘From	Opinion	to	Information:	The	Roman-Feuilleton	and	
the	Transformation	of	the	Nineteenth-Century	French	Press’,	in	Making	the	News:	
Modernity	and	the	Mass	Press	in	Nineteenth-Century	France,	ed.	by	Dean	de	la	Motte	and	
Jeannene	M.	Przyblyski	(Boston:	University	of	Massachusetts	Press,	1999),	pp.	160-184	
(p.	167).		
60	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	23.	
61	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	30.	
62	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	pp.	16-18.	
63	Carlo	Blasis,	Code	of	Terpsichore,	(London:	1830),	p.	82,	in	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	
in	Paris,	pp.	16-17.	
64	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	17.	
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Gautier	stated	that	he	rarely	enjoyed	a	male	dancer	as	he	found	their	physique	

ridiculous	onstage,	with	only	the	danseuses	providing	the	ideal	‘esthétique’.65	It	

would	not	be	until	well	after	the	arrival	of	Nijinsky	that	a	French	male	dancer	

was	accepted	on	the	French	ballet	stage.	French	ballet	would	wait	until	the	

interwar	period	and	the	rising	interest	in	the	male	athletic	body,	and	the	

directorship	of	Serge	Lifar	at	the	Paris	Opéra	from	the	1930s,	who	worked	to	

legitimise	the	male	dancer.66	In	the	nineteenth	century	the	female	ballet	dancer	

achieved	an	unprecedented	level	of	stardom,	creating	a	veritable	fan-following	

for	certain	high-profile	figures	such	as	Marie	Taglioni	and	Fanny	Elssler,	and	a	

more	general	fascination	for	what	went	on	behind	the	scenes	at	the	Opéra.		

	

Romanticism	in	France	flourished	for	a	twenty-year	period,	beginning	in	1815	

at	the	end	of	the	Napoleonic	wars.67	Marie	Taglioni	made	her	debut	at	the	Opéra	

in	July	1827	and	La	Sylphide,	the	first	of	the	great	Romantic	ballets	and	the	

ballets	blancs,	was	performed	in	1832.68	The	ballet	blanc	saw	the	dancers	

performing	in	white	tutus,	often	portraying	ghostly	characters	in	dimly	lit	

settings.69	The	Romantic	productions	prized	dazzling,	ethereal	sets	and	

costumes,	telling	tales	of	romance	and	tragedy	with	a	supernatural	twist.	

French	Romanticism	supplied	historical	references,	exotic	settings	and	an	

																																																								
65	Giovanna	Bellati,	‘	«	Une	musique	que	l’on	regarde	»	:	le	ballet	comme	synesthésie	
des	arts	dans	les	textes	de	critique	théâtrale	de	Gautier’,	in	Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	
danse,	ed.	by	Corinne	Saminadayar-Perrin,	Bulletin	de	la	Société	Théophile	Gautier,	no.	
31	(Montpellier:	l’Université	de	Paul	Valéry,	2009),	pp.	43-55	(pp.	45-46).	
66	Ilyana	Karthas,	When	Ballet	Became	French:	Modern	Ballet	and	the	Cultural	Politics	of	
France,	1909-1939	(Montreal:	McGill-Queen’s	University	Press,	2015),	pp.	247,	257,	
209-10.	
67	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	3.	
68	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	pp.	1-5.	
69	Lillian	Moore’s	foreword	to	Ivor	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris	(London:	Dance	
Books,	1966,	2nd	rev.	ed.,	1980),	ix,	in	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	
242,	note	5.		
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atmosphere	of	dream-like	mystery.	Meanwhile,	the	influence	of	German	

Romanticism	offered	supernatural	elements	and	themes	surrounding	man’s	

quest	for	elusive,	impossible	beauty:	the	sylph,	or	the	Wili.70	Above	all,	

Romantic	ballet,	as	with	Melodrama,	appealed	to	audience	emotions,	but	also	

conveyed	deeper,	darker	themes,	such	as	madness	and	heartbreak,	so	that	it	

enticed	the	public	on	multiple	levels.71			

	

Whilst	the	art	form	was	characterised	by	grace	and	poise,	white	gauze	skirts	hid	

darker	truths	beneath	their	folds.	Ballet	as	a	French	institution	suffered	

throughout	the	nineteenth	century	from	voyeurism	and	an	associated	decline	in	

reputation,	as	female	ballerinas	took	centre	stage	in	the	Romantic	tradition	as	

ephemeral,	exotic,	unattainable	beings	for	the	pleasure	of	an	almost	exclusively	

male	audience.	The	dancers	were	then	to	become	far	more	attainable	offstage	in	

the	seedy	underworld	of	prostitution	that	enveloped	them.72		On	a	socio-

economic	level,	the	corps	dancers’	salaries	were	so	low	that	many	suffered	from	

malnutrition	as	they	struggled	to	pay	for	food	and	shelter,	leading	many	of	them	

to	resort	to	forms	of	‘prostitution	légère’.73	In	the	mid-century,	a	member	of	the	

corps	de	ballet	could	earn	between	300	and	1000	francs	a	year,	depending	on	

her	rank,	equating	to	between	approximately	1.63	and	5.43	francs	a	day.74	As	

																																																								
70	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	pp.	8-9.	
71	McCarren,	p.	51.		
72	Ilyana	Karthas,	‘The	Politics	of	Gender	and	the	Revival	of	Ballet	in	Early	Twentieth-
Century	France’,	Journal	of	Social	History,	45,	4	(summer	2012),	960-989.	
73	Martine	Kahane,	ed.,	Le	Foyer	de	la	danse,	Exhibition	catalogue	(Paris:	Les	Dossiers	du	
Musée	d’Orsay	22,	1988)	8,	13	[citation]	and	Felicia	M.	McCarren,	‘The	Female	Form:	
Gautier,	Mallarmé	and	Céline	Writing	Dance’	(PhD	dissertation,	Stanford	University,	
1992)	cited	in	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	70.	
74	Jennifer	Anne	Dawson,	‘Danseuses	as	Working	Women:	Ballet	and	Female	Waged	
Labor	at	the	Paris	Opéra,	1830-1860’	(Doctoral	thesis,	University	of	California	
Riverside,	March	2006),	p.	92.	
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Jennifer	Anne	Dawson	has	explored,	in	1853	the	daily	wage	of	Parisian	working	

women	ranged	between	1.50	and	2.50	francs,	thus	the	dancers	had	the	potential	

to	rise	above	this	if	they	succeeded	in	their	art.75	However,	most	students,	even	

those	earning	a	higher	wage,	found	themselves	living	in	near	poverty.	Aside	

from	living	expenses	a	dancer’s	private	lessons,	tuition	that	enabled	her	to	

move	up	through	the	ranks	of	the	corps,	cost	between	100	and	150	francs	a	

month,	a	huge	expense	which	necessitated	the	support	of	male	patrons.76	The	

Opéra	dancers	earned	the	pseudonym	rat	on	account	of	their	lower-class	status,	

with	the	implication	that	they	infected	the	institution.77	

	

Felicia	McCarren	has	extensively	explored	the	seamy	history	of	the	Paris	Opéra	

and	has	revealed	that	the	building	was	architecturally	suited	to	the	engineering	

of	illicit	encounters	between	male	audience	members	and	dancers.	Two	small	

windows	strategically	punctuated	the	walls	of	the	coulisses,	through	which	the	

dancers	were	able	to	peep	through	and	flirtatiously	secure	a	male	client	for	

after	the	performance.78	Equally	strategic	was	the	foyer	de	la	danse,	created	by	

Louis-Désiré	Véron,	which	was	

	

an	exclusive	salon	behind	the	stage	where	dancers	were	shown	off	to	

habitués	at	parties	and	informal	performances	before	and	after	the	

production.	By	making	the	dancers	accessible,	the	Opéra	not	only	set	up	

a	patronage	system	for	its	corps	de	ballet	based	more	or	less	on	
																																																								
75	Dawson,	p.	92,	citing	René	Gonnard,	La	femme	dans	l’Industrie	(Paris:	A	Colin,	1906),	
p.	102.	
76	Dawson,	p.	93.	
77	McCarren,	p.	71.	
78	McCarren,	pp.	99-100.	McCarren	also	cites	Albéric	Second,	Les	Petits	Mystères	de	
l’Opéra	(Paris:	G.	Kugelman,	Bernard-Latte,	1844),	p.	310.	
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prostitution,	but	also	guaranteed	consistently	large	audiences	of	the	

ranks	of	the	would-be	rich.79		

	

Since	1830	privileged	abonnés	had	been	admitted	backstage,	and	by	the	Second	

Empire	the	foyer	de	la	danse	was	the	‘centre	of	fashionable	life’.80	This	aspect	of	

Opéra	business	was	damaging	to	the	proficiency	of	the	ballet	company,	as	

certain	dancers	found	it	more	advantageous	to	satisfy	the	members	than	to	

perfect	their	footwork.81	Ivor	Guest	cites	an	anonymous	ballet	dancer:	‘[i]f	you	

haven’t	a	good	figure,	you	must	use	your	talent,	but	if	you	are	pretty	and	well-

formed,	that	makes	up	for	everything’.82	Even	more	startling	was	that	it	was	

often	through	conversing	with	the	mothers	of	the	danseuses	that	the	male	

suitors	gained	access,	the	women	encouraging	their	daughters	to	accept	gifts	

and	proposals.83	The	Opéra	was	an	enterprise	that	made	full	use	of	its	corps	de	

ballet	in	order	to	encourage	the	wealthiest	and	most	fashionable	of	clients,	who	

were	supplied	with	certain	‘perks’	for	their	custom.		

	

Through	the	business	of	ballet	lithographs,	thriving	by	the	1830s,	members	of	

the	public	could	devour	images	of	the	famous	ballerinas	within	the	comfort	of	

their	own	homes,	as	the	female	dancers	became	pin-up	girls.84	Étoile	Emilie	

Bigottini’s	bare	back,	shoulders,	lower	legs	and	a	good	portion	of	her	breast	in	

																																																								
79	McCarren,	p.	73.		
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her	performance	of	Le	Carnaval	de	Vénise	in	1815	attracted	considerable	

attention.85	Judith	Chazin-Bennahum	has	noted	that	the	costumes	were	more	

shocking	to	foreigners,	however,	as	Parisians	were	accustomed	to	such	lack	of	

modesty.86	The	costumes	were	designed	to	be	modern,	fashionable	and	

attractive,	yet	they	were	also	figure	sculpting,	with	ballerinas	wearing	corsets	in	

the	early	nineteenth	century	and	padding	on	their	breasts	and	hips	to	

accentuate	the	hourglass	figure.87	Since	the	corset	could	have	been	in	no	way	

conducive	to	freedom	of	movement,	the	concentration	in	the	costume	

department	was	thus	more	on	aesthetic	beauty	and	posture,	something	that	

also	boosted	male-audience	numbers.	The	eerie	soft	lighting,	the	ethereal	grace	

of	the	dancers	and	the	invention	of	the	pointe	shoe	created	a	haunting,	almost	

inhuman	spectacle,	all	of	which	contributed	to	the	exoticisation	and	indeed	

eroticisation	of	the	female	dancer,88	who	stupefied	her	male	audience	with	her	

flowing	tulle	skirts,	the	material	lifting	slightly	as	she	pirouetted.89		

Furthermore,	Chazin-Bennahum	reveals	that	the	tutu,	a	staple	of	the	Romantic	

ballet,	was	derived	from	the	street	term	for	one’s	behind:	cucu,	or	petit	cul.90	

There	was,	therefore,	a	permanent	sexual	undertone,	a	cheapening	of	the	craft	
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86	Judith	Chazin-Bennahum,	The	Lure	of	Perfection:	Fashion	and	Ballet	1780-1830	(New	
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of	the	ballerina	that	derived	from	the	engineered	desirability	of	her	image.	

Romantic	ballet	constructed	a	fantasy,	yet	one	that	was	essentially	sexual.		

	

*	

	

It	is	within	both	of	these	seemingly	differing	contexts,	the	medical	and	the	

balletic,	that	Giselle	should	be	analysed,	in	doing	so	recognising	the	strong	

cross-pollination	between	the	arts	and	medical	sciences	in	this	era.	As	a	bridge	

between	these	disciplines,	Giselle	launched	a	canon	of	darker,	psychologically	

traumatic	balletic	and	modern	dance	works	that	we	are	still	accustomed	to	

viewing	and	creating	today.	The	following	analyses	will	bring	forth	the	context	

of	the	social-dance	scene	in	order	to	analyse	the	medical	cross-overs	with	

Giselle	and	its	little-known	parodies.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	56	

1.2:	Giselle	and	its	French	Parodies	

	

In	the	nineteenth-century	context	of	medical	marvels,	fears	over	excessive	

displays	of	feminine	emotion	and	the	rise	of	hysterical	models	in	literary	and	

artistic	depictions	of	the	female	body,	the	Romantic	ballet	Giselle	takes	on	a	

more	significant	and	altogether	more	radical	meaning.	Scholarly	work	such	as	

Marian	Smith’s	article	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’	has	brought	the	ambiguity	

surrounding	the	tragedy	of	Giselle	into	focus:	is	the	protagonist’s	death	a	suicide	

or	does	she	die	of	a	broken	heart?91	The	madness	of	Giselle	has	then	been	tied	

to	the	ballet’s	historical,	medical	context	by	scholars	such	as	Walter	Sorell,	who	

associates	the	ballet	with	perceptions	of	consumption	and	chlorosis	as	will	be	

examined	in	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.92	Furthermore,	Felicia	McCarren,	in	her	

major	study	of	dance,	literature	and	medicine	Dance	Pathologies,	devotes	a	

chapter	to	Giselle	and	the	insalubrious	links	between	the	ballet,	prostitution	and	

hysteria.93	Building	on	these	works,	this	chapter	will	examine	Giselle’s	mental	

illness	from	an	alternative	perspective,	notably	that	of	the	nineteenth-century	

social-dance	scene	in	Chapter	1.3.	As	we	shall	see,	the	hysteria	diagnosis	

intersected	with	wider	perceptions	of	dance	in	the	nineteenth-century	cultural	

imagination.	The	hysterical	dancing	body	and	indeed	the	dance	of	death	in	

Giselle	may	be	understood	as	direct	indicators	of	the	considered	effects	of	dance	

on	both	mind	and	body	in	this	era.		

	

																																																								
91	Marian	Smith,	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’,	Dance	Chronicle,	13,	1	(1990),	68–81.	
92		Walter	Sorell,	Dance	in	its	Time	(New	York:	Anchor	Press/Doubleday,	1981),	pp.	
244-245.	
93	McCarren,	pp.	49-112.		
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Chapter	1.2	will	firstly	examine	Giselle’s	performance	history,	before	turning	to	

balletic	representations	prior	to	its	creation	and	their	correspondence	with	

medical	thought	surrounding	female	hysteria	in	the	early	nineteenth	century.	

The	chapter	will	then	embark	on	a	closer	analysis	of	madness	in	Giselle,	and	the	

ballet’s	exhibited	tension	between	motion	and	stillness,	explored	in	relation	to	

the	wider	social	concerns	over	the	hysterical	female.	We	will	then	undertake	a	

comparative	analysis	of	Giselle	and	two	little-known	parodies	that	appeared	in	

play	format	within	only	a	few	months	of	the	ballet’s	premiere	in	Paris.	In	

particular,	the	manuscript	for	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis	provides	crucial	evidence	

of	the	aspects	of	the	original	Giselle	production	that	were	open	to	more	comedic	

insinuations	by	the	nineteenth-century	public.	The	parody	also	tallies	with	

recognisable	concerns	of	the	era,	specifically	surrounding	the	act	of	dance,	ripe	

for	building	on	in	the	comedy	genre.	This	analysis	will	set	up	both	the	medical	

intrigue	of	the	original	Giselle	and	the	forgotten	French	parody	Colombus,	ready	

for	the	rereading	of	Giselle’s	dance	of	death	and	the	place	of	the	waltz	in	the	

ballet	and	the	parody	in	section	1.3.	

	

Reading	Giselle	

	

The	Giselle	libretto	was	conceived	by	Théophile	Gautier	who,	a	newcomer	to	the	

world	of	writing	for	ballet,	employed	the	services	of	experienced	librettist	Jules-

Henri	Vernoy	de	Saint-Georges.94	The	music	was	composed	by	Adolphe	Adam,	

the	sets	designed	by	Pierre	Cicéri,	costumes	designed	by	Paul	Lormier	and	

																																																								
94	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	174.	
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choreography	by	Jean	Coralli	‘avec	des	pas	de	M.	Perrot’.95	Carlotta	Grisi	first	

performed	the	title	role.	The	director	of	the	Opéra,	then	Léon	Pillet,	welcomed	

the	new	ballet	as	an	appropriate	vehicle	for	capitalising	on	the	dancer’s	

popularity.96	The	ballet	was	an	instant	triumph,	‘the	greatest	obtained	by	a	

ballet	at	the	Opera’,97	following	the	trend	of	the	grace,	beauty,	tragedy	and	

gothic	undertones	of	the	Romantic	movement.			

	

The	plot	of	the	original	1841	production	of	Giselle	proceeds	thus:		

	

Giselle	is	a	young	peasant	girl	with	an	extraordinary	passion	for	dancing,	who	

lives	with	her	mother	in	a	rural	valley	of	Germany.	She	is	in	love	with	Loys,	

believing	they	have	similar	peasant	status	and	that	she	is	his	sole	romantic	

interest.	In	truth,	Loys	is	the	Duke	Albrecht	(Albert	in	the	original	French)	of	

Silésie	and	he	is	engaged	to	the	Princess	Bathilde.	The	ballet	opens	with	

Hilarion,	a	villager	also	in	love	with	Giselle,	concealing	himself	onstage	in	order	

to	discover	more	about	his	love	rival.	Loys	knocks	for	his	lover	Giselle,	who	

rushes	to	him	and	tells	him	of	a	dream	she	had	that	he	was	in	love	with	another	

woman.	He	reassures	her,	yet	in	order	to	prove	Loys’s	love	Giselle	picks	daisy	

petals	in	a	game	of	‘he	loves	me	he	loves	me	not’	and	is	relieved	when	the	test	

works	in	her	favour.	Hilarion	reveals	himself,	only	to	leave	angrily	after	he	is	

snubbed	by	Giselle.	There	is	a	village	scene	of	dancing	and	merriment,	at	which	

Giselle’s	mother	Berthe	arrives	and	warns	her	daughter	that	she	dances	too	
																																																								
95	‘Designation’,	Giselle	ou	les	willis,	Mises	d’ouvrages	(1831-1853).	Correspondance	sur	
la	mise	en	scène,	inventaires	des	décors	et	costumes	des	ouvrages	nouveaux,	in	Paris,	
Archives	Nationales	(AN),	Archives	du	théâtre	national	de	l’Opéra,	cote:	AJ/13/185.	
96	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	pp.	172-173.	
97	Monsieur	des	Théâtres,	30	June	1841,	in	Cyril	W.	Beaumont,	The	Ballet	Called	Giselle	
(Alton:	Dance	Books	Ltd.,	1944,	repr.	2011),	p.	27.		
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much	and	it	will	damage	her	weak	health.	She	states	that	if	Giselle	were	to	die,	

she	would	become	a	Wili,	a	ghost	of	a	virgin	maiden	who	never	reached	her	

wedding	day,	who	preys	upon	men	walking	alone	at	night	and	forces	them	to	

dance	until	their	death.	Berthe	states	that	dancing	could	harm	Giselle,	yet	she	is	

ignored.	The	Prince	and	his	hunting	party	arrive	along	with	the	Princess	

Bathilde,	(Loys	is	absent)	and	Bathilde	meets	Giselle,	whom	she	finds	charming	

and	presents	her	with	a	gold	chain.	The	hunting	party	and	Princess	Bathilde	

leave,	Loys	reappears,	dancing	recommences	and	Giselle	is	named	Queen	of	the	

grape	harvest.	Hilarion,	who	has	entered	Loys’s	cottage	and	found	his	sword,	

interrupts	the	festivities	and	reveals	the	Duke’s	identity.	Hilarion	blows	the	

hunting	horn,	at	which	point	the	Prince	and	his	suite	return	to	the	village	and	

recognise	Loys,	who	can	no	longer	hide	his	identity.	Giselle	is	distraught	and,	as	

Princess	Bathilde	reappears	onstage	and	reveals	that	she	is	engaged	to	

Albrecht,	the	young	peasant	suffers	a	fit	of	madness,	losing	all	sense	of	self.		She	

seizes	Albrecht’s	sword	and	attempts	to	fall	upon	it,	her	mother	wrenching	it	

from	her	just	in	time.	Giselle	dances,	bereft	of	her	senses,	before	this	final	effort	

causes	her	to	fall	and	die.	Albrecht	is	led	away	grief	stricken.	

	

The	second	act	takes	the	form	of	a	ballet	blanc	at	the	scene	of	Giselle’s	grave	in	

the	woods.	Led	by	their	queen,	Myrtha,	the	Wilis	dance	a	ball	scene	together.	

Giselle’s	ghost	is	now	among	them.	She	appears	to	Albrecht,	who	has	come	to	

her	grave,	and	dances	with	him.	They	witness	the	death	of	Hilarion	pursued	by	

a	band	of	Wilis,	and	Giselle	tells	Albrecht	to	run	if	he	does	not	wish	to	meet	the	

same	fate,	yet	he	does	not	leave	in	time.	Queen	Myrtha	turns	on	Albrecht,	but	

Giselle	forces	him	towards	the	cross	of	her	grave,	the	sacred	symbol	acting	as	
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his	sanctuary.	In	order	to	lure	Albrecht	from	the	cross,	Myrtha	forces	Giselle	to	

dance	a	seductive,	mystical	dance	which	Albrecht	is	drawn	to	in	spite	of	himself	

and	against	Giselle’s	pleas.	They	dance	together,	surrounded	by	the	Wilis	who	

adopt	sensuous	poses.	As	they	dance,	Albrecht	begins	to	suffer	from	exhaustion.	

The	life	is	leaving	his	body,	yet	dawn	begins	to	break	and	the	sunlight	causes	

the	Wilis	to	slow	and	wilt.	Giselle	points	to	the	sun	and	tells	Albrecht	she	must	

leave,	beginning	to	sink	down	into	the	flowers.	Fanfares	are	heard	and	the	

Prince,	Princess	Bathilde	and	their	suite	arrive	as	Giselle	disappears.	Before	she	

submerges	completely,	her	arm	points	to	the	trembling	Princess	Bathilde,	

gesturing	for	Albrecht	to	take	care	of	her,	before	she	is	consumed	by	the	foliage,	

gone	forever.	A	devastated	Albrecht	picks	some	of	the	flowers,	kisses	them	and	

then	reaches	out	to	Princess	Bathilde	as	he	falls	into	the	arms	of	those	around	

him.				

	

Please	refer	to	Appendix	A	for	the	full	French	text.			

	

Still	enjoyed	today,	the	original	Giselle	is	represented	by	the	libretto,	

choreography,	music	and	reviews	surrounding	its	first	performance	and	every	

successive	interpretation.		However,	performance	analysis	will	forever	be	

problematised	by	the	conflicting	theories	on	what	constitutes	the	exact	work	to	

be	studied.	Ballet	is	a	live	event,	which	finds	its	essence	in	the	act	of	

performance	and	thus	negates	the	notion	of	a	fixed	work.	The	work	changes	

each	time	it	is	performed	and	is	thus	a	product	of	the	precise	moment	it	is	

performed,	exemplified	by	the	many	alterations	Giselle	has	undergone	

throughout	its	performance	history.		
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There	are	two	forms	of	libretti	in	existence	for	Giselle,	the	first	in	the	form	of	an	

open	letter	written	to	the	German	Romantic	poet	Heinrich	Heine	[addressed	as	

M.	Henri	Heine]	whose	1835	publication	De	l’Allemagne	inspired	the	creation	of	

the	ballet.	The	letter	was	published	in	the	‘Feuilleton	de	La	Presse’	on	5	July	

1841	by	Théophile	Gautier.98	The	plot	outlined	in	the	newspaper	then	differs	

from	the	libretto	in	the	livret,	published	in	1841	as	the	text	for	Giselle,	and	

which	also	appeared	in	the	1872	edition	(revised	edition	1882)	of	Gautier’s	

Théatre	:	Mystère,	comédies	et	ballets,	credited	to	Gautier	in	collaboration	with	

MM.	de	Saint-Georges	and	Coralli.99	There	are	two	crucial	differences	between	

the	two	accounts	of	the	plot.	Firstly,	in	the	open	letter	Giselle’s	death	is	a	

suicide:	she	falls	on	Albrecht’s	sword,	the	latter	unable	to	grasp	it	from	her.	In	

the	livret,	however,	Giselle’s	mother	pulls	the	sword	away	from	her	just	in	time,	

from	whence	originates	the	theory	that	Giselle’s	cause	of	death	is	a	broken	

heart.	Secondly,	at	the	end	of	the	ballet	in	Gautier’s	letter,	Giselle	simply	waves	

goodbye	as	she	disappears	into	the	foliage,	whereas	in	the	livret	she	gestures	

that	Albrecht	should	now	take	care	of	Princess	Bathilde.	These	changes	indicate	

the	revisions	of	the	initial	concept	into	an	official	ballet	script,	and	yet	they	are	

also	the	two	largest	sources	of	discussion	in	scholarship	on	the	ballet:	the	cause	

of	death	and	the	class	issues	inherent	in	the	work.		

	

																																																								
98	Théophile	Gautier,	‘Feuilleton	de	la	Presse	:	À	M.	Henri	Heine	à	Cauteretz’,	La	Presse,	
5	July	1841,	pp.	1-2.	
99	Théophile	Gautier,	MM.	de	Saint	Georges	and	Coralli,	‘Giselle	ou	les	Wilis,	Ballet	
fantastique	en	deux	actes’,	in	Théatre	:	Mystère,	comédies	et	ballets	(Paris:	Charpentier,	
1872)	pp.	331-378.	
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From	Giselle’s	conception,	then,	the	concrete	work	to	be	studied	is	already	

somewhat	intangible	even	within	its	own	written	parameters.	Added	to	this,	

interpretations	of	the	libretto	have	altered	somewhat	drastically	over	the	years.	

Cyril	Beaumont’s	simplified	choreographic	script	of	the	1935	Markova-Dolin	

Company	production	records	the	sword	plunging	into	Giselle’s	heart,100	in	

contrast	to	the	cause	of	death	in	the	livret,	for	example.	Meanwhile,	Serge	Lifar’s	

1932	version	of	Giselle	saw	Albrecht	die	of	a	broken	heart	as	Giselle	disappears	

into	the	foliage	at	the	close	of	the	ballet,	providing	them	with	the	opportunity	of	

eternal	life	together.101	For	many	modern	critics,	the	ballet	(old	and	new)	has	

been	analysed	as	an	anti-feminist	portrayal	of	the	oppression	of	women,	the	

dancer	and	the	working	class.	Giselle’s	peasant	character	is	unfairly	

transformed	into	a	dangerous	seductress	(the	Wili)	at	the	hands	of	her	

unfaithful,	aristocratic	lover	whom	she	then	saves	from	death,	her	doing	so	an	

apparent	gesture	of	forgiveness.	It	is	Giselle	who	pays	Albrecht’s	price,	the	

aristocracy	seen	as	trampling	over	the	good	nature	of	the	working-class	

community.	For	modern	audiences	it	is	not	appropriate	for	Albrecht	to	return	to	

Princess	Bathilde	after	Giselle’s	death	as	it	projects	a	restoring	of	the	social	

order	and	the	triumph	of	the	aristocracy,	thus	he	remains	alone	onstage	at	the	

close	of	the	ballet.102	Experimental	contemporary	adaptations	such	as,	most	

recently,	Akram	Khan’s	Giselle	(2016),	created	for	English	National	Ballet,	tease	

out	the	fundamental	class	issues	at	the	heart	of	the	original	and	strike	at	

modern	global	issues.	Khan’s	interpretation	depicts	Giselle	as	a	migrant	

																																																								
100	Beaumont,	pp.	101,	127.	
101	Bernadette	Bonis,	‘Entretien	avec	Serge	Lifar’,	in	‘Giselle’,	L’Avant-scène,	
Ballet/Danse	(January-March	1980-81),	92-94.		
102	See	Jody	Bruner,	‘Redeeming	Giselle:	Making	a	Case	for	the	Ballet	We	Love	to	Hate’,	
in	Rethinking	the	Sylph,	ed.	by	Garafola,	pp.	107-121	(pp	109,	118).		
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garment	factory	worker	and	Albrecht	as	a	wealthy	landlord,	maintaining	the	

political	and	gendered	tensions	of	the	original	ballet,	but	reinterpreting	them	

for	twenty-first-century	relevance.103	Furthermore,	highlighting	the	theme	of	

insanity,	Mats	Ek’s	1982	production	of	Giselle	set	the	second	act	of	the	ballet	in	a	

mental	asylum,	Giselle’s	second	world	not	the	afterlife	but	another	state	of	

mind.104	This	latter	production	has	been	read	as	a	post-structuralist	feminist	

critique	of	the	persistent	affiliation	of	female	social	and	sexual	rebellion	and	

insanity,	Ek’s	madhouse	also	representing	the	social	structures	in	place	to	

regulate	such	female	irrationality.105	It	is	a	poignant	adaptation	in	light	of	the	

more	recent	scholarship	that	relates	Giselle	to	socio-medical	discourse,	and	to	

repressive	patriarchal	structures.		

	

Whilst	not	ignoring	the	inescapable	variations	of	the	ballet	from	one	

performance	to	another,	nor	presuming	to	speak	of	one	concrete	version	of	

Giselle,	this	thesis	will	acknowledge	the	livret	as	the	ballet’s	more	official	script,	

published	for	Giselle’s	first	Paris	performance	in	June	1841.	As	Judith	Chazin-

Bennahum	has	noted,	selling	and	handing	out	printed	programmes	at	balletic	

performances	has	lasted	for	over	four	hundred	years,	and	ballet	livrets	were	

made	available	to	the	audience	in	printed	format	in	order	to	aid	understanding,	

guiding	the	viewer	through	the	dance	as	well	as	permitting	the	artistic	direction	

																																																								
103	Anon.,	‘The	Story’,	English	National	Ballet	(2016)	<http://giselle.ballet.org.uk/the-
story>	[accessed	28	May	2017].		
104	Mats	Ek,	Giselle	(stage	premiere	1982,	adapted	for	TV	1987),	Mats	Ek’s	Giselle,	Music	
by	Adolphe	Adam,	Cullberg	Ballet	(Arthaus	Musik:	studio	recording	1987),	[on	DVD].	
105	Katherine	Bergstrom,	‘A	Giselle	for	Our	Time:	Mats	Ek’s	Post-Structuralist	Approach	
to	Romantic	Ballet’s	Pathologized	Dancing	Female’,	Senior	thesis	(Department	of	
Dance,	Barnard	College,	December	2013)	
<https://dance.barnard.edu/sites/default/files/bergstrom.pdf>	[accessed	19	February	
2018],	pp.	4,	9.	
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to	establish	a	form	of	copyright.106	Added	to	this,	well	past	the	mid-nineteenth	

century	it	was	commonplace	for	the	Opéra	to	sell	the	ballet-pantomime	libretto	

in	the	lobby	of	the	venue	for	its	patrons	to	read	during	the	performance.	Usually	

fifteen	to	forty	pages	long,	librettos	may	even	have	been	enjoyed	at	home	as	

storybooks	after	the	show.107	Meanwhile,	Gautier’s	open	letter	provides	

important	insight	into	the	initial	vision	of	the	artwork,	conjuring	the	desired	

parameters	of	Giselle	and	its	literary	sources	of	inspiration,	as	will	be	analysed	

later	in	this	chapter.		

	

Balletic	Madness:	Before	Giselle		

	

Giselle’s	descent	into	madness	is	a	crucial	moment	within	the	ballet	and	will	

form	one	of	our	principal	points	of	analysis	in	this	chapter.	Before	turning	to	

this	scene,	however,	it	is	necessary	to	address	the	vestiges	within	this	

production	of	previous	influential	ballets	that	also	worked	with	the	theme	of	

insanity.	Audiences	in	the	early	nineteenth	century	were	accustomed	to	the	

Melodrama	genre	both	onstage	and	in	literature,	enjoying	wild,	exaggerated	

displays	of	emotion	combined	with	supernatural	plots.	Thematically,	however,	

Giselle	was	also	a	product	of	its	time	and	earlier	balletic	mad	scenes	in	classical	

productions	bear	key	resemblances	to	the	Giselle	plot.	They	also,	crucially,	

exemplify	perceptions	of	female	mental	illness	and	specifically	female	hysteria,	

which	interests	this	study.	An	evolution	of	guises	of	hysteria	may	thus	be	

																																																								
106	Chazin-Bennahum,	Dance	in	the	Shadow	of	the	Guillotine,	pp.	4-5.	
107	Susan	Trites	Free,	‘Dance	of	the	Demi-monde	–	Paris	Opera	Ballet	Dance	and	
Dancers	in	the	Social	Imagination	of	the	Second	Empire’	(M.	F.	A.	Thesis,	York	
University,	1986),	p.	67,	cited	in	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	pp.	3,	99.	
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detected	not	only	within	the	medical	domain	but	also	within	the	fictive	danced	

performance	of	arguable	sufferers	across	the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	

centuries.		

	

Firstly,	23	November	1813	saw	the	premiere	at	the	Paris	Opéra	of	the	

extremely	popular	ballet	Nina,	ou	La	folle	par	amour,	with	music	by	Louis	Luc	de	

Persuis	and	choreography	by	Louis-Jacques	Milon,	with	the	celebrated	Emilie	

Bigottini	in	the	title	role.108	In	an	1835	revival,	Jean	Coralli,	who	would	later	

choreograph	Giselle,	performed	in	the	production.	The	plot,	like	Giselle,	involves	

villagers	and	a	love	triangle	as	Nina,	in	love	with	Germeuil,	is	instructed	to	

marry	the	Governer’s	son	Blinval	as	a	political	strategy.	Germeuil	attempts	

suicide,	driving	Nina	to	madness.	In	her	‘délire’	she	no	longer	recognises	her	

father	and	loses	all	consciousness.109	In	a	striking	resemblance	to	the	mad	scene	

in	Giselle,	Nina	begins	to	dance	as	if	with	an	imaginary	Germeuil,	it	only	

upsetting	her	further	when	she	cannot	find	him	there.	She	plans	a	party,	hoping	

her	sweetheart	will	return	to	her,	and	begins	to	dance	with	the	village	girls,	yet	

the	act	of	dance	only	tires	her	and	causes	her	to	‘retomber	dans	l’affliction’.110	

Germeuil	returns	and	Nina’s	love	for	him	allows	her	to	regain	her	senses,	the	

ballet	closing	on	a	happy	ending.	As	Susan	Leigh	Foster	has	observed,	such	

displays	of	inner	turmoil	were	still	relatively	innovative	in	1813,	and	Bigottini’s	

acting	skills	only	heightened	the	drama.111	Although	lacking	the	dramatic	

tragedy	and	supernatural	elements	that	have	immortalised	Giselle,	Nina,	ou	La	
																																																								
108	Louis-Jacques	Milon,	Nina,	ou	La	folle	par	amour,	ballet-pantomime	en	2	actes,	(Paris:	
Chez	Vente,	1816).		
109	Milon,	p.	21.	
110	Milon,	p.	25.	
111	Susan	Leigh	Foster,	Choreography	and	Narrative:	Ballet’s	Staging	of	Story	and	Desire	
(Bloomington	and	Indianapolis:	Indiana	University	Press,	1996),	p.	190.	
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folle	par	amour	lay	the	groundwork	for	key	themes	visible	in	the	former	and	

outlined	perceived	links	between	dance	and	madness	at	the	beginning	of	the	

nineteenth	century.		

	

The	fact	that	Nina	joins	the	village	girls	in	order	to	dance	highlights	the	class	

divide	associated	with	this	activity.	Just	as	in	Giselle	the	aristocratic	Princess	

Bathilde	does	not	dance,	it	is	Giselle	and	the	peasants	who	partake	in	the	grape	

harvest	celebrations,	so	Nina	revels	with	the	lower	classes.	Madness	persuades	

the	body	to	move	without	conscious	thought,	thus	resembling	the	wild	

abandonment	of	the	dancer,	associated,	as	we	shall	see,	with	other	social	sins	of	

a	more	promiscuous	nature.	Dancing	was	equated	with	lowering	oneself	

socially,	the	female	dancer	associated	with	both	the	poor	woman	and	the	

prostitute,	as	McCarren	has	exemplified	in	the	figure	of	the	Paris	Opéra	rat.112		

	

The	perceived	links	between	dancing	and	mental	instability	as	exemplified	in	

Nina,	ou	La	folle	par	amour	relate	to	medical	concerns	in	the	early	nineteenth	

century	surrounding	the	overly	emotional,	hysterical	female.	Across	various	

medical	studies,	dance	persistently	appeared	as	one	of	the	activities	to	be	

avoided	by	the	female	sex	in	case	it	brought	on	or	exacerbated	hysteria	in	

women:	doctors	listed	going	to	the	ball	as	a	harmful	pastime.113	Amongst	the	

symptoms	of	hysteria	in	early	nineteenth-century	medical	discourse	we	find	a	

loss	of	consciousness:	‘l’hystérique	parle	et	déraisonne,	elle	pleure,	rit,	

																																																								
112	McCarren,	p.	71.	
113	Edelman,	p.	17.	
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embrasse’,114	reflected	in	the	choreographed	motions	of	madness	in	both	Nina	

and	Giselle.	As	outlined	in	the	contextual	analysis	of	this	chapter,	‘délire’	was	

one	of	the	major	components	alongside	the	sexual	element	of	‘sensations	

voluptueuses’.115	Decreasing	the	libido	was	thus	the	main	form	of	medical	

advice	offered,	with	going	to	the	ball	only	amplifying	‘ses	besoins	sexuels	déjà	si	

grands’.116	With	marriage	considered	the	best	cure	it	is	crucial	that	Nina	

recovers	when	her	lover	returns	to	her,	her	prospects	of	wedded	happiness	

restored.	Giselle	on	the	other	hand	is	left	to	perish	at	the	revelation	that	

Albrecht	is	engaged	to	another,	leaving	her	emotionally	yet	also	physically	

bereft.	Indeed,	Felicia	McCarren	demonstrates	the	similarity	between	the	

passion	of	Giselle	and	female	hysteria	through	a	medical	tradition	that	

associated	the	condition	with	widows	and	young	girls	in	want	of	husbands,	

suffering	from	their	sexual	desire.	Hysterical	passion	was	also	linked	to	‘excess	

internal	heat	causing	convulsions	throughout	the	body’.117	Giselle’s	fraught	

emotions	transform	her	into	a	vengeful	and	sexually	frustrated	phantom,	the	

very	embodiment	of	hysteria	in	her	era,	too.118		

	

The	perceived	relation	between	the	wild	abandonment	of	dance	and	madness	is	

also	evident	in	productions	such	as	La	Dansomanie,	ballet	en	deux	actes,	(1800)	

by	Pierre-Gabriel	Gardel	and	La	Tarentule,	ballet	pantomime	en	deux	actes	

(1839)	by	Coralli,	Eugène	Scribe	and	Casimir	Gide.	In	the	latter,	dancing	mania	

takes	pride	of	place	as	the	story	plays	with	the	protagonists	either	suffering	or	
																																																								
114	Edelman,	p.	16.	
115	Edelman,	p.	16.	
116	J.	B.	de	Louyer-Villermay	(1832),	Edelman,	p.	22.	
117	McCarren,	p.	108,	citing	Michel	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique	(Paris:	
Gallimard,	1972),	p.	299.	
118	See	Context	Chapter	1.1.		
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pretending	to	suffer	the	convulsive	dancing	fits	provoked	by	the	tarantula	

bite.119	La	Dansomanie	was	also	extremely	popular	with	the	public	and	was	one	

of	the	first	ballets	to	incorporate	the	ballroom	waltz	into	its	scenario.120	This	

ballroom	dance	gained	a	surge	of	interest	around	the	turn	of	the	nineteenth	

century,	and	its	entrance	into	the	ballet	world	is	a	key	fact	to	which	we	will	

return.	Elizabeth	Claire	has	explored	the	social	significance	of	La	Dansomanie,	

presenting	the	activity	as	an	obsession	that	drains	and	afflicts	the	individual.	As	

Claire	has	observed,	the	dancing	mania	presented	in	the	ballet	reflects	a	society	

revelling	in	the	ballroom-dancing	craze,	the	ballet	presenting	M.	Duléger,	a	

Dansomane	afflicted	with	a	‘folie	pour	la	danse’121	(a	description	similar	to	that	

of	Giselle:	‘folle	de	danse	et	de	plaisirs’).122	Gardel	states	that	whilst	the	term	

dansomanie	is	not	standard	French,	it	is	the	only	appropriate	expression	to	

describe	this	madness.123	The	term	references	the	history	of	dancing	mania,	

contemporaneous	society	familiar	with	famous	historic	cases	of	la	danse	de	

Saint-Guy,	(St.	Vitus’s	dance)	for	example,	which	had	afflicted	civilisations	since	

the	middle	ages.	The	obsessive	enthusiasm	for	dancing	leaves	M.	Duléger	

sweating	and	overheated	as	he	is	overcome	by	this	‘réligion	dansante’.124	The	

scenario	recounts	that,	just	as	in	one	afflicted	with	the	Tarantella,	so	the	

																																																								
119	Jean	Coralli,	Eugène	Scribe,	Casimir	Gide,	La	Tarentule,	ballet	pantomime	en	deux	
actes,	par	M.	Coralli,	(Paris:	Chez	Jonas	Librairie	de	l’Opéra,	1839).	
120	Carol	Lee,	Ballet	in	Western	Culture:	A	History	of	its	Origins	and	Evolution	(New	York;	
London:	Routledge,	2002),	p.	122.		
121		Elizabeth	Claire,	‘La	Dansomanie,	Une	Expression	Symptomatique,	Entre	Ballet	et	
Bal	Au	Théâtre	de	La	République	et	Des	Arts’,	in	Les	Arts	de	la	scène	à	l’épreuve	de	
l’histoire	:	Les	objets	et	les	méthodes	de	l'historiographie	des	spectacles	produits	sur	la	
scène	française	(1635-1906),	ed.	by	Roxane	Martin	and	Marina	Nordera	(Paris:	Honoré	
Champion,	coll.	‘Colloques,	Congrès	et	Conférences	sur	la	Littérature	comparée’	dir.	par	
Jean	Bessière,	2011),	pp.		357–71,	and	Pierre-Gabriel	Gardel,	La	Dansomanie,	folie-
pantomime	en	2	actes	(Paris:	impr.	de	Ballard,	1799),	p.	9.	
122	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	5,	p.	10.	
123	Gardel,	p.	1.	
124	Gardel,	pp.	7,	11.	



	

	

69	

protagonist	is	nearly	driven	to	madness	by	his	will	to	dance,	which	leads	to	his	

incapacity	to	exercise	the	expected	paternal,	patriarchal	authority.125	The	act	of	

dance	is	presented	as	an	uncontrollable,	exhausting	madness:	a	mania	without	

limits.	Interestingly,	however,	Gardel	pinpoints	this	dancing	mania	as	male.	

Unlike	in	Nina,	ou	La	folle	par	amour	and	Giselle,	in	which	madness	is	treated	as	

a	tragic	downfall,	the	male	dancing	mania	is	comical	and	attributed	to	an	older	

fool.	There	is	therefore	a	disparity	between	the	effects	of	dance	on	men	and	

women:	the	male	dancer	is	an	absurdity	that	lacks	any	gravitas	at	all,	whilst	the	

female	dancer	is	pathologised	and	sexualised,	reflecting	wider	social	concerns	

surrounding	dance,	female	health	and	morality	that	we	will	return	to	in	Chapter	

1.3.	It	is	a	significant	moment	when	dance	productions	recognise	and	flaunt	

such	connotations	of	mania	and	pathology,	choreographers	and	librettists	

appealing	to	this	pre-anchored	public	correlation.		

	

Madness	in	Giselle	

	

La	plus	profonde	horreur	se	peint	sur	les	traits	de	la	malheureuse	enfant	

;	sa	tête	se	trouble,	un	horrible	et	sombre	délire	s’empare	d’elle,	en	se	

voyant	trahie,	perdue,	déshonorée	!	....	Sa	raison	s’égare,	ses	larmes	

coulent	....	puis	elle	rit	d’un	rire	nerveux.126	

	

The	mad	scene	in	Giselle	is	a	renowned	plot	device	within	the	ballet,	the	dancer	

Fanny	Elssler	cementing	the	dramatic	tragedy	of	this	moment	with	her	

																																																								
125	Claire,	‘La	Dansomanie’,	p.	361.	
126	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	13,	p.	13.	
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celebrated	performance	in	1843.	Differing	from	Grisi’s	initial	tenderness	and	

melancholy,	Elssler’s	interpretation	opened	up	the	mad	scene	to	its	full	

dramatic	potential,	something	that	is	continued	in	twenty-first-century	

productions.127	The	scene	provides	a	dramatic	crescendo	at	the	end	of	the	first	

act.	It	is	a	pivotal	moment	that	breaks	with	the	innocent	pantomime	of	act	one,	

the	leading	ballerina	drastically	switching	from	smiling	peasant	girl	to	tragic	

heroine.	Giselle’s	loss	of	reason	is	an	athletic,	dramatic	scene	that	audiences	still	

await	with	impatience	today,	and	sets	the	tone	for	the	darker,	more	poignant	

emotional	drama	of	the	ballet	blanc	in	act	two.		

	

Leading	up	to	the	mad	scene	there	are	various	proleptic	references	to	Giselle’s	

demise.	Berthe	warns	Albrecht	that	her	daughter	is	delicate:	‘la	fatigue,	les	

émotions	lui	seront	funestes	;	le	médecin	l’a	dit,	cela	peut	lui	porter	malheur’.128	

Here	the	medical	domain	is	brought	directly	into	the	libretto,	the	‘émotions	

funestes’	referencing	what	Foucault	would	later	explore	as	the	fascination	with	

the	irritation	of	the	nerves.129	The	livret	also	draws	attention	to	Giselle’s	weak	

heart,	as	she	gestures	to	Loys:	‘[e]lle	porte	la	main	à	son	cœur	comme	pour	lui	

dire	qu’elle	en	souffre	souvent’.130	Furthermore,	Giselle	herself	alludes	to	her	

own	betrayal	and	death:	‘je	mourrais	s’il	ne	m’aimait	plus	!’	and	‘si	tu	me	

trompais,	lui	dit	la	jeune	fille,	je	le	sens,	j’en	mourrais’.131	It	is	thus	made	clear	

that	Giselle	is	already	of	a	delicate	disposition	both	emotionally	and	physically,	

providing	early	justifications	for	her	rapid	decline.		

																																																								
127	Ivor	Guest,	Fanny	Elssler,	(London:	Adam	and	Charles	Black,	1970),	p.	197.	
128	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	6,	p.	10.	
129	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique,	p.	357.	
130	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	4,	p.	10.	
131	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	8,	4,	pp.	11,	10.	
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On	the	news	of	her	lover’s	infidelity,	the	grief-stricken	Giselle	begins	her	

descent	into	mental	instability,	losing	all	sense	of	self.	Beginning	to	laugh	‘d’un	

rire	nerveux’,	the	ballet’s	livret	transports	us	here	into	the	realms	of	danced	

hysteria	as	Giselle’s	grief	becomes	a	neurosis.132	Smith	reveals	that	Adam	had	in	

fact	intended	to	musically	echo	the	sound	of	Giselle’s	‘crazy’	laughter	in	the	mad	

scene,133	and	the	score	notes	‘rires	convulsifs	de	Giselle’.134	Her	laughter	is	

convulsive	in	the	original	French,	and	thus	forms	a	reference	to	the	medical	

domain	and	the	hysterical	fit.	The	protagonist	exhibits	the	wild	dancing	of	one	

bereft	of	the	senses,	unsuccessfully	attempting	suicide	and	apparently	dancing	

herself	to	death.	Cyril	W.	Beaumont	writes	that	Giselle	becomes	‘hysterical’	at	

the	news	of	Albrecht’s	betrayal:				

	

[q]uick	temper	and	poor	health	might	explain	her	frenzy	and	her	tears,	

but	for	madness	to	result	from	what	at	worst	is	no	more	than	a	bitter	

disappointment,	proves	that	Giselle	must	have	been	highly	neurotic.	[…]	

Instead	of	being	robust	and	industrious,	she	is	sickly	and	obsessed	with	a	

craze	for	dancing	[...].135	

	

Beaumont	relates	Giselle	to	a	hysterical	and,	later	on,	‘hypersensitive’	

character.136	It	is	Giselle’s	mental	as	well	as	her	physical	health	that	is	in	danger.		

																																																								
132	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	13,	p.	13.	
133	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	183.	
134	Adolphe	Adam,	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	Ballet	Pantomime	en	2	actes	de	MM.	de	St	
Georges,	Théophile	Gautier	et	Corali.	Musique	de	Adolphe	Adam,	Partition	réduite	pour	le	
piano	par	V.	Cornette	(Paris:	J.	Meissonnier,	1841),	p.	52.	
135	Beaumont,	p.	79.	
136	Beaumont,	pp.	79-80.	
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Lucia	Ruprecht	argues	that	Giselle’s	mad	scene	is	a	choreographic	

representation	of	the	girl’s	fall	from	grace.	Ruprecht	states	that	madness	is	

acted	out	through	facial	expression,	movement	and	mime,	but	also	Giselle’s	fall	

from	on	pointe	to	a	flat	foot.137	As	she	falls,	she	neglects	the	grace	and	ethereal	

poise	of	the	Romantic	tradition,	epitomised	by	pointe	work,	and	is	instead	

lowered	literally	and	metaphorically	to	the	realms	of	madness	and	hysteria.	In	

the	vast	majority	of	classical	productions	of	Giselle	today,	Berthe	loosens	her	

daughter’s	braids	when	she	falls	to	the	floor	so	that	her	long	hair	flows	over	her	

shoulders,	symbolising	the	loosening	of	her	reason.	Loose	hair	has	been	read	as	

a	symbol	of	both	virginity	and	promiscuity,138	the	former	recalling	both	Giselle	

and	the	Wilis’	status	as	virgin	brides,	the	latter	suggesting	an	underlying	sexual	

current	which	will	be	explored	later	on.	However,	as	much	as	these	poetic	

elements	add	to	the	dramatic	quality	of	present-day	productions,	there	is	no	

mention	in	the	original	French	livret	of	a	loosening	of	hair,	or	choreographic	

specificities.	This	thesis	is	solely	concerned	with	the	1841	livret	and	its	context	

in	order	to	stay	as	close	as	possible	to	the	original	production.		

	

Adam	composed	the	music	as	a	reflection	of	Giselle’s	delusions,	playing	the	

‘thème	d’amour	de	la	marguerite’,139	noted	in	the	piano	reduction	as	‘souvenirs	

de	la	scène	d’amour’140	in	the	mad	scene.	Adam	then	interrupts	this	slower	

																																																								
137	Lucia	Ruprecht,	Dances	of	the	Self	in	Heinrich	von	Kleist,	E.T.A.	Hoffman	and	Heinrich	
Heine	(Aldershot:	Ashgate,	2006),	pp.	116-117.		
138	Wendy	Cooper,	Hair:	Sex	Society	Symbolism	(London:	Aldus	Books	London,	1971)	p.	
67.	
139	Gérard	Mannoni,	‘Commentaire	Musical	de	la	Partition’,	in	‘Giselle’,	L’Avant-scène,	
pp.	58-81	(p.	69).	
140	Adam,	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	p.	51.	
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theme	with,	as	Gérard	Mannoni	describes,	‘une	transition	dramatique	[…]	

hachée,	brutale’.141	Musically,	then,	Giselle	is	a	series	of	echoes,	repeating	

phrases	with	minor	differences,	heightening	the	sense	of	a	deteriorating	mind.	

In	both	Nina	and	Giselle	it	is	the	absence	of	the	male	dance	partner	that	is	

highlighted	in	these	mad	scenes:	both	women	begin	to	dance	as	if	with	their	

lovers	before	realising	that	they	are	alone.	This	heightens	the	perceived	links	

between	dance	and	psychic	disorder,	but	also	the	tacit	understanding	of	dance	

as	a	habitually	intimate	and	amorous	activity,	one	which	females	in	particular	

are	drawn	to	and	which	becomes,	in	both	ballets,	a	source	of	female	solidarity	

when	the	male	presence	either	disappears	or	disappoints.		

	

Madness	in	Giselle:	The	Debate	

	

Madness,	and	specifically	female	madness,	is	Giselle’s	central	theme,	yet	it	is	also	

its	largest	source	of	debate.	Giselle’s	insanity	is	clear	but	its	precise	nature,	and	

consequently	her	cause	of	death,	is	controversial,	dependent	upon	which	

performance	is	viewed	and	which	interpretation	of	the	libretto	is	adhered	to.142	

Smith	has	analysed	the	discrepancy	over	whether	Giselle	falls	on	Albrecht’s	

sword	that	she	picks	up,	or	whether	this	is	snatched	away	from	her	in	time.143	

The	cause	of	death	is	left	to	the	performing	company’s	interpretation,	yet	I	

agree	with	Smith’s	informed	conclusion	that	Carlotta	Grisi’s	Giselle	did	not	fall	

																																																								
141	Mannoni,	p.	69.	
142	See	Smith,	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’	for	the	discrediting	of	the	Beaumont	English	
translation,	and	Beaumont	p.	44.			
143	Smith,	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’.		
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on	the	sword.	Whilst	the	English	translation	by	Cyril	W.	Beaumont	of	the	French	

livret	creates	ambiguity,	the	original	French	states	clearly:	

	

[e]lle	saisit	l’épée	de	Loys,	restée	à	terre,	joue	d’abord	machinalement	

avec	cette	arme,	puis	va	se	laisser	tomber	sur	sa	pointe	aigue,	quand	sa	

mère	se	précipite	sur	elle	et	la	lui	arrache.144		

	

Smith	concludes	that	the	cause	of	death	is	a	broken	heart.145	This	is	a	generally	

accepted	theory,	the	pain	of	Albrecht’s	infidelity	inflaming	Giselle’s	

predisposition	to	extreme	sensitivity.	Whilst	a	plausible	interpretation	it	rather	

neglects,	however,	the	key	factor	of	the	sickness	of	dance	itself.		

	

Whether	or	not,	as	Smith	argues,	Gautier	and	co.	deliberately	weakened	

Giselle’s	heart	in	order	to	render	her	death	from	the	loss	of	her	beloved	more	

plausible,	there	was	no	weakening	of	Hilarion’s	or	indeed	Albrecht’s	hearts	

before	they	too	dance	themselves	into	a	near-fatal	exhaustion.	It	is	an	excess	of	

dancing	that	appears	as	a	direct	contributor	to	the	fatalities	onstage,	as	warned	

against	early	in	act	one	by	Berthe:	

	

Je	suis	sûre	que	si	cette	petite	folle	mourait,	elle	deviendrait	Wili,	et	

danserait	même	après	sa	mort,	comme	toutes	les	filles	qui	ont	trop	aimé	le	

bal	[...]	il	s’agit	de	ta	santé,	de	ta	vie,	peut-être	!!!146			
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Giselle’s	retort	to	her	mother’s	threats,	communicated	in	indirect	speech,	is	also	

significant:	‘morte	ou	vivante,	elle	dansera	toujours’,	foreshadowing	her	

transformation	into	a	Wili.147	The	principle	cause	of	Giselle’s	ill	health,	prior	to	

her	death,	is	outlined	as	her	passion	for	dancing.	It	is	undecided	as	to	whether	

her	excessive	dancing	has	caused	her	neurotic	personality,	if	it	has	already	to	

some	extent	weakened	her	mind	before	eventually	killing	her	on	the	news	of	

her	lover’s	betrayal,	or	whether	she	is	naturally	inclined	to	this	temperament	

and	her	dancing	simply	hastens	her	decline.	In	any	case,	that	which	Berthe	

names	as	her	weak	health	is	tied	inextricably	to	her	great	passion.		

	

Describing	Giselle’s	final	moments	the	libretto	states:		

	

[l]’amour	de	la	danse	revient	à	la	mémoire	de	la	pauvre	enfant	:	elle	croit	

entendre	l’air	de	son	pas	avec	Albert....	Elle	s’élance	et	se	met	à	danser	

avec	ardeur,	avec	passion.	Tant	de	douleurs	subites,	tant	de	cruelles	

secousses,	jointes	à	ce	dernier	effort,	ont	enfin	épuisé	ses	forces	

mourantes	[...]	et	ses	yeux	se	ferment	pour	toujours	!148		

	

It	is	the	act	of	dance	and	the	effort	exerted	that	provides	the	driving	force,	

accompanied	by	the	trauma	suffered,	for	Giselle’s	ultimate	demise.	

Furthermore,	the	perceived	links	between	dance	and	mental	illness	in	this	era	–	

exhibited	directly	on	the	ballet	stage	via	Nina’s	senseless	dancing	and	the	dance	

craze	in	La	Dansomanie	–	should	be	understood	within	the	nineteenth-century	

																																																								
147	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	6,	p.	10.	
148	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	13,	p.	13,	their	emphasis.		
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context	as	a	morally,	mentally	and	physically	harmful	activity.	In	mother	

Berthe’s	afore-quoted	words	to	Giselle	in	act	one	that	her	daughter	will	die,	

‘comme	toutes	les	filles	qui	ont	trop	aimé	le	bal’,	we	hear	the	echo	of	the	medical	

warnings	cited	in	this	chapter’s	opening	contexual	analysis.149	The	excitement	

of	dancing,	which	Giselle	is	consumed	by,	was	cautioned	against,	so	that	if	the	

ballet	has	a	moral,	other	than	the	dangers	of	cross-class	affairs,	it	is	positioned	

in	direct	relation	to	contemporaneous	socio-medical	debates.	It	drastically	

alters	the	nature	of	the	ballet	if	Giselle’s	death	is	not	caused	by	a	physical	

wound.	The	plot	becomes	much	more	in	the	Romantic	vein,	and	the	character	of	

Giselle	is	placed	more	definitely	within	the	realms	of	madness	and	hysteria.	

Giselle	is	betrayed	by	her	lover	and	her	body	responds	in	the	only	way	it	knows	

how:	to	dance	in	order	to	express	her	heartbreak,	confusion	and	mental	

dislocation,	in	a	physical	demonstration	that	breaks	her	completely.	Her	death	

must	therefore	be	caused	by	a	combination	of	the	two	factors:	a	hysterical	

mental	state	induced	by	both	dance	and	emotional	trauma,	the	ballet	exploring	

the	psycho-somatic	relationship	in	a	manner	that	directly	reflects	

contemporaneous	medical	discourse.	This	will	be	analysed	in	relation	to	the	

social-dance	scene	in	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.		

	

Giselle’s	passionate	dance	dissociated	from	reason	also	pre-empts	another,	

slightly	later	major	Romantic	work	of	the	nineteenth	century:	Hans	Christian	

Anderson’s	The	Red	Shoes	(1845).	Anderson’s	ballet	slippers	enforce	what	

becomes	a	dance	of	death	through	movement	beyond	conscious	control.	The	

dark	fairy-tale	also	contains	the	notion	of	an	anti-Christian	element	to	dance;	

																																																								
149	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	6,	p.	10.	
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the	red	shoes	are	met	with	contempt	when	worn	to	church,	and	they	prompt	

the	little	dancer	not	to	say	her	prayers	or	sing	her	hymns..150	There	is	a	

persistent	opposition	in	Giselle	between	dance	and	the	church.	Giselle’s	grave	in	

act	two	is	situated	in	the	woods	rather	than	in	a	churchyard,	an	exclusion	

reserved	for	suicidal	sinners.151	Giselle	has	certainly	been	banished	by	the	

aristocracy,	thus	the	location	of	her	grave	is	emblematic	of	her	elimination	from	

society	in	the	interest	of	restoring	the	social	order.	Moreover,	John	Mueller	has	

proposed	that	Giselle	is	not	a	virgin	when	she	dies,	imagining	a	more	illicit	affair	

with	Albrecht.152	She	would	therefore	have	been	dismissed	from	a	Christian	

burial	in	the	churchyard,	though	in	context	her	gravestone	cross	still	possesses	

Christian	purity	and	protection,	providing	a	refuge	for	Albrecht	in	act	two.	

Dance	lures	Albrecht	away	from	the	cross,	however,	and	the	perception	of	

dance	as	an	unholy	act	complements	the	historic	understanding	of	dancing	as	

associated	with	feasting,	luxury	and	excess	rather	than	the	formal	and	solemn	

rites	of	the	church,	this	excess,	as	ever,	associated	predominantly	with	the	

female	body.153	

	

Productive	Insanity	

	

Unlike	the	twentieth-century	productions	that	will	be	analysed	in	Chapters	2	

and	3,	Giselle’s	representation	of	madness	remained	within	the	publicly	

																																																								
150	Hans	Christian	Anderson,	The	Red	Shoes,	trans.	by	Anthea	Bell	(London;	Toronto:	
Neugebauer	Press,	1983).	
151	Marcia	B.	Siegel,	‘A	Newly	Old	Giselle’,	The	Hudson	Review,	64,	3	(Autumn	2011),	pp.	
483-489	(p.	485).	
152	John	Mueller,	‘Is	Giselle	a	Virgin?’,	Dance	Chronicle,	4,	2	(1981),	151-154.	
153	See,	for	example,	Barbara	Ehrenreich,	Dancing	in	the	Streets:	A	History	of	Collective	
Joy	(New	York:	Metropolitan	Books,	2006),	pp.	80-81.		
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acceptable	sphere	as	the	ballet	reached	soaring	heights	of	popularity.	Female	

insanity	is	a	Romantic	trope,	transformed	in	Giselle	into	a	popular-tragedy	

format	for	mass-audience	appeal,	reflecting	the	penchant	for	the	mad	scene	in	

opera	in	this	era,	exemplified	in	Lucia	di	Lammermoor	(1835).	Giselle	beautifies	

the	dislocated	mind	in	order	to	extract	sympathy	from	its	audiences,	and	in	

doing	so	makes	productive	and	commercial	use	out	of	what	was	otherwise	a	

merely	irrational	entity.		

	

This	artistic	and	indeed	commercial	appropriation	of	the	irrational	may	be	

analysed	in	relation	to	the	later	concept	of	sublimation.	Freud’s	1929-1930	

essay	Civilisation	and	its	Discontents	presents	the	following	theory:	

	

[t]he	life	imposed	on	us	is	too	hard	for	us	to	bear:	it	brings	too	much	

pain,	too	many	disappointments,	too	many	insoluble	problems.	If	we	are	

to	endure	it,	we	cannot	do	without	palliative	measures.	[…]	Of	such	

measures	there	are	perhaps	three	kinds:	powerful	distractions,	which	

cause	us	to	make	light	of	our	misery,	substitutive	satisfactions,	which	

diminish	it,	and	intoxicants,	which	anaesthetize	us	to	it.154	

	

Freud	contends	‘[f]oremost	among	the	satisfactions	we	owe	to	the	imagination	

is	the	enjoyment	of	works	of	art’,	providing	a	temporary	relief	from	‘the	

hardships	of	life’.155	The	sublimation	of	instinct	is,	for	Freud,	‘a	particularly	

striking	feature	of	cultural	development,	which	makes	it	possible	for	the	higher	

																																																								
154	Sigmund	Freud,	Civilization	and	its	Discontents	(London:	Penguin	Classics,	2014,	
first	published	in	German	in	1930),	pp.	17-18.	
155	Freud,	Civilization	and	its	Discontents,	pp.	25,	26.	
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mental	activities	-	scientific,	artistic	and	ideological	-	to	play	such	a	significant	

role	in	civilized	life.’156	The	creation	and	the	enjoyment	of	artworks	can	thus	

become	civilising	tools,	sublimating	socially	unacceptable	instincts.	Amelia	

Jones,	in	her	study	Irrational	Modernism,	analyses	sublimation	and	this	artistic	

channelling	of	desires	and	impulses	that	are	otherwise	considered	

inappropriate	to	civilised	society.	Jones’s	reading	of	New	York	Dada	

reinterprets	the	movement	to	include	irrational	and	marginalised	figures	in	an	

analysis	that	borrows	from	Foucault’s	theories	on	public	surveillance	and	

control.	Jones	posits	that	art	history	and	the	notion	of	the	aesthetic	have	

historically	been	designed	to	remove	the	notion	of	the	irrational:	the	‘ugly,	

dangerous,	debased,	kitsch,	ornamental’.	157	Art	history	and	criticism,	through	

their	rigid	models	of	analysis	and	focus	on	individual	genius,	have	suppressed	

the	messier,	illogical	aspects	of	artistic	production	and	interpretation.	She	

states	‘[b]oth	systems	–	industrial,	artistic	–	aim	at	containing	flux’.158	Jones’s	

study	concentrates	on	a	later	time	period,	referencing	the	purifying	

architectural	designs	and	theories	of	Le	Corbusier	and	Adolf	Loos,	for	

example.159	Despite	its	twentieth-century	focus,	her	analysis	in	relation	to	the	

sublimation	theory	encourages	a	more	nuanced	standpoint	on	the	works	

addressed	across	this	thesis.	Unsurprisingly,	considering	its	adherence	to	the	

classical	tradition	of	ballet,	Giselle	provided	a	romanticised	presentation	of	the	

medical	anomalies	that	were	otherwise	perceived	to	waste	and	weigh	on	wider	

society.	Once	the	medical	and	social	fears	of	the	hysterical	female	were	made	
																																																								
156	Freud,	Civilization	and	its	Discontents,	p.	49.	
157	Amelia	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism:	A	Neurasthenic	History	of	New	York	Dada	
(Cambridge,	Mass. ;	London:	MIT	Press,	2004),	p.	14.		
158	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	19.	
159	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	pp.	16-19.	
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into	art	they	were	‘sublimated’,	rendering	them	acceptable	and	even	humorous	

in	parody	productions	such	as	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	analysed	shortly.	What	

were,	outside	the	theatre,	veritable	medical	concerns	were	manipulated	inside	

the	theatre	into	successful	entertainment.	It	is	thus	possible	to	understand	

these	artistic	renderings	of	hysteria	as	complicit	in	the	Foucauldian	regulation	

of	the	unhealthy	body,	by	understanding	the	stage	context	as	another	

institution	that	effectively	utilised	and	managed	the	irrational	for	its	own	ends.	

Within	the	realm	of	art,	such	depictions	of	the	hysterical	female	served	to	

reinforce	set	cultural	stereotypes.		

	

In	spite	of	its	evident	stereotyping,	visually	Giselle	progressed	much	further.	

The	fact	that	the	ballet	alluded	to	contemporaneous	pathology	in	order	to	

heighten	the	dramatic	effect	of	its	heroine’s	turmoil	arguably	assisted	in	the	

formation	of	a	highly	influential	creative	device.	The	visual	language	of	

pathology	opened	up	a	new	choreographic	and	emotional	breadth	for	

performance	dance.	As	Chapters	2	and	3	will	explore,	the	twentieth-century	

embrace	of	danced	pathology	served	to	challenge	traditional	parameters	of	

signification,	encouraging	new	forms	of	artistic	expression	and	the	capacity	for	

non-verbal	media	to	produce	dramatic	art.	Giselle	had	an	immensely	popular	

storyline	that	we	find	echoed	in	later	productions	such	as	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	

and	even	Maison	de	fous,	as	will	be	detailed	in	the	later	chapters.	Indeed,	Lynn	

Garafola	identifies	the	unfortunate	Giselle	in	Nijinsky’s	sacrificial	maiden,	

reimagined	in	the	primitive	context	as	she	posits	that	the	Chosen	Virgin	is	‘a	
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creation	of	twentieth-century	male	anxiety’.160	It	is	this	intense	popularisation	

of	danced	madness,	even	in	its	romanticised	state,	which	forms	the	basis	of	later	

revolutionary	efforts	within	the	balletic	art	form.		

	

The	Wilis:	la	beauté	convulsive	versus	les	statues	vivantes		

	

Much	later,	in	the	mid	1930s,	André	Breton	would	conclude	the	first	chapter	of	

his	L’Amour	fou	with	the	following	statement:	‘[l]a	beauté	convulsive	sera	

érotique-voilée,	explosante-fixe,	magique-circonstancielle,	ou	ne	sera	pas’.161	

These	oxymoronic	pairings	create	a	complex,	passionate	depiction	of	beauty	

that	is	simultaneously	convulsing	and	immobile,	fantastical	and	everyday.	Just	

as	the	two	acts	of	Giselle	move	from	the	‘circumstantial’	to	the	‘magical’,	

throughout	the	ballet	there	is	a	constant	conflict	between	movement	and	

immobility,	or	the	‘fixe’	and	the	‘explosante’.	Giselle	is	warned	not	to	dance,	not	

to	move,	in	case	it	damages	her	health;	when	she	dances	in	the	mad	scene,	this	

movement	contributes	to	the	stilling	of	her	heart;	Albrecht’s	infidelity	causes	a	

wave	of	horror	and	pain	which	forces	both	terrible	movement	and	terrible	

stillness.		

	

The	paradoxical	contrast	between	movement	and	stillness	is	embodied	

principally	within	the	figures	of	the	Wilis.	These	phantoms	derive	from	a	

folkloric	tale	in	Heinrich	Heine’s	literary	work	De	l’Allemagne,	which	had	been	

serialised	in	the	Paris	Journal	Europe	Littéraire	in	1833,	published	in	German	in	

																																																								
160	Lynn	Garafola,	Diaghilev’s	Ballets	Russes	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1989),	p.	
72.	
161	André	Breton,	L’Amour	Fou	(Paris:	Gallimard,	1937),	p.	26.	
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the	same	year	and	published	in	France	in	1835.162	Heine	writes	of	vampire-like	

ghosts	of	virgin	girls	who	never	reached	their	wedding	day,	who	cannot	remain	

peaceful	in	their	graves,	as	‘[d]ans	leurs	cœurs	éteints,	dans	leurs	pieds	morts,	

est	resté	cet	amour	de	la	danse	qu’elles	n’ont	pu	satisfaire	pendant	leur	vie’.163	

The	Wilis	thus	roam	the	highways	at	night	taking	lone	male	travellers	as	their	

victims,	forcing	them	to	dance	until	they	collapse	and	die	from	exhaustion.	

Described	as	‘baccantes	irrésistibles’,164	the	sexual	undertone	of	the	Wilis’	

enticing	qualities	is	clear,	and	these	mythical	creatures	have	been	analysed	in	

recent	scholarship	as	a	strong	source	of	innuendo	perceptible	to	the	nineteenth-

century	public.	For	Felicia	McCarren	these	supernatural	figures	resemble	the	

popular	image	of	the	vengeful,	lower-class	prostitute,	infecting	married	men	of	

all	classes	and	their	wives	through	her	hidden	disease:	syphilis.165	Analysed	

within	the	context	of	venereal	disease,	their	‘dance’	of	death	with	their	male	

victims	takes	on	strong	sexual	connotations,	and	it	is	the	madness	associated	

with	the	later	stages	of	syphilis	that	links	the	ballet’s	themes	of	dance,	sex	and	

hysteria	for	McCarren,	embodied	in	these	scorned,	ghostly	figures.166	The	term	

‘hystero-syphilis’	was	invented	in	the	late	nineteenth	century,	and	venereal	

disease	was	thought	to	provoke	hysterical	attacks	just	as	syphilis	was	

considered	the	result	of	‘hysterically	promiscuous	behaviour’.167	

	

																																																								
162	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	294,	note	10.	
163	Henri	Heine,	‘Tradition	Allemande’,	De	l’Allemagne,	in	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	
(1841),	p.	8.	
164	Heine,	‘Tradition	Allemande’.		
165	McCarren,	p.	70,	citing	Claude	Quétel,	History	of	Syphilis,	trans.	by	Judith	Braddock	
and	Brian	Pike	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	1990),	pp.	124-126.	
166	See	McCarren,	p.	70,	discussed	further	in	Chapter	1.3.			
167	McCarren,	p.	108;	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	p.	215.	
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The	Wilis	are	moving,	active	spirits	who	are	defined	by	their	love	of	dance	and	

their	drive	to	seek	revenge	through	this	medium.	They	seek	to	kill,	to	

immobilise,	through	movement.	Gautier	himself	was	interested	in	ballet	

principally	for	this	dichotomy	between	motion	and	stillness,	admiring	the	

sculptures	of	dancers	by	Jean	Auguste	Barre,	who	sculpted	Marie	Taglioni	in	La	

Sylphide.168	For	Gautier,	the	beauty	of	the	ballet	dancer	was	almost	sublime,	as	

she	was	capable	of	reaching	the	purity	and	grace	of	the	antique	statue,	for	him	

the	purest	and	most	accomplished	form	of	beauty.169	He	stated	‘[l]’Opéra	

devrait	être	comme	une	galerie	de	statues	vivantes	où	tous	les	types	de	beauté	

seraient	réunis’.170	The	dancers	are	paradoxically	moving	beings	and	living	

statues,	the	theatre	becoming	a	‘galerie’	for	viewing	poses,	as	if	the	ballet	were	a	

tableau	vivant.	As	Giovanna	Bellati	remarks,	it	is	the	inalterability	of	the	stone	

goddesses	that	aligns	them	more	closely	with	the	divine,	whilst	movement	has	

the	potential	to	disfigure.171	In	Freudian	terms,	the	dancer	is	thus	an	uncanny	

figure,	with	her	potential	to	attract	or	repulse	the	viewer	through	her	physical	

movements.	This	argument	also	tallies	with	scholarship	on	the	relationship	

between	the	ballet	dancer,	mechanics	and	automata.	Linda	M.	Austin	explains	

that	ballet	dancers	in	the	eighteenth	and	early	nineteenth	centuries	were	often	

compared	to	a	statue	when	stationary	and	a	machine	when	in	motion,	for	

																																																								
168	Martine	Lavaud	‘La	danse	au	cabinet	d’anatomie	:	Gautier	critique	des	corps’,	in	
Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	danse,	ed.	by	Saminadayar-Perrin,	pp.	69-84	(pp.	74-5).	
169	Bellati,	‘	«	Une	musique	que	l’on	regarde	»’,	in	Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	danse,	ed.	by	
Saminadayar-Perrin,	p.	45.	
170	Théophile	Gautier,	Œuvres	completes.	Critique	théâtrale	Tome	1,	(1835-38),	texte	
établi,	présenté	et	annoté	par	Patrick	Berthier	avec	la	collaboration	de	François	Brunet	
(Paris,	Champion,	2007),	pp.	63-4,	La	Charte	de	1830,	(18	avril	1837),	cited	in	Bellati,	‘	
«	Une	musique	que	l’on	regarde	»’,	in	Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	danse,	ed.	by	Saminadayar-
Perrin,	p.	45.	
171	Bellati,	‘	«	Une	musique	que	l’on	regarde	»’,	in	Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	danse,	ed.	by	
Saminadayar-Perrin,	pp.	45-46.		



	84	

example.172	There	was	thus	an	ironic,	literal	objectification	of	the	dancer	as	they	

were	dehumanised	at	the	hands	of	their	aesthetic	purpose.	For	Gautier,	even	a	

smile	would	result	in	a	‘crispation’	and	would	thus	ruin	the	harmony	of	the	

dancer’s	lines.173	The	tension	between	the	dancer’s	responsibility	to	move	or	

remain	still	becomes	almost	a	form	of	cognitive	dissonance	for	Gautier,	a	

psychological	discomfort	through	the	contradictions	between	her	physical	and	

aesthetic	responsibilities.		

	

It	was	predominantly	female	movement	that	was	deemed	to	be	aesthetically,	

morally	and	medically	dangerous.	The	hysterical	female	was	inappropriate	and	

in	need	of	the	silencing	hand	of	the	male	doctor	because	her	body	jerked	and	

flailed	in	a	manner	which	did	not	fit	with	the	perceived	notion	of	‘immobile’	

feminine	beauty.	It	was	the	restriction	of	movement	which	was	also	

encountered	in	the	social-dance	scene	of	the	early	nineteenth	century,	the	

medical	domain	imposing	itself	on	the	popular	practice	in	order	to,	supposedly,	

save	the	female	body	from	the	dangers	of	whirling,	faster	movement	in	dances	

such	as	the	waltz,	as	will	be	explored	in	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.	The	

persistent	tension	between	kinesis	and	stasis	in	Giselle	reflected	the	era’s	

understanding	of	the	dancer’s	questionable	position	between	beauty	and	

degeneration,	health	and	sickness,	and	purity	and	debased,	dangerous	pleasure.	

	

	
																																																								
172	Linda	M.	Austin,	‘Elaborations	of	the	Machine:	The	Automata	Ballets’,	
Modernism/Modernity,	23,	1	(Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	January	2016),	65-87	(p.	
67).	
173	Gautier,	Œuvres	completes,	pp.	569-570,	La	Presse,	7	August	1838,	cited	in	Bellati,	‘	
«	Une	musique	que	l’on	regarde	»’,	in	Gautier	et	les	arts	de	la	danse,	ed.	by	Saminadayar-
Perrin,	p.	46.	
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Forgotten	Parodies	

	

Alongside	the	Opéra	performances,	the	nineteenth-century	public	was	also	

witness	to	various	parodies	of	Giselle	in	Paris	and	London,	and	in	St	Petersburg	

in	the	early	1900s.174	Smith,	for	example,	analysed	the	newspaper	cartoon	

Grise-aile	in	her	quest	to	discover	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’.	The	cartoon	was	

published	in	the	satirical	Musée	Philipon,	and	in	a	fairly	faithful	yet	comic	

retelling	of	the	action	the	characters	were	renamed	for	added	humour:	Grise-

aile,	L’Oie	instead	of	Loys,	and	Hi,	Hi,	là,	rions	in	place	of	Hilarion.175	The	

sexualised	understanding	of	the	figures	of	the	Wilis	is	clear,	as	author	Lorentz	

writes	of	the	‘séductions	des	Wilis’	and	concludes	‘Carlota	Grisi	[est]	un	

délicieux	fantôme	que	chacun	rencontrerait	avec	plaisir,	fut-ce	même	la	nuit,	

dans	un	lieu	écarté’.176	The	male	adoration	of	Grisi	is	further	underlined	by	the	

mention	that	present	in	the	theatre	is	hardly	one	duchess	for	30,000	men,	and	

the	Parisians	desire	‘la	voir’	and	‘voir	c’est	avoir,	dit	Béranger’.177	Meanwhile,	

Ivor	Guest	has	explored	the	parodies	of	Giselle	on	the	English	stage,	which	took	

the	form	of	plays,	operas	and	burlesques	including	Grizelle	or	Dancing	Mad	(18	

July	1842).178	Finally,	Felicia	McCarren	references	Guest	on	the	English	parodies	

of	Giselle,	including	the	1846	burlesque	The	Phantom	Dancers	or	The	Wilis’	

																																																								
174	Spencer	Golub,	Evreinov:	The	Theatre	of	Paradox	and	Transformation	(Ann	Arbor,	
Mich.:	UMI	Research	Press,	1984),	pp.	149,	151,	in	Lynn	Garafola,	Legacies	of	Twentieth-
Century	Dance	(Middletown,	Connecticut:	Wesleyan	University	Press,	2005),	p.	70.	
175	Lorentz,	‘Parodie	de	Giselle	ou	Les	Willis,	ballet	en	deux	actes:	Grise-Aile’,	in	Musée	
Philipon,	scènes	théâtrales	1800-1869	(Paris:	Chez	Aubert,	1842),	pp.	65-70.			
176	Lorentz,	pp.	69-70.	
177	Lorentz,	p.	68.	
178	Ivor	Guest,	‘Parodies	of	Giselle	on	the	English	Stage	(1841-1871)’,	Theatre	Notebook	
including	The	Bulletin	of	the	Society	for	Theatre	Research,	A	Quarterly	Journal	of	the	
History	and	Technique	of	the	British	Theatre,	9,	2	(January-March	1955),	ed.	by	Sybil	
Rosenfeld,	M.	A.	and	Ifan	Kyrle	Fletcher,	pp.	38-46.	
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Bride,	performed	at	the	Adelphi	Theatre,	based	on	Charles	Selby’s	libretto	that	

saw	Count	Whirligig	(Hilarion)	waltzed	to	death.179		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
179	McCarren,	p.	69.	
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Figure	1:	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	Parody	Play,	1841,	Archives	Nationales	(France)	
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Guest	mentions	in	a	footnote	that	to	his	knowledge	the	only	French	parody	of	

Giselle	was	[Colombus	ou]	Les	Wilis,	which	we	will	analyse	shortly,	‘a	one-act	

vaudeville	by	Jules	Cordier,	produced	at	the	Théâtre	du	Palais-Royal	on	October	

19th,	1841’,	but	provides	no	further	details.180	However,	there	was	at	least	one	

other	French	parody	play	of	Giselle.	Accepted	for	performance	on	18	August	

1841,	only	one	and	a	half	months	after	the	premiere	of	the	original	ballet,	was	a	

play	based	on	Gautier’s	original:	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	Pièce	en	trois	actes	mêlée	de	

chants,	tirée	du	ballet	de	l’opéra	[Figure	1].181	Filled	with	references	to	the	

original	ballet,	the	parody	tells	the	story	of	Giselle,	a	chevrière,	who	falls	in	love	

with	a	nobleman	disguised	as	a	peasant	(Fritz).	An	elderly	doctor,	whose	love	

for	the	young	chevrière	is	not	reciprocated,	attempts	to	manipulate	Giselle	into	

testing	Fritz’s	(Duke	Frédéric’s)	love.	As	in	La	Tarentule,	this	was	another	

elderly	doctor	representing	the	sly	villain,	reflecting	the	wider	distrust	in	this	

era	of	the	physician	as	discussed	earlier	in	the	contextual	analysis.	Upon	

hearing	the	news	of	her	lover’s	deception,	Giselle	feigns	madness	followed	by	

death	in	order	to	decipher	whether	or	not	Fritz	will	be	truly	grieved	by	her	loss.	

Interestingly,	Giselle	chooses	to	die	whilst	madly	dancing	around	the	stage,	the	

stage	directions	explicitly	stating	that	the	sword	is	pulled	away	from	her	just	in	

time.	This	tallies	with	the	original	libretto,	further	confirming	Smith’s	argument	

that	Grisi’s	Giselle	did	not	die	by	the	sword.	The	parody	is	humorous,	characters	

referring	to	the	Giselle	tale	in	order	to	trick	each	other,	mocking	the	original	

plot.	One	of	the	penultimate	scenes	sees	all	the	village	women	dress	up	as	Wilis,	

																																																								
180	Guest,	‘Parodies	of	Giselle	on	the	English	Stage	(1841-1871)’,	p.	39,	note	2.		
181	Anon.,	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	Pièce	en	trois	actes	mêlée	de	chants,	tirée	du	ballet	de	
l’opéra,	Théâtre	des	Funambules	(Paris,	1841),	AN,	cote	du	manuscrit:	F/18/1086,	
Thalie:	THL.3.	
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terrifying	the	men	and	forcing	them	to	dance	until	exhausted,	despite	their	fake	

veils.	Tellingly,	the	elderly	doctor	truly	believes	that	he	can	dispose	of	his	love	

rival	by	having	him	dance	himself	to	exhaustion	and	death	via	the	fake	Wilis,	

again	suggesting	the	perception	that	dance	itself	can	lead	to	veritable	tragedy.		
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Figure	2:	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	1841,	Archives	Nationales	(France)	
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Figure	3:	letter	of	approval	for	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	Ministre	de	l’Intérieur,	1841,	Archives	
Nationales	(France)	
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The	second	little-known	French	parody	production,	which	will	form	our	

principal	point	of	analysis	here,	was	performed	at	the	Théâtre	du	Palais-Royal	

just	five	months	after	the	premiere	of	Giselle.182	Les	Wilis,	vaudeville	en	1	acte,	

also	named	Colombus	ou	les	Willis,183	was	written	by	(Auguste)	Pittaud	de	

Forges	and	Éléonore	de	Vaulabelle	(a.k.a.	Jules	Cordier)	and	starred	Charlotte	

Dupuis	[Figure	2].184	To	my	knowledge,	scholarship	has	not	discovered	beyond	

the	first	title	of	the	vaudeville,	the	cast	and	date	of	performance,	this	

information	listed	in	the	BnF	archives	(and	in	Guest’s	article)	alongside	the	one	

surviving	costume	design	from	the	production.	A	full	script	for	the	parody,	

however,	survives	at	the	Archives	Nationales,	along	with	its	confirmatory	letter	

of	approval	for	performance	signed	by	the	Ministre	de	l’Intérieur	[Figure	3].185	

The	script	was	submitted	for	a	censor	report,	and	the	plot	summary	in	the	letter	

of	approval	is	as	follows:	

	

Colombus	est	entré	depuis	peu	de	temps	dans	une	confrérie	de	frères	

Moraves	qui	défendent	la	danse	et	chassent	celui	d’entr’eux	[sic]	qui	le	

rend	coupable	d’une	semblable	faute.		

																																																								
182	Pittaud	de	Forges,	Éléonore	de	Vaulabelle,	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	vaudeville	en	1	
acte,	non	publié	(Paris,	1841),	AN,	Censure	des	répertoires	des	grands	théâtres	
parisiens	(1835-1906),	Inventaire	(F/18/669-F/18/1016,	F/21/966-F/21/995)	cote:	
F/18/860,	F/21/978)	[hereafter	Colombus	ou	les	Willis].	I	am	grateful	to	Dr.	Michelle	
Cheyne,	University	of	Massachusetts	Dartmouth	for	her	kind	advice	on	locating	this	
script.		
183	There	are	varying	spellings	of	the	title	throughout	the	sources	cited	here,	from	Les	
Wilis,	to	Les	Willis,	to	La	Wili,	and	the	second	title	Colombus	is	not	always	referred	to.	I	
have	written	the	spelling	as	it	appears	within	each	context,	and	have	otherwise	chosen	
Colombus,	the	title	written	on	the	script.	In	Gautier’s	original	ballet	the	spelling	is	
always	‘Wili(s)’.		
184	Anon.,	‘The	Performance:	Les	Willis’	[n.d.],	Paris,	Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France	
(hereafter	BnF)	<http://data.bnf.fr/39498259/les_willis_spectacle_1841/	>	[accessed	
24	September	2015].		
185	‘	‘Colombus	ou	Les	Willis’	Ministre	de	l’Intérieur’	(Paris,	1841),	AN,	cote:	F/21/978,	
‘Palais-Royal	1835-1848’.		
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Mina,	cousine	de	Columbus,	danseuse	de	l’Opéra	de	Presbourg,	autrefois	

fiancée	au	jeune	Morave,	se	présente	à	lui	pendent	la	nuit	accompagnée	

de	quelques	uns	de	ses	compagnons.		

Colombus	les	prend	pour	des	Willis	et	danse	avec	elles	;	surpris	dans	le	

moment	par	la	vieille	Barbara	qu’il	avait	promis	d’épouser.	Il	est	chassé	

de	la	communauté	et	il	épouse	Mina.	

	

The	vaudeville	borrows	the	myth	of	the	Wilis	from	the	original	Giselle,	along	

with	the	fear	of	the	dangers	of	dance	which	saturates	Gautier’s	work.	The	

original	title	character	is	also	referenced	directly,	the	protagonist	Colombus	

asking	the	young	women	to	remember	the	sad	case	of	Giselle,	who	died	at	the	

‘young’	age	of	65	of	whooping	cough	because	she	‘aimait	trop	le	bal’,	in	phrasing	

that	borrows	from	Berthe’s	warnings	in	the	ballet.186	The	image	of	whooping	

cough	perhaps	corresponds	to	the	violent	movements	of	Giselle’s	dance	of	

death,	or	indeed	to	Victor	Hugo’s	poem	Les	Orientales,	a	major	source	of	

influence	for	Gautier,	in	which	a	Spanish	dancer	catches	a	chill	after	the	ball.187		

	

Gautier	himself	advertised	the	parody	in	La	Presse	and	profited	from	its	staging	

by	advertising	the	new	model	statue	of	Carlotta	Grisi:	

	
[l]’on	a	joué	au	Palais-Royal	une	espèce	de	parodie	de	Giselle	intitulée	la	

Wili,	où	Alcide	Tousez	se	montre	fort	amusant	dans	le	personnage	de	

Colombus	[...]	Profitons	de	cette	occasion	qui	ramène	sous	notre	plume	
																																																								
186	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	12.	
187	Victor	Hugo,	‘Fantômes’,	in	Œuvres,	de	Victor	Hugo.	Les	orientales	(Paris:	C.	Gosselin,	
1829),	pp.	309-324,	see	Part	Three	of	this	chapter	for	further	analysis.		
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le	nom	des	Wilis	pour	annoncer	la	jolie	statuette	de	Carlotta	Grisi	dans	ce	

rôle,	par	M.	Thomas.188		

	

In	a	review	of	the	opening	night	recorded	in	L’Indépendant,	it	appears	that	the	

parody	was	not	a	roaring	success,	in	spite	of	the	enjoyable	comic	performance	

by	Alcide	Tousez	as	Colombus,	and	the	superior	dance	skills	of	Mme	Dupuis,	the	

journalist	citing	the	‘sifflets’	heard	at	the	curtain’s	close.189	As	Linda	Hutcheon	

in	her	theory	of	parody	has	stated,	parodic	works	went	against	the	grain	of	the	

Romantic	aesthetic	of	genius,	originality	and	individuality	in	the	nineteenth	

century,	often	considered	parasitic.190	It	is	noteworthy,	then,	that	Gautier	

himself	alerts	his	readers	to	the	parody.	Since	Gautier	couples	the	

advertisement	with	another	for	the	statuette,	we	may	well	presume	that	

Colombus	ou	les	Willis	was	yet	more	promotion	for	his	own	work.	Nevertheless,	

as	Hutcheon	states,	‘[p]arody	is	one	of	the	major	forms	of	modern	self-

reflexivity;	it	is	a	form	of	inter-art	discourse’.191	There	is	a	conversation	which	

occurs	between	the	two	works:	the	remodelling	of	Giselle	throws	into	relief	the	

aspects	of	the	original	ballet	that	chimed	most	significantly	with	its	audiences	

and	which	linked	with	established	social	perceptions	of	both	dancers	and	

dancing.		

	

Pittaud	de	Forges	and	Vaulabelle	based	their	vaudeville	on	the	religious	
																																																								
188	Theophile	Gautier,	‘Théâtre	du	Palais	Royal	-	La	Wili’,	‘Feuilleton	de	La	Presse’,	La	
Presse,	30	October	1841,	p.	3.	
189	Ferdinand	de	la	Boullaye,	‘Théâtre	du	Palais-Royal.	Première	représentation	–	Les	
Willis,	vaudeville	en	un	acte,	de	M.	de	Guerbois	–	Début	de	Mlle	Ernestine’,	
L’Indépendant,	21	October	1841,	p.	2.	
190	Linda	Hutcheon,	A	Theory	of	Parody:	The	Teachings	of	Twentieth-Century	Art	Forms	
(New	York;	London,	Methuen,	1985),	p.	4.	
191	Hutcheon,	p.	2.	
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traditions	of	the	Moravian	Church,	a	denomination	known	for	their	strict	

separation	of	unmarried	or	widowed	men	and	women	in	their	living	quarters	

and	in	church.192	The	parody	clearly	mocks	the	strict	traditions	of	the	

Moravians	as	the	newcomer	Mina,	presented	as	the	more	reasonable	character,	

pokes	fun	at	the	clothing	and	traditions	of	the	community:	‘est-il	laid	avec	ce	

grand	chapeau	!	[...]	cet	habit	qui	a	l’air	d’avoir	été	taillé	sur	une	guérite	!’.193	

Furthermore,	the	vaudeville’s	opening	scene	depicts	the	women	complaining	

amongst	themselves	that	they	are	not	allowed	to	dance,	the	rule	surely	created	

by	‘un	imbécile	ou	un	boiteux’,	whilst	the	comedy	of	the	fear	of	dancing	is	

sustained	throughout.194	The	opposition	between	the	highly	conservative	

religious	traditions	and	the	dancer	and	dance	master	is	significant.	Just	as	

Gautier	created	a	division	between	the	Wilis	and	the	Christian	cross,	the	latter	

providing	a	refuge	from	evil	spells,	so	in	the	parody	dance	is	opposed	to	religion	

and	associated	instead	with	the	devil,	relating	to	historical	opposition	between	

dance	and	the	church.195	This	was	an	opposition	that	would	continue,	with	the	

Catholic	condemnation	of	the	New	Woman	in	the	early	twentieth	century.196		

On	account	of	the	comedic,	parodic	take	on	the	Wili	myth	and	the	feared	

contrast	between	dance	and	the	highly	religious	community	depicted,	one	

might	well	argue	that	the	significance	of	the	fear	of	‘dance’	may	have	been	used	

in	joking	terms,	understood	by	audiences	as	a	play	on	the	well-grounded	links	

																																																								
192	Mme	de	Genlis,	Les	Veillées	du	château,	ou	Cours	de	morale	à	l’usage	des	enfants,	par	
l’auteur	d’Adèle	et	Théodore,	Tome	Second	(Paris:	Maradan,	1803),	pp.	527-8	(notes).	
193	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	pp.	24-25.	
194	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	7.	
195	See	Ehrenreich,	p.	80.		
196	Mary	Louise	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	Reconstructing	Gender	in	Postwar	
France,	1917-1927	(Chicago;	London:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1994),	p.	165.	
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between	dance	and	sex.	The	bold	female	character	Mina	is	a	‘danseuse	du	

théâtre	de	Presbourg’,197	the	seedy	reputation	of	the	Parisian	Opéra	rats	made	

very	clear	in	the	work	of	Felicia	McCarren	referenced	earlier.	Furthermore,	the	

reactions	to	the	idea	or	even	the	word	dance	are	humorously	exaggerated,	

Colombus	stating	‘[o]h	!	N’achève	pas	!	Abomination	de	la	désolation	!	Quel	mot	

as-tu	prononcé	?’	before	coming	out	in	a	cold	sweat.198	He	is	convinced	that	

dancing	women	look	happy	on	the	outside,	but	not	inside:	‘elles	avait	l’air...	en	

dehors...	mais	en	dedans	!	C’est	le	dedans	qu’il	aurait	fallu	voir’,	beginning	to	

sing	about	Satan	having	invented	the	dance.199	It	is	here	that	we	encounter	

innuendo,	Colombus	quipping:	‘le	vert	gazon	grâce	à	ses	lacs	est	plus	glissant	

que	le	verglas	[...]	Redoutez	les	faux	pas,	ça	met	dans	l’embarras’.200	The	term	

‘gazon’	signifies	a	lawn	but	is	also	a	euphemism	for	the	female	sex.	The	mention	

of	‘glissant’	and	‘embarras’	also	points	to	the	joke’s	underlying	sexual	

signification	and,	by	extension,	where	a	night	spent	dancing	might	lead.	This	

confirms	audience	understandings	of	the	fear	of	dance	outlined	in	the	original	

Giselle	ballet.		

The	tale	concludes	with	Colombus	recognising	that	a	life	with	Mina	and	dancing	

would	bring	far	more	excitement	than	remaining	in	the	Moravian	community.	It	

is	an	all-round	victory	for	the	dancers,	as	de	la	Boullaye	writes	in	L’Indépendant:	

‘[l]e	Morave	[Colombus]	envoie	Barbara	à	tous	les	diables	et	avec	elle	tous	les	

puritains	et	tous	les	communistes.	Les	jeunes	filles	en	font	autant	et	s’enrôlent	

																																																								
197	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	26.	
198	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	11.		
199	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	pp.	11-12.	
200	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	12.	
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dans	le	corps	de	ballets	de	M.	Franck’.201	As	the	latter	detail	is	not	mentioned	in	

the	script	we	may	presume	that	this	was	added	later.	De	la	Boullaye’s	comment	

touches	on	a	key	social	reference	within	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis.	The	Moravian	

community	represented	-	‘les	puritains’	and	‘les	communistes’	-	have	their	strict	

rules	of	living	outlined	in	the	vaudeville.	Colombus	details	the	various	articles	to	

be	adhered	to	which	state	that	every	Moravian	is	free	and	each	has	‘une	

fonction	;	quelquefois	pénible,	toujours	désagréable,	mais	il	est	libre	de	choisir	

cette	fonction’.	Paradoxically	then,	every	free	Moravian	must	do	as	the	‘chef	de	

la	communauté’	orders,	and	if	he	does	not	wish	to	obey	he	may,	‘de	temps	à	

autre,	dire	pourquoi....’.	Amongst	the	stipulations	listed,	the	Moravians	must	go	

to	bed	early,	and	food	is	frugal.	Any	pleasure	other	than	silence	and	reflexion	

will	be	‘sévèrement	défendu,	surtout	la	danse’.	Any	free	Moravian	man	or	

woman	who	has	danced,	in	secret	or	in	public,	in	sun	or	moonlight,	will	be	

banished.202	Dance,	then,	serves	as	a	form	of	revolutionary	uprising	that	upsets	

the	strict	social	boundaries	implemented	by	the	church	and	the	‘chef	de	la	

communauté’.	Such	oppressed	communities	of	people	bound	by	the	laws	of	

their	superiors	recall	the	social	system	of	the	ancien	régime,	with	its	classes	of	

people	supplied	with	fixed	privileges,	obedient	to	the	church	and	king	above	

them	on	the	social	ladder.	Elizabeth	Claire	has	analysed	social	dancing,	in	

particular	the	waltz,	as	‘a	spirit	of	popular	rebellion	against	aristocratic	

tradition’.203	In	this	sense	the	parody	reflects	the	original	production	of	Giselle	

in	that	both	entail	a	critique	of	an	old	order.	In	Giselle	the	young	peasant	is	

																																																								
201	de	la	Boullaye,	‘Théâtre	du	Palais	Royal’,	L’Indépendant,	21	October	1841,	p.	2.	
202	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	p.	52.	
203	Elizabeth	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies:	Waltzing,	Madness	and	Miscarriage’,	
Studies	in	Eighteenth-Century	Culture,	38,	ed.	by	Linda	Zionkowski	(Baltimore:	Johns	
Hopkins	University	Press,	2009),	199–235,	p.	205.		
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manipulated	and	essentially	sacrificed	by	her	aristocratic	lover,	her	death	

making	way	for	the	marriage	between	the	nobility	at	the	end	of	the	ballet.	In	

both	productions,	dance	–	that	of	the	Wilis	in	Giselle	and	of	Mina	in	Colombus	–	

subverts	social	order	and	occupies	the	position	of	‘terrorist	feminist	activism’,	

as	Sally	Banes	has	named	it,	striving	for	change.204		

Conversely,	there	is	opposing	evidence	to	the	latter	argument.	The	Moravian	

society	is	based	upon	communist	values;	every	Moravian	plays	their	role	in	a	

presumed	equal	distribution	of	wealth.	Indeed	Franck,	Colombus’s	uncle,	

desires	his	nephew’s	return	from	the	community	in	order	that	his	significant	

inheritance	money	is	not	simply	shared	amongst	all	the	Moravians	but	remains	

within	the	family.	Is	the	victory	of	Colombus	gaining	his	wealth	along	with	Mina	

not	very	similar	to	the	arguable	victory	of	Albrecht,	who	retains	his	name,	

fortune	and	noble	bride	at	the	ballet’s	close?	It	would	be	another	seven	years	

before	Karl	Marx	would	write	The	Communist	Manifesto,	but	the	spirit	of	the	

movement	had	begun	in	the	Revolution	of	1789.	Certain	Jacobins	broke	away	

from	feudal	structures	of	power,	desiring	instead	the	equal	distribution	of	

wealth	for	a	fairer	society.	In	this	light,	the	representation	of	dance	again	

becomes	questionable;	is	it	a	revolutionary	force,	or	a	morally	questionable,	

frivolous	pastime	associated	with	sex	and	money?	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis	mocks	

the	Moravian	community	heavily,	and	presents	the	dancers	as	the	worthy	–	if	

manipulative	–	victors.	It	would	thus	seem	preferable	to	conclude	that	dance	is	

a	modern,	exciting	activity	opposed	to	out-dated	values.	In	this	respect,	the	

vaudeville	directly	reflects	the	craze	for	ballroom	dancing	that	we	will	now	turn	
																																																								
204	Sally	Banes,	Dancing	Women:	Female	Bodies	on	Stage	(London;	New	York:	
Routledge,	1998),	p.	24.	
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to,	its	writers	having	understood	that	current	fashions	would	predispose	

audience	sympathy	–	in	general	–	to	a	pro-dance	conclusion.	However,	the	fact	

that	the	status	of	dance	is	not	quite	as	clear-cut	in	relation	to	morality	and	social	

progress	captures	the	polemical	status	of	dance	and	dancers	in	this	period	of	

French	history.	As	we	shall	now	explore,	the	figure	of	the	hysterical	Wili	

transcended	the	auditorium	space,	embodying	the	highly	polemical	sphere	of	

the	social-dance	scene.	
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1.3:	Waltzing	Giselle:	Rereading	the	Madness	

 
 

McCarren	has	analysed	Giselle’s	sexual	undertones	within	the	nineteenth-

century	context	of	venereal	disease,	specifically	in	relation	to	the	Wilis	as	

detailed	previously.205	McCarren	states	that	Giselle’s	death	is	too	quick	to	be	

attributed	to	the	later	stages	of	syphilis,	but	that	the	ambiguity	surrounding	her	

demise	may	be	aligned	with	the	medical	uncertainty	surrounding	hysteria	at	

this	point	in	history,	there	being	no	tangible	explanation	for	symptoms.206	The	

ballet	thus	captures	the	heart	of	contemporaneous	curiosity.	Molly	Engelhardt	

has	also	analysed	Giselle’s	death	in	her	work	on	Victorian	fiction	and	culture.	

Recognising	the	key	status	of	the	dance	of	death	within	the	Romantic	ballet	

more	generally,	she	states	that	this	genre		

	

participated	in	increasing	the	visibility	of	the	infectious	dancing	motif	by	

continuously	staging	Giselle	and	La	Tarentule	during	the	decade	[the	

1840s];	both	of	these	ballets	involve	the	idea	of	uncontrollable	dancing	

caused	by	outside	forces	that	end,	at	least	for	Giselle,	in	death.207		

	

For	Engelhardt,	Giselle’s	weak	heart	provides	the	key,	arguing	that	she	dies	of	a	

heart	attack.208	This	tallies	with	medical	investigation	into	the	relationship	

																																																								
205	McCarren,	pp.	70-71,	108.	
206	McCarren,	pp.	70,	108.	
207	Molly	Engelhardt,	Dancing	Out	of	Line:	Ballrooms,	Ballets,	and	Mobility	in	Victorian	
Fiction	and	Culture	(Athens:	Ohio	University	Press,	2009),	p.	6.	
208	Engelhardt,	p.	132.	
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between	the	heart,	blood	circulation	and	the	nervous	system,	and	the	

nineteenth-century	perception	that	women	were	naturally	the	weaker	sex.209		

	

The	debated	death	by	the	sword	was	explored	previously.	This	chapter	will	now	

re-evaluate	Smith’s	aforementioned	question	‘What	Killed	Giselle?’	in	more	

detail	and	provide	a	new	interpretation	of	the	cause	of	death	in	this	staple	of	the	

classical	repertoire.	Moving	forward	from	McCarren’s	and	Engelhardt’s	

arguments,	this	chapter	will	provide	an	original	reading	of	Giselle’s	hysterical	

dance	of	death,	concentrating	on	the	medical	dangers	associated	with	the	

waltzing	female.	Drawing	comparison	with	the	social-dance	scene	of	the	early	

nineteenth	century,	this	chapter	will	argue	that	Giselle’s	theme	of	dancing	

madness	is	not	only	a	representation	of	hysteria	and	insanity,	but	of	the	

ironised	fear	of	dance	as	a	sickness	in	itself,	relating	to	specific	social	concerns	

in	the	early	to	mid-nineteenth	century.	In	an	analysis	of	the	recurring	melody	

and	references	to	the	waltz	in	both	the	original	Giselle	and	in	its	parody	

Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	we	may	unravel	the	acute	public	awareness	of	the	real	

Wili	and	the	links	between	the	ballroom,	the	ballet	and	the	medical	fraternity.	I	

will	argue	that	the	repeated	occurrence	of	the	waltz	nodded	to	the	shared	

understanding	between	creators	and	audience	of	the	dance’s	specific	

connotations	as	licentious,	feminine	and	medically	dangerous	in	the	early	

nineteenth	century.		

	

In	exploring	the	links	between	Giselle	and	the	medical	history	of	the	waltz,	I	

acknowledge	and	build	on	the	work	of	Elizabeth	Claire,	whose	research	focuses	

																																																								
209	Engelhardt,	p.	132.	
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on	the	medical	history	of	European	social	dance,	specifically	the	waltz,	in	the	

eighteenth	and	nineteenth	centuries.	Her	work	chimes	with	my	own	

understanding	of	the	special	position	that	the	waltz	occupied	in	relation	to	the	

regulation	of	female	emotions	and	behaviours	–	in	short	the	‘medicalisation’	of	

the	female	dancing	body.	In	Claire’s	article	‘Monstrous	Choreographies:	

Waltzing,	Madness,	and	Miscarriage’,	predominantly	studying	the	eighteenth	

century,	she	makes	a	forward	reference	to	Giselle	and	the	fact	that	the	

unfortunate	title	character	dances	herself	to	death	to	the	tune	of	a	waltz.210	The	

implications	of	this	statement	are	evident	within	her	wider	analysis:	the	waltz	is	

linked	to	female	mental	instability	and	the	general	degeneration	of	female	

health.	In	the	original	score	there	is	no	waltz	in	Giselle’s	madness	and	death	

scene	specifically,211	but	a	full	analysis	of	the	significance	of	the	waltz	in	the	

ballet	is	fully	appropriate	here,	as	the	waltz	does	play	a	key	part	in	both	the	

libretto	and	the	score	of	Giselle,	particularly	when	situated	within	the	wider	

socio-medical	context.	This	examination	aims	to	shed	new	light	on	the	

nineteenth-century	understanding	of	madness	and	hysteria	as	represented	on	

the	ballet	stage.		

	

The	Waltz:	A	Medical	History	

	

Across	the	nineteenth	century,	the	association	of	dance	and	death	was	a	

common	motif.	As	Sarah	Webster	Goodwin	has	explored,	artistic	depictions	of	

																																																								
210	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	204.	
211	Adam,	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis.	I	am	grateful	to	Dr	Bruno	Bower	and	David	Willison,	AIMS	
tutor,	for	reading	pp.	50-55	of	the	piano	reduction	score	and	clarifying	that	it	is	
waltzless.		
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skeletal	dancing	forms	became	‘an	instance	of	nineteenth-century	kitsch’.212	

Despite	la	danse	macabre	having	originated	in	Northern	Europe	in	the	late	

Middle	Ages,	the	nineteenth	century	saw	an	explosive	fascination	for	what	

became	the	epitome	of	Romantic	imagery,	prevalent	across	a	wide	range	of	

media	from	music	to	popular	literature	and	the	graphic	arts.213	France	saw	

numerous	ballads	produced	on	the	theme	in	the	1800s,	for	example.214	

Goodwin	explores	the	commercial	side	to	the	dance	of	death	in	this	era,	stating	

that	it	was	‘extravagant	art,	aimed	at	a	popular	audience,	usually	in	mass	

reproductions,	and	seemingly	at	the	service	of	an	uncritical,	popular	

ideology’.215		It	was	a	popular	image	and	yet	its	parodic	elements	and	the	

underlying	anarchy	that	such	imagery	represented	render	it	far	more	politically	

charged:	society	comes	face-to-face	with	death,	spinning	a	civilised,	ordered	

world	into	chaos.	As	Goodwin	argues,	the	dance	of	death	became	a	metaphor	for	

revolution	or	war,	particularly	for	the	bourgeoisie.216		Furthermore,	the	imagery	

of	dancing	death	was,	for	this	era,	not	entirely	fictional.	The	dance	hall	became	a	

source	of	public	contagion	in	Heinrich	Heine’s	account	of	the	outbreak	of	the	

Paris	cholera	epidemic	in	March	1832.	His	account,	fact	mixed	with	fantasy,	

depicts	a	masked	ball	in	full	swing	before	the	removal	of	a	Harlequin’s	mask	

reveals	a	blue-violet	face,	instigating	the	mass	epidemic	and	the	rushing	of	the	

revellers	to	the	Hôtel	Dieu,	where	death	overcomes	them	almost	

																																																								
212	Sarah	Webster	Goodwin,	Kitsch	and	Culture,	The	Dance	of	Death	in	Nineteenth-
Century	Literature	and	Graphic	Arts	(New	York;	London:	Garland	Publishing,	1988),	p.	
1.	
213	Webster	Goodwin,	pp.	3-18.	
214	Webster	Goodwin,	p.	18.	
215	Webster	Goodwin,	p.	10.		
216	Webster	Goodwin,	pp.	20-22.	
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immediately.217	Heine’s	account	was	to	inspire	tales	by	Edgar	Allan	Poe,	and	

escalated	into	a	New	York	Mirror	article	detailing	a	masked	Paris	ball	at	which	a	

skeletal	figure	appears	to	the	dancers,	impersonating	cholera.218	This	episode	

signals,	firstly,	that	Paris	in	the	1830s	was	a	city	wavering	under	the	fear	and	

horror	of	the	mass	cholera	epidemic,	its	seven-month	reign	causing	18,000	

deaths	in	the	capital	alone.219	It	is	no	wonder	that	this	period	of	history	saw	

such	macabre	artistic	trends.	Secondly,	it	is	clear	that	Heine’s	use	of	the	dance	

hall	(bearing	in	mind	that	the	proportion	of	fact	to	fiction	is	unknown)	fed	into	

the	cultural	trope	of	the	dance	of	death,	which	had	become	a	perceived	reality	

on	the	ballroom	floor	in	this	era.	As	discussed	earlier,	it	was	Heinrich	Heine	who	

imagined	the	tale	of	the	dancing	dead	–	the	Wilis	–	that	would	inspire	Giselle.		

	

Social	dance	has	a	long	history,	and	has	existed	as	long	as	there	have	been	

gatherings.	Pre-1800,	social	dancing	had	been	an	activity	shared	by	the	peasant,	

bourgeois	and	aristocratic	classes.	Folk	dances	conjured	an	image	of	bucolic	

bliss	or,	alternatively,	lascivious	and	undignified	behaviour,	whilst	the	courtly	

dances	of	the	upper-class	ballrooms,	in	which	ladies	and	gentlemen	

predominantly	held	each	other	at	arm’s	length,	were	respectable	occasions	with	

the	added	excitement	of	chance	–	or	engineered	-	encounters.	The	ballroom	

floor	saw	many	variations	of	dance	which	required	the	participation	and	thus	

interaction	of	large	numbers	of	guests,	the	patterns	created	by	the	movement	of	

lines	and	circles	of	dancers	often	maximising	opportunities	to	meet	and	greet	
																																																								
217	Heinrich	Heine,	‘The	Cholera	in	Paris’,	from	French	Affaires	(1832),	in	Heinrich	
Heine:	Works	of	Prose,	ed.	by	Hermann	Kesten,	trans.	by	E.	B.	Ashton	(New	York:	L.	B.	
Fischer,	1943),	pp.	64-76	(p.	66).		
218	Webster	Goodwin,	p.	19.	
219	J.	N.	Hays,	Epidemics	and	Pandemics:	Their	Impacts	on	Human	History	(California;	
Colorado;	Oxford:	ABC	Clio,	2005),	p.	212.	
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whilst	moving	across	the	floor.	Ballroom	choreography	was	from	the	outset	

designed	as	a	form	of	leisure	activity,	yet	one	that	could	also	increase	both	

physical	and	social	connections,	often	romantic	in	nature.	Dance	was	called	

upon	as	a	form	of	physical	expression	that	enhanced	the	process	of	attraction	

and	flirtation,	and	it	is	through	this	role	that	certain	dances	gained	specific	

stigma.		

	

The	Volte	

	

From	the	late	eighteenth	century,	the	latest	ballroom	craze	was	a	dance	that	

had	originated	in	the	peasant	classes	and	the	‘round	dances’	of	Germanic	

tradition	before	making	its	way	up	into	well-respected	ballrooms.220	The	volte	

was	danced	as	early	as	the	fifteen	hundreds,	before	the	term	walzen	was	

introduced	in	the	mid-eighteenth	century,	denoting	a	whirling,	revolving	dance	

movement.221	In	the	years	leading	up	to	the	nineteenth	century	the	waltz	

became	the	source	of	a	veritable	dancing	craze,	and	Dr	Eduard	Reeser	attributes	

the	Peace	Congress	of	1814-15	in	Vienna	as	the	route	to	its	rise	in	popularity	

across	Europe	and	in	America.	Whilst	in	the	eighteenth	century	the	French	had	

reigned	supreme	with	the	Minuet,	now	it	was	Germany	with	the	upper	hand	–	

or	foot	–	as	the	waltz	reached	the	heights	of	fashionable	European	pastimes,	the	

Alsace	region	also	having	served	as	its	gateway	onto	French	soil	in	

approximately	1790.222	Remaining	exceedingly	popular	until	the	1820s,	the	

																																																								
220	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	pp.	201-202.	
221	Dr	Eduard	Reeser,	The	History	of	the	Waltz,	trans.	from	the	Dutch	by	W.	A.	G.	Doyle-
Davidson	(London:	Sidgwick	and	Jackson,	1947,	trans.	and	repr.	1949),	pp.	1-3.	
222	Reeser,	pp.	2,	26-27.		
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waltz	began	to	lose	its	popularity	with	the	arrival	of	dances	such	as	the	galop,	

though	it	would	flourish	again	a	few	years	later,	its	vogue	increasing	after	about	

1830,	particularly	as	a	musical	form.223		

	

The	waltz	in	its	music	format	is	characterised	by	its	triple-time,	which	we	are	

still	accustomed	to	today.	As	a	dance,	however,	as	Sevin	Yaraman	has	explored,	

the	waltz	of	the	early	nineteenth	century	did	not	resemble	the	slow,	delicate	

glide	that	we	are	familiar	with	nowadays.	The	tight	embrace	of	the	waltzing	

partners	in	which	they	were	pressed	up	against	each	other’s	bodies	was,	as	he	

explains:	

	

an	absolute	physical	necessity,	not	an	affectional	preference:	without	it,	

the	strong	centrifugal	force	of	the	double	circular	motions	would	

unbalance	each	partner	and	spin	the	couple	apart.	For	the	same	reason,	a	

firm	eye	contact	between	the	partners	is	essential	[...]	minimizing	the	

effect	of	the	whirling	by	creating	the	sensory	illusion	of	standing	still.224	

	

Despite	this	‘physical	necessity’	the	waltz,	with	the	whirling,	dancing	couple	

pressed	up	so	closely	against	each	other,	became	the	target	of	outraged	

traditionalists,	medical	professionals,	satirical	cartoons	and	concerned	mothers	

across	Europe	and	America.		

	

Theresa	Jill	Buckland	has	examined	the	perceptions	of	grace,	poise	and	the	

																																																								
223	Reeser,	pp.	28,	33.		
224	Sevin	Yaraman,	Revolving	Embrace:	The	Waltz	as	Sex,	Steps,	and	Sound	(Hillsdale	
N.Y.:	Pendragon	Press,	2002),	p.	6.	
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feminine	ideal	that	were	associated	with	dancing	women	of	the	upper	

classes.225		Examining	society	dancing	in	England	in	the	later	period	1870-1920,	

Buckland	explores	how	dancing	was	often	promoted	to	women	on	account	of	its	

health	benefits,	but	only	particular	styles	of	dance	that	were	conditioned	by	the	

expected	display	of	female	modesty.	An	upper-class	lady	avoided	quick,	forceful	

movement,	‘her	foot	movements	closer	to	the	floor,	her	legs	never	to	be	lifted	or	

kicked,	her	feet	daintily	pointed	and	her	arm	movements	rounded,	and	

controlled,	never	flung	or	outstretched,	or	swung	when	walking’.	Indeed,	Marie	

Taglioni	detested	women	swinging	their	arms	as	men	did.226	Across	the	wider	

history	of	ballroom	dancing,	the	male	partner	often	chivalrously	supported	the	

female	in	case	of	any	trips	or	falls,	leading	her	around	the	ballroom	floor.	On	the	

one	hand,	this	is	a	purely	courteous	gesture	stemming	from	eras	in	which	it	was	

the	gentleman’s	duty	to	protect	his	lady,	but	we	also	gain	insight	into	pre-rooted	

assumptions	surrounding	the	boundaries	of	female	comportment	and	perhaps	

even	her	choreographed	protection.		

	

The	polite	concerns	over	female	wellbeing	intensified	in	the	explosion	of	

medical	and	social	interest	in	the	faster-paced	rotation	of	the	waltz.	There	was	

an	implicit	understanding	that	dance	could	provoke	fatigue	and	a	loss	of	control	

within	the	female	sex,	requiring	medical	(male)	intervention	in	order	to	protect	

her.	Across	Europe	from	the	late	eighteenth	century	until	well	into	the	

twentieth,	societies	became	preoccupied	with	the	potentially	harmful	effects	of	

the	waltz	on	morals	and	mind.	Whilst	dance	was	sometimes	prescribed	by	

																																																								
225	Theresa	Jill	Buckland,	Society	Dancing:	Fashionable	Bodies	in	England,	1870-1920	
(Basingstoke;	New	York:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2011),	pp.	96-97,	112.	
226	Buckland,	p.	97.	
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doctors	as	a	form	of	gentle	exercise,	to	remedy	the	physical	composition	of	the	

thorax	and	to	regulate	breathing,	for	example,227	the	medical	fascination	with	

the	waltzing	female	was	so	violently	derisory	that	this	particular	social	dance,	

followed	by	the	bohemian	polka,	was	well-known	throughout	European	society	

in	the	lexis	of	a	disease	epidemic.	As	we	shall	see,	the	waltz	was	perceived	as	

provoking	a	loss	of	control,	mental	distress	and	fatigue	and	a	more	scandalous	

attitude	to	sex	and	gender,	amongst	other	more	serious	symptoms.	Dance	has	

historically	been	associated	with	sickness,	for	example	chorea,	but	now	it	was	a	

sickness	in	itself.		

	

The	Waltz	became	‘la	danse	culte	de	l’émancipation	des	citoyens’	during	the	late	

1700s.228	For	Claire,	the	development	of	the	waltz	in	France	was	directly	related	

to	the	political	revolution.	As	well	as	a	class	war,	she	reads	the	waltz	as	a	

significant	battle	of	the	sexes	in	light	of	the	French	Revolution’s	promotion	of	

the	absolute	sharing	of	power	between	men	and	women.	The	many	examples	of	

the	medical	repression	of	the	waltzing	female	thus	signified	the	attempted	

repression	of	the	female	social	role.	Claire	provides	particular	focus	on	the	

perceived	dangers	the	waltz	posed	to	the	female	reproductive,	maternal	role	

such	as	foetal	damage,229	exemplifying	the	persistent	concern	that	women	were	

stepping	above	their	station.	Webster	Goodwin	also	analyses	the	predominant	

female	nature	of	the	danse	macabre	imagery	in	the	nineteenth	century	as	a	
																																																								
227	Ch.	Londe,	‘Réflexions	physiologiques	et	hygiéniques	sur	les	gymnases	modernes’,	in	
Journal	Complémentaire	du	Dictionnaire	des	Sciences	Médicales,	Tome	9	(Paris:	C.	L.	F.	
Panckoucke,	1821),	pp.	17-31	(p.	25).	
228	Rudolf	Braun	and	David	Gugerli,	Macht	des	Tanzes.	Tanz	der	Mächtigen,	Hoffeste	und	
Herrschaftszeremoniell	1550-1914	(Munich:	Beck,	1993),	pp.	166-274,	cited	in	French	
in	Remi	Hess,	‘La	Valse’,	in	Musique,	villes	et	voyages	(Paris:	Cité	de	la	Musique,	2006),	
pp.	95-103	(p.	96).	See	also	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	200,	205	(p.	200).		
229	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	223.	
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repressive	tool:		

	

[t]he	feminine	dance	of	death	becomes	an	arena	for	the	display	and	

judgement	of	female	sexuality;	[...]	In	the	dance	of	death,	if	Death	is	

female,	she	is	a	prostitute	or	an	old	woman.	[...]	If	Death	is	male	and	

approaches	a	female,	he	seduces	her:	either	because	she	has	willingly	

put	herself	in	danger	through	inappropriate	behaviour	(such	as	going	to	

a	ball,	or	waltzing	too	late);	or	because	she	is	a	pure	victim	in	a	

transparently	sadistic	work.	In	any	case,	the	woman	must	be	punished	

for	her	threat	to	the	masculine	rule.230	

	

Danse	macabre	imagery	thus	became	a	means	of	visually	stifling	the	sexual	

deviancy	of	the	female	dancer,	the	artistic	equivalent	of	medical	intervention	

into	the	practice	of	ballroom	dancing.		

	

Symptoms	

	

The	principal	symptom	provoked	by	waltzing	was	a	severe	dizziness,	or	vertige,	

brought	on	by	the	fast-paced	spinning	motion.231	It	was	principally	the	woman	

who	was	in	danger	of	the	noxious,	heady	whirling,	her	mind	prone	to	turning	

along	with	her	body.	The	waltz	rotation	was	associated	with	trance:	the	

religious	whirling	Dance	of	the	Dervishes	from	the	Orient	was	compared	to	

																																																								
230	Webster	Goodwin,	pp.	123-124.	
231	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	205,	and	Elizabeth	Claire,	‘Inscrire	le	corps	
révolutionnaire	dans	la	pathologie	morale	:	la	valse,	le	vertige	et	l’imagination	des	
femmes’,	ed.	by	Olivier	Bara,	Orages.	Littérature	et	Culture	1760-1830	:	Sexes	En	
Révolution,	12	(2013),	87–109,	p.	92.	



	110	

waltzing,232	for	example,	associating	the	ballroom	dance	with	a	loss	of	

consciousness	and	an	ecstatic	and	thus	provocative	experience.	As	Claire	has	

explored,	in	the	late	1700s	and	early	1800s	the	waltz	was	promoted	as	the	

cause	of	a	range	of	sexual	manias	in	women,	amongst	which	la	clitorimanie,	

l’hystéromanie,	la	nymphomanie	and	l’érotomanie.233	Just	as	McCarren	relates	

Romantic	ballet	to	prostitution	at	the	Paris	Opéra	and	the	history	of	hysteria,	

the	social-dance	scene	of	the	era	was	no	less	privy	to	the	stereotype	of	the	

sexual,	seductive	and	pathological	female	dancer.		

	

Medical	discourse	in	the	early	decades	of	the	1800s	related	dance	to	the	

reproductive	organs.	It	was	thought	that	whilst	dancing	in	close	contact	with	

another	body,	the	sensation	of	giddiness,	indeed	delirium,	was	provoked	by	the	

communication	between	the	skin	and	other	organs	including	the	heart,	brain	

and	uterus.234	Dancing	could	thus	also	provoke	miscarriage.235	Just	as	hysteria	

had	been	perceived	both	medically	and	socially	as	originating	in	the	female	

sexual	organs	for	centuries,	so	now	were	the	symptoms	of	dance.	As	Claire	has	

remarked,	such	medical	attitudes	towards	the	waltz	preceded	the	

understanding	of	hysteria	as	a	mental	illness.236	Medical	discourse	on	the	waltz	

of	the	late	eighteenth	and	early	nineteenth	centuries	may	therefore	be	seen	as	a	

																																																								
232	Gabriele	Brandstetter,	Poetics	of	Dance:	Body,	Image,	and	Space	in	the	Historical	
Avant-gardes,	trans.	by	Elena	Polzer	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2015),	pp.	206-
208.	
233	L.	Vitet,	M.	D.	T.	De	Bienville	and	M.	Guitard,	cited	in	Claire,	‘Inscrire	le	corps	
révolutionnaire	dans	la	pathologie	morale,	p.	101.	
234	P.	Pons,	Essai	sur	les	sympathies,	considérées	sous	le	rapport	de	la	médecine	;	Thèse	
présentée	et	soutenue	à	la	Faculté	de	Médecine	de	Paris,	le	27	juin	1818,	pour	obtenir	le	
grade	de	Docteur	en	médecine	(Paris:	Didot	Jeune,	1818),	p.	7,	in	Claire,	‘Inscrire	le	
corps	révolutionnaire	dans	la	pathologie	morale’,	pp.	100-101.	
235	Claire,	‘Inscrire	le	corps	révolutionnaire	dans	la	pathologie	morale’,	pp.	100-101.	
236	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	224.	
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form	of	forerunner	to	works	such	as	those	of	Georget,	Brachet	and	later	Briquet,	

outlined	in	the	contextual	analysis.			

	

Literary	Evidence	

	

Gustave	Flaubert	included	a	waltz	scene	in	both	L’Éducation	sentimentale	and	

Madame	Bovary,	both	characterised	by	intoxication	and	sensuality.	Emma	

Bovary’s	waltz	at	the	Bal	de	la	Vaubyessard	sees	the	protagonist	become	dizzy,	

losing	all	sense	of	self	–	in	doing	so	precisely	embodying	the	feared	effect	of	the	

waltz	on	the	female	sex.237	The	sight	of	a	waltz	in	Flaubert’s	L’Éducation	

sentimentale,	however,	sparks	a	form	of	intoxication	in	his	male	protagonist	

Frédéric:		

	

ce	mouvement	giratoire	de	plus	en	plus	vif	et	régulier,	vertigineux,	

communiquant	à	sa	pensée	une	sorte	d’ivresse,	y	faisait	surgir	d’autres	

images,	tandis	que	toutes	passaient	dans	le	même	éblouissement,	et	

chacune	avec	une	excitation	particulière	selon	le	genre	de	sa	beauté.238		

	

Depictions	of	male	intoxication	were	rarer,	and	it	is	crucial	that	Frédéric’s	is	

based	on	uncontrollable,	undeniable	seduction.	The	male	is	enticed	by	this	

sinful,	sexual	female	motion,	an	innocent	party	unable	to	turn	away,	so	that	

again	the	fault	lies	with	women	and	their	corruptive	promiscuity.		

																																																								
237	Gustave	Flaubert,	Madame	Bovary	:	Mœurs	de	Province,	édition	présentée,	établie	et	
annotée	par	Thierry	Laget	(Paris:	Gallimard,	2001,	originally	published	1856-7),	pp.	
105-106.	
238	Gustave	Flaubert,	L’Éducation	Sentimentale,	Histoire	d’un	jeune	homme,	édition	de	P.	
M.	Wetherill	(Paris:	Éditions	Garnier,	1984,	originally	published	1869),	p.	121.	
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In	another	example,	Adolphe	Poujol	(1811-1898)	wrote	the	little-known	Les	

Dangers	de	la	valse,	Petit	Comédie-Proverbe	en	un	acte	(date	unknown),	which	

detailed	a	love	triangle	centred	around	waltzing.239	Fearing	her	own	lover’s	

betrayal,	Madame	Dalby	interferes	in	the	relationship	between	Léonce	and	his	

love	interest	Irma.	Léonce	has	become	attracted	to	Mme	Dalby	because	Irma	

allowed	him	to	waltz	with	her,	the	latter	unable	to	waltz	with	Léonce	herself	as	

her	doctor	forbids	this	dance.	According	to	Dalby,	waltzing	is	‘la	danse	la	moins	

innocente’,	‘une	provocation	flagrante	à	l’amour’.240	Playing	the	coquette,	Mme	

Dalby	asks	Léonce	to	waltz	with	her	again,	having	already	flirted	with	talk	of	an	

open	dress	that	she	will	be	wearing	for	the	occasion.	As	they	practice	the	waltz,	

Léonce,	just	as	Frédéric	and,	as	we	will	later	analyse,	Giselle’s	Hilarion,	loses	his	

senses:	‘[m]a	raison	se	perd...	Avoir	presque	dans	ses	bras	la	plus	séduisante	

des	femmes...	Je	vous	aime....	Oh	!	pardonnez	mon	audace.	(Il	embrasse	madame	

Dalby	[...])’.241	Throughout	this	short	play	the	waltz	is	presented	as	a	

dangerously	seductive	dance:	dangerous	for	women’s	health	as	advised	by	the	

doctor,	and	dangerous	for	any	monogamous	relationship.	Whilst	women	are	

encouraged	to	avoid	the	waltz	as	it	is	too	indecent,	the	indecency	is	the	fault	of	

the	whirling	movement	and	the	perceived	feeble	nature	of	woman,	primed	for	

destruction	in	the	face	of	this	licentious	dance.	The	male	partner,	whilst	he	must	

logically	pose	some	level	of	threat	to	the	innocent	valseuse,	appears	more	often	

as	a	victim	of	this	female	passion.		

																																																								
239	Adolphe	Poujol,	Les	Dangers	de	la	valse,	Petit	Comédie-Proverbe	en	un	acte	(Paris:	
imp.	C.	Champon,	[n.d.]).	
240	Poujol,	pp.	3-4.	
241	Poujol,	p.	13.	
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Waltzing	Giselle	

	

Sevin	Yaraman,	in	his	book	Revolving	Embrace:	The	Waltz	as	Sex,	Steps	and	

Sound,	analyses	the	correlation	between	waltz	scenes	and	melodies	in	ballet	

and	opera	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries	and	the	public	

perception	of	the	promiscuous	waltzer	–	particularly	the	female	waltzer.	

Through	his	study	of	Giuseppe	Verdi’s	La	Traviata	[1853],	Giacomo	Puccini’s	La	

Bohème	[1896],	Alban	Berg’s	Wozzeck	[1925]	and	the	ballets	of	Pyotr	Ilyich	

Tchaikovsky,	Yaraman	draws	a	comparison	between	the	waltz	and	moments	of	

promiscuous,	coquettish	female	behaviour.	He	analyses	the	waltz	as	a	choice	

melody	to	include	at	such	moments	in	order	to	engage	with	the	viewer	on	an	

almost	subconscious	level:	to	communicate	with	their	preconceived	ideas	and	

cultural	tropes	surrounding	the	female	waltzer,	thereby	enhancing	character	

definitions	and	creating	‘the	social	text’	of	the	work.242	Puccini	reserves	the	

waltz	for	Musetta,	the	young	coquette	bragging	about	her	seductive	powers,	

rather	than	attributing	it	to	Mimi,	his	romantic	heroine.	Meanwhile,	

Tchaikovsky	composes	a	distorted	waltz	for	the	arrival	of	the	deceptive	black	

swan	Odile	in	Swan	Lake,	and	Aurora’s	music	slowly	transforms	into	a	waltz	

when	she	carelessly	accepts	the	gift	of	the	spinning	wheel	in	The	Sleeping	

Beauty,	as	if	signalling	her	demise.243	Yaraman	identifies	the	waltz	as	‘a	sign	for	

the	audience,	conveying	an	established,	conventional	meaning	that	composer	

and	audience	share’.244	This	‘sign’	is	formed	of	a	cultural	or	social	stereotype	

built	up	over	time.	It	is	useful	to	consider	the	waltz	in	these	terms	when	

																																																								
242	Yaraman,	p.	45.	
243	Yaraman,	pp.	53,	63,	67.		
244	Yaraman,	p.	44.	
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analysing	the	case	studies	Giselle	and	its	parody,	but	also	later	twentieth-

century	dance	works	as	will	be	explored	in	Chapters	2	and	3,	which	self-

reflexively	draw	reference	to	and	incite	comment	on	the	act	of	dance	itself.		

	

What,	then,	of	the	waltz	in	Giselle?	As	previously	stated,	the	combination	of	

ballet	and	waltz,	for	which	Tchaikovsky	would	later	become	renowned,	

appeared	in	the	1800	production	La	Dansomanie.	The	very	fact	that	two	dance	

forms,	both	culturally	loaded	with	innuendo	and	seedier	reputations,	should	

come	together	under	the	title	‘mania’	seems	wryly	appropriate	given	their	place	

within	French	social	history.	Hannah	Thompson,	in	her	analysis	of	the	Sandian	

text,	writes	that	‘the	presence	of	illness,	especially	illness	without	any	clear	

physical	cause,	is	the	sign	of	taboo	desire	of	some	kind’.245	There	existed	a	

familiar	nineteenth-century	literary	‘strategy’,	explored	by	Susan	Sontag,	

whereby	from	the	French	Revolution	onwards	‘the	concept	of	“disease”	

functioned	as	a	synonym,	or	a	kind	of	literary	shorthand,	for	the	unnatural,	the	

alien,	or	the	foreign’.246	This	‘strategy’,	I	argue,	was	equally	present	on	the	ballet	

stage.	By	1841	all	the	stereotypes	of	the	female	social	dancer	were	firmly	in	

place	and	ready	to	be	appropriated	in	the	realm	of	entertainment.	The	fact	that	

Giselle	is	obsessed	with	dancing,	but	more	specifically	that	dance	is	a	dangerous	

activity	and	indeed	a	contagious	sickness	amongst	the	Wilis,	relates	directly	to	

the	fear	surrounding	the	waltz	and	the	polka	around	this	time.	Giselle’s	descent	

																																																								
245	Hannah	Thompson,	Taboo:	Corporeal	Secrets	in	Nineteenth-Century	France	(London:	
Legenda,	2013),	p.	25.		
246	Thompson,	p.	21,	Susan	Sontag,	Illness	as	Metaphor	and	AIDS	and	its	Metaphors,	2nd	
edn	(London:	Penguin,	1991),	pp.	75,	134.		
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into	madness	formulates	the	‘taboo’	nature	of	her	desire	to	dance,	and	the	

sexual	connotations	that	this	engendered.		

	

References	to	the	waltz	saturate	the	Giselle	ballet	both	in	the	written	libretto	

and	in	Adam’s	composition.	Beginning	with	the	former,	one	of	Gautier’s	literary	

influences	for	Giselle	was	Victor	Hugo’s	poem	“Fantômes”	in	the	collection	Les	

Orientales.	Hugo	writes	of	a	young	Spanish	girl	who	returns	from	a	ball	and	dies	

after	having	caught	a	chill.	Gautier’s	open	letter	in	La	Presse	stipulates	a	similar	

ending	for	Giselle,	his	version	seeing	the	Queen	of	the	Wilis	present	at	the	ball,	

laying	her	icy	hand	on	Giselle’s	heart.	In	words	which	Gautier	and	Saint-Georges	

would	later	echo	in	their	libretto	via	mother	Berthe’s	warnings,	Hugo	writes	of	

the	Spanish	girl:	‘elle	aimait	trop	le	bal,	c’est	ce	qui	l’a	tuée	!’.247	Dreams	of	the	

ball	lead	Hugo’s	dancer	to	a	desire	for	luxury:	jewellery,	fashion,	decoration,	

parties	and	orchestras.248	Just	as	the	medical	domain	warned	at	this	time	that	

parties,	dancing,	concerts	and	other	luxuries	would	only	provoke	female	

hysteria,	heightening	the	‘besoins	sexuels	déjà	si	grands’,249	Hugo’s	dancer	‘par	

la	valse,	ou	le	ronde	emportée,	[...]	ne	respirait	pas’,	finally	suffering	a	‘fièvre	au	

teint	bleuâtre,	Aux	yeux	brillants	les	yeux	éteints’.250	Hugo’s	poem	sees	the	dead	

girl	rise	in	a	‘danse	fatale’,	as	the	poet	warns	other	young	girls	to	think	of	this	

Spanish	dancer	when	they	go	to	their	balls,	so	as	not	to	perish	as	Ophelia	did	

picking	flowers.251	The	reference	to	Ophelia	at	the	close	of	the	poem	references	

both	the	death	of	a	young	innocent	and	female	insanity.	There	is	a	close	

																																																								
247	Hugo,	‘Fantômes’,	p.	315.		
248	Hugo,	‘Fantômes’,	pp.	315-6.		
249	J.	B.	de	Louyer-Villermay	(1832),	cited	in	Edelman,	p.	22.		
250	Hugo,	‘Fantômes’,	pp.	317-18.	
251	Hugo,	‘Fantômes’,	p.	324.		
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similarity	between	Hugo’s	poem	and	the	medical	pamphlet	published	in	1804	

by	the	doctor	Pierre	Joseph	Marie	de	Saint-Ursin	entitled	L’Ami	des	Femmes,	ou	

Lettres	d’un	Médecin.	Written	over	twenty	years	before	Hugo’s	poem,	Saint-

Ursin’s	publication	referenced	the	need	to	prevent	women	from	waltzing,	

dangerous	for	both	health	and	morals.	The	doctor	cites	a	remembered	case	

study	of	a	young	wife	for	whom	‘l’ardeur	du	plaisir	l’emporte’:		

	

[i]l	fait	froid	;	mais	on	a	une	mante	nouvelle	et	d’un	goût	merveilleux	;	il	

neige,	mais	la	voiture	est	là	[...]	on	arrive,	on	danse,	et	une	walse	

délicieuse	précipite	la	jeune	insensée	des	bras	du	plaisir	dans	les	bras	de	

la	mort.252	

	

The	excessive	penchant	for	luxury,	the	reference	to	the	cold	weather	and	the	

immediate	death	that	an	evening	waltzing	may	bring:	the	chimes	with	

“Fantômes”	are	significant.	Whilst	Hugo	may	not	have	been	familiar	with	Saint-

Ursin’s	pamphlet	specifically,	his	poem	is	the	product	of	an	era	in	which	such	

threats	were	taken	into	serious	account	by	the	medical	fraternity,	and	incited	

much	discussion	and	satire	in	French	popular	culture.	Both	Hugo	and	Gautier	

after	him	appear	to	draw	on	this	cultural	context,	so	that	Giselle	appears	to	

parody	the	social-dance	scene,	another	cautionary	tale	this	time	aggrandised	for	

the	ballet	stage.	

 

Musically,	Giselle	contains	the	famous	waltz	in	act	one,	the	official	waltz	

specified	at	the	front	of	Adam’s	piano	reduction	score.	This	score	also	contains	

																																																								
252	P-J.	Marie	de	Saint-Ursin,	‘Lettre	cinquième’,	L’Ami	des	Femmes,	p.	49.		
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other	waltz	sections,	such	as	in	the	Pas	des	Vendanges,	when	Giselle	dances	with	

Loys	after	she	is	named	Queen	of	the	grape	harvest,	and	areas	of	the	apparition	

of	Myrtha	and	the	Wilis	in	act	two.253	As	Smith	has	noted,	Gisela	and	Albrecht	

were	German	names,254	and	the	appearances	of	the	waltz	cemented	the	German	

valley	setting	and	relayed	key	cultural	stereotypes	to	an	understanding	

audience.	Any	German	character	in	a	ballet	divertissement	would	likely	have	

performed	a	waltz,	as	French	characters	habitually	performed	a	minuet.255	The	

‘Giselle-Waltz’	of	act	one	scene	five	is	particularly	famous	today,	in	which	Giselle	

leads	her	village	friends	in	a	dance.	The	livret	sees	Giselle	persuade	her	friends	

to	stay	and	dance	instead	of	going	to	work.	The	waltz	is	thus	licentious	and	

medically	dangerous	but	also	unproductive,	contrary	to	the	smooth	functioning	

of	the	social	roles	both	in	terms	of	gender	and	labour	productivity.	This	is	an	

idea	that	would	fledge	fully	in	the	twentieth	century	with	the	onset	of	

Taylorism:	any	physical	movement	that	is	inefficient	or	undesirable	is	

eliminated,	it	becoming	unhealthy	for	the	smoother	operation	of	the	social	

machine.256	The	livret	states	of	the	village	dancing:	‘grâce	à	Giselle,	la	danse	

devient	bientôt	un	délire’.257	This	same	description	‘délire’	is	repeated	in	the	

mad	scene,	so	that	the	authors	of	the	livret	form	a	direct	link	between	the	

Giselle-Waltz	and	her	madness,	arguably	aligning	the	two	forms	of	danced	

movement	and	hinting	to	the	reader	a	cause	and	effect.		

																																																								
253	I	am	grateful	to	Dr	Bruno	Bower	for	identifying	the	waltz	sections	in	the	piano	
reduction	score.		
254	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	191.	
255	Lisa	C.	Akrin	and	Marian	Smith,	‘National	Dance	in	the	Romantic	Ballet’,	in	
Rethinking	the	Sylph,	ed.	by	Garafola,	pp.	11-69	(p.	47).	
256	For	a	study	of	Taylorism	in	France	see,	for	example,	George	C.	Humphreys,	
Taylorism	in	France	1904-1920:	The	Impact	of	Scientific	Management	on	Factory	
Relations	and	Society	(New	York;	London:	Garland	Publishing,	1986).	
257	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	5,	p.	10.			
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Smith	has	analysed	the	répétiteur	for	the	village-dancing	scene,	a	document	that	

notes	the	ballet’s	gestures	and	dialogue	as	related	to	the	music.258	She	explores	

the	conversation	acted	out	in	mime	between	Giselle	and	her	mother	once	

Berthe	has	brought	the	village	waltz	to	a	close.	She	cites:	‘the	girls	explain	that	

Giselle	led	the	waltzing;	Berthe	grabs	her	daughter	by	the	apron,	touches	her	

heart,	and	says,	“You	will	exhaust	yourself”	B:	When	you	dance,	you	don’t	think	it	

could	kill	you	[...]	wings	will	grow	on	your	back	[...]	B.	expresses	fears	for	her	

daughter’s	health’.	During	this	scene	Smith	states	the	dancers	were	attributed	

‘eight	measures	of	waltz	apiece’	for	their	debate.259	For	Smith,	this	scene	reveals	

how	much	of	the	original	Giselle	is	lost	in	today’s	productions,	yet	I	argue	that	it	

also	exemplifies	how	crucial	the	waltz	was	in	referencing	both	ill	health	and	the	

threat	of	the	Wilis.	Smith	states	that	the	‘uninformed	balletgoer’	of	today’s	

edited	productions	could	interpret	Berthe’s	fears	as	grounded	in	the	idea	that	

Giselle	will	die	from	dancing	too	much,	not	that	she	will	become	a	Wili,	

concluding	‘the	latter	concept	is	far	more	worthy	of	a	Romantic	ballet’.260	It	may	

well	be	a	less	noble	standpoint,	and	Berthe	does	indeed	fear	the	supernatural	

fate,	but	the	combination	of	waltz	and	ill	health	spoke	volumes	in	the	cultural	

climate,	and	I	will	contend	that	Giselle	is	weakened	by	dancing	and	does	indeed	

dance	herself	to	death	in	her	mad	scene	prior	to	her	ghostly	transformation.		

	

	

																																																								
258	This	is	held	at	the	Theatre	Museum	in	St.	Petersburg.	See	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	
the	Age	of	Giselle,	Chapter	6	for	close	analysis	of	the	répétiteur.	
259	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	pp.	180-181,	emphasis	in	original.	
260	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	pp.	182-183.	
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The	Wilis	

	

The	historical	notion	of	dancing	mania	has	mostly	been	associated	with	women,	

Barbara	Ehrenreich	recounting	female	dancing	mania	as	far	back	as	the	cult	of	

Dionysus	in	Ancient	Greece.261		Ehrenreich	details	the	threats	of	dancing	mania	

used	by	the	church	in	the	centuries	up	until	the	1200s	to	deter	the	hordes	of	

female	dancers	on	feast	days.	Clergymen	would	refer	to	the	legend	of	the	people	

of	Kolbigk,	who	refused	to	refrain	from	dancing	during	Christmas	Day	mass	and	

who	were	consequently	condemned	to	dancing	all	year	round	without	rest,	

causing	the	majority	to	die	from	exhaustion.262	The	Wilis,	then,	represented	just	

such	a	horde	of	promiscuous,	profane	dancing	women.	The	innuendo	

surrounding	these	dancers	of	the	night	directly	reflected	the	feared	fate	of	the	

young	society	waltzer.		

	

Gautier	stated	himself	that	the	Wilis	were	‘cruelles	danseuses	nocturnes	qui	ne	

pardonnent	pas	plus	que	des	femmes	vivantes	à	un	valseur	fatigué’.263	The	Wilis	

are	not	only	presented	as	supernatural	beings	but	exotic	creatures,	performing	

sensual	dances	from	around	the	world,	with	the	Odalisque’s	‘pas	oriental’	and	

the	Bayadère’s	‘poses	indiennes’.264	Adam	wove	the	Spanish	and	Indian	tunes	

into	his	waltz	for	the	scene	of	the	Wilis’	introduction	at	the	beginning	of	act	

two.265	The	ballet	deliberately	adopted	the	scandalous	dances	from	the	East,	

associated	in	the	nineteenth	century	with	eroticism	and	harems,	playing	on	

																																																								
261	Ehrenreich,	Dancing	in	the	Streets,	pp.	34-35.	
262	Ehrenreich,	Dancing	in	the	Streets,	pp.	80-81.	
263	Gautier,	‘Feuilleton	de	la	Presse’,	La	Presse,	5	July	1841,	p.	2. 	
264	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	4,	p.	15.	
265	Smith,	Ballet	and	Opera	in	the	Age	of	Giselle,	p.	192.	
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these	cultural	stereotypes	in	order	to	help	construct	the	enticing	figure	of	the	

Wili,	who	has	died	before	she	might	satisfy	her	‘folle	passion’.266	The	fact	that	

the	perceived	erotic	cultural	dances	are	woven	into	a	waltz	is	also	telling	of	the	

status	of	this	dance.	It	is	noted	in	the	livret	that	the	German	Wilis	perform	a	

German	waltz,	whilst	the	French	perform	a	‘menuet	bizarre’,267	cementing	the	

expected	national	stereotypes	yet	also	directly	aligning	these	supernatural	

creatures	with	ballroom	dancing.	The	waltz	references	that	appear	in	act	two,	at	

various	moments	in	the	scenes	of	the	Wilis’	apparition,	lack	the	particularly	

emphatic	downbeats	that	are	characteristic	of	waltz	music.	This	could,	however,	

be	a	deliberate	choice,	humorously	referring	to	the	fact	that	the	dancers	are	

phantoms:	their	waltz	floats	across	the	stage	with	them.268	The	Wilis’	enforced	

dance	of	death	is	thus	not	unspecific	but	rather	related	to	the	fatalities	that	one	

might	incur,	according	to	the	medical	domain,	on	the	nineteenth-century	

ballroom	floor.		

	

Press	Recognition	

	

The	erotic	connotations	of	the	phantom	Wilis	did	not	escape	the	nineteenth-

century	public,	evident	in	a	press	review	in	the	‘Feuilleton	du	Journal	des	

Débats’	two	days	after	the	ballet’s	premiere.	The	author,	initialled	J.	J.,	perhaps	

Jules	Janin,	describes	at	length	the	sensual	pleasures	of	the	young	dancers,	

becoming	swept	up	in	the	racier	elements	of	the	Giselle	story:	

																																																								
266	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	4,	p.	15.	
267	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	4,	p.	15.	
268	I	am	grateful	to	Dr	Bruno	Bower	for	an	insightful	conversation	on	this	section	of	the	
piano	reduction	score.		
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[i]l	arrive	donc	que	l’homme	imprudent	qui	s’égare	à	l’heure	de	ce	bal	

funèbre,	à	l’instant	où	la	wili	est	lâchée,	voit	venir	à	lui	une	petite	main	

qui	l’invite	à	la	danse.	La	main,	c’est	une	flamme	!	Mais	quelle	est	la	main	

de	dix-huit	à	vingt	ans,	qui	ne	soit	pas	une	flamme	?	[…]	le	sourire	

brûlant	comme	la	main,	mais	encore	le	regard	est	mouillé	et	plein	de	feu,	

la	taille	est	élancée	et	svelte	[...]269	

	

The	fantasy	situation	of	the	enticing	Wilis	becomes	a	source	of	male	desire,	the	

author	referencing	on	more	than	one	occasion	the	young	age	and	svelte	figures	

of	the	women.	There	is	an	implicit	understanding	that	accepting	their	fiery	hand	

will	lead	to	more	than	just	danse:	

	

le	moyen	de	résister	à	la	wili	ainsi	faite,	quand	elle	vous	dit	:	-	Veux	tu	?	

C’en	est	fait,	il	faut	entrer	dans	la	danse	[…]	Entrez	dans	la	danse,	et	le	

reste	?	O	les	wilis	de	dix-sept	ans,	où	sont-elles	!	[…]	Embrassez	qui	vous	

aimerez	!	Laquelle	?	Laquelle	?	Laquelle	?	vous	disiez-vous.270	

	

The	references	become	less	subtle,	‘et	le	reste’	complemented	by	the	verb	

embrasser.	The	lines	between	fantasy	and	reality	appear	blurred,	as	the	reader	

is	uncertain	as	to	whether	the	author	is	writing	of	the	allure	of	the	fictional	

Wilis	or	of	the	real	dancers	onstage.	His	description	of	Myrtha	crosses	into	the	

																																																								
269	J.	J.,	‘Théâtre	de	l’Opéra’,	‘Feuilleton	du	Journal	des	Débats’,	Le	Journal	des	Débats	
Politiques	et	Littéraires,	30	June	1841,	p.	1.	
270	J.	J.,	‘Théâtre	de	l’Opéra’,	‘Feuilleton	du	Journal	des	Débats’,	Le	Journal	des	Débats	
Politiques	et	Littéraires,	30	June	1841,	p.	1.	
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physicality	of	the	dancer	herself:	‘la	belle	Myrtha,	les	fins	contours	de	son	beau	

corps’.	The	male	gaze	dominates,	and	yet	in	the	most	provocative	of	the	article’s	

conclusions	on	the	ballet,	it	is	the	female	who	has	the	power.	At	the	death	of	

Hilarion,	the	Wilis’	disposal	of	his	exhausted	body	is	dripping	with	innuendo:	

‘[l]e	beau	plaisir	!	Mais	aussi	à	quoi	bon	un	homme	qui	ne	peut	plus	danser,	

sinon	à	être	jeté	à	l’eau.	Les	wilis	implacables	raisonnent	tout-à-fait	comme	

pourrait	raisonner	une	jeune	wili	de	ce	monde-ci’.271	A	woman	who	disposes	of	

her	worn	out	dancer	and	immediately	hunts	for	another	is	perhaps	a	reference	

to	the	demi-monde	but	most	likely,	here,	the	author	refers	to	the	perceived	

promiscuity	of	the	female	ballroom	dancer.	The	writer	directly	associates	the	

fantasy	world	and	reality:	the	female	waltzer	was	associated	in	the	mind	of	the	

public	with	promiscuous	desire	and	simultaneously	with	medical	deficiencies,	

madness	and	hysteria.	The	fact	that	the	writer	recognises	the	condition	of	the	

modern	female	dancers	in	the	story	of	Giselle	is	of	the	utmost	significance.	

Giselle	was	a	roaring	success	and	catapulted	the	career	of	principal	dancer	

Carlotta	Grisi,	yet	the	unsavoury	connotations	of	dance	nevertheless	saturate	

the	ballet.		

	

Diagnosing	Giselle	

	

For	French	physician	Jean-Joseph	de	Brieude	the	waltz,	amongst	other	factors,	

stimulated	the	imagination	and	provoked	specific	symptoms:	the	‘attouchement	

voluptueux’	could	strike	the	imagination	and	cause	‘des	suffocations	

																																																								
271	J.	J.,	‘Théâtre	de	l’Opéra’,	‘Feuilleton	du	Journal	des	Débats’,	Le	Journal	des	Débats	
Politiques	et	Littéraires,	30	June	1841,	p.	2.	
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convulsives,	des	crachemens	de	sang,	des	hurlemens,	[sic]	des	extinctions	de	

voix	subites’.272	He	describes	the	symptoms	of	tuberculosis,	here,	implying	that	

dance	could	induce	not	merely	minor	ailments	but	life-threatening	diseases.	As	

Susan	Sontag	has	explored,	tuberculosis	was	often	associated	with	‘spells	of	

euphoria’	and	‘exacerbated	sexual	desire’,	and	the	disease	was	thought	of	as	an	

aphrodisiac,	stemming	from	too	much	passion.273	All	of	the	above	tallies	with	

Giselle’s	coquettish,	overpowering	love	for	Albrecht	and	indeed	for	dance,	her	

final	burst	of	energy	in	her	dancing	relating	to	the	final	‘upsurge	of	vitality’	that	

often	signified	approaching	death.274	Walter	Sorell	contends	that	consumption,	

rife	in	the	nineteenth	century,	held	a	chic	and	fashionable	status,	the	idea	of	

languorously	pining	away	representing	the	epitome	of	the	Romantic	dream,	

exemplified	in	the	deaths	of	Mimi	in	Puccini’s	La	Bohème	and	Marguerite	

Gautier	in	Alexandre	Dumas’s	novel	La	Dame	aux	Camélias.275	Sorell	adds	

Giselle	to	this	list	of	Romantic	unfortunates,	and	it	is	appropriate	at	this	point	to	

return	to	the	title	of	the	journalistic	parody	of	Giselle	published	by	the	satirical	

magazine	Musée	Philipon:	Grise-aile,	the	colour	grey	perhaps	alluding	to	a	sickly	

pallor,	similar	to	griserie:	intoxication	or	headiness.		

	

Sorell	associates	Giselle’s	affliction	with	consumption	or	more	probably	

chlorosis,	stating	that	Gautier	must	have	had	the	latter	on	his	mind	when	he	

																																																								
272	Jean-Joseph	Brieude,	Traité	de	la	Phthisie	Pulmonaire,	par	Brieude,	Membre	de	la	
Société	de	Médecine	de	Paris,	Membre	de	la	ci-devant	Société	Royale	de	Médecine,	de	
l’Académie	Royale	de	Médecine-Pratique	de	Barcelone	;	l’un	des	Auteurs	de	la	partie	
médicale	de	la	nouvelle	Encyclopédie,	Tome	Premier	(Paris:	chez	Levrault,	1803),	pp.	32-
33,	in	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	222.	
273	Susan	Sontag,	Illness	as	Metaphor	(London:	Penguin	Books,	1977),	pp.	13,	21.	
274	Sontag,	p.	13.	
275	Sorell,	p.	244.	
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wrote	the	ballet.276	As	Helen	King	has	revealed,	chlorosis,	or	green	sickness,	was	

formerly	a	digestive	disorder	common	in	women,	which	developed	into	a	

disease	characteristic	of	young	girls,	notably	virgins.277	By	the	nineteenth	

century,	green	sickness	was	theorised	by	some	physicians	as	either	caused	by	

or	provoking	disturbances	to	the	menstrual	functions.278	Sufferers	would	either	

turn	pale	or	adopt	a	slight	green	pallor,	and	in	the	early	modern	period	the	

names	green	sickness	and	virgin’s	disease	may	even	have	implied	the	cure	

itself:	sexual	experience,	green	the	colour	of	nature	and	sexuality.279	Historically	

this	condition	has	often	been	aligned	with	love	sickness,280	thus	strengthening	

the	association	with	Giselle’s	heartbreak.	Furthermore,	one	of	the	ideal	forms	of	

exercise	for	the	chlorotic	female	across	the	nineteenth	century	was,	as	Helen	

King	has	explored,	dancing.	It	was	thought	that	this	pleasurable	exercise	would	

help	to	provoke	menstruation,	which	the	chlorosis	had	been	suppressing.	Along	

with	horse	riding	and	carriage	travel,	dance	was	believed	to	help	jolt-start	the	

monthly	cycle.	Nevertheless,	fears	concerning	the	respectability	and	indeed	the	

safety	of	dance	were	rife.	In	order	to	ensure	that	the	dancing	cure	was	effective	

but	avoided	the	encouragement	of	sexual	expression,	it	was	important	that	

young	girls	danced	only	within	groups	of	close	friends	and	family	members.281	

Dance	was	not	advised	at	balls	until	the	girls	were	older	on	account	of	the	

possible	over-stimulation	of	the	emotions.	It	was	also	advised	that	dancing	

																																																								
276	Sorell,	p.	245.	
277	Helen	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins:	Green	Sickness,	Chlorosis	and	the	Problems	of	
Puberty	(London;	New	York:	Routledge,	2004),	p.	29.	
278	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins,	p.	30.		
279	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins,	pp.	30-36.	
280	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins,	p.	36.		
281	Adam	Raciborski,	Traité	de	la	menstruation:	ses	rapports	avec	l’ovulation,	la	
fécondation,	l’hygiène	de	la	puberté	et	de	l’âge	critique,	son	rôle	dans	les	différentes	
maladies,	ses	troubles	et	leur	traitement	(Paris:	Ballière,	1868),	p.	314	in	King,	The	
Disease	of	Virgins,	p.	130.		



	

	

125	

would	take	place	at	home	or	outdoors,	in	proper	dress,	avoiding	heated	rooms	

and	nocturnal	hours	–	dance	would	ideally	take	place	during	the	safety	of	

daylight.282	All	of	this	advice	may	be	understood	as	an	attempt	to	curtail	the	

promiscuous	dancing	female	and	the	illicit	encounters	that	evening	ballrooms	

might	bring.	In	relation	to	Giselle,	whilst	the	chlorosis	argument	is	appealing	on	

account	of	sufferers’	rapid	switching	between	energy	and	exhaustion283	and	the	

evident	connections	to	dancing,	the	audience	and	indeed	the	reader	of	the	livret	

are	informed	that	Giselle	is	warned	in	no	uncertain	terms	not	to	dance,	by	her	

mother	on	advice	from	the	doctor.	I	argue	that	in	Giselle	we	can	identify	the	

stereotypical	symptoms	that	contemporaneous	medical	discourse	perceived	as	

being	provoked	by	specific	forms	of	social	dance.			

	

Contagion:	The	Dance	of	Death	

	

One	aspect	that	the	depiction	of	dance	in	Giselle	draws	upon	is	the	notion	of	

contagion:	the	transfer	of	the	dancing	sickness	to	the	immortal	and	the	living.	

This	contagion	was	something	recognised	in	dance	literature	of	the	era.	Gaston	

Vuillier	in	his	publication	on	social	dancing	reflected	on	dancing	mania	in	the	

advent	of	the	polka	in	the	mid-1840s:		

	

[l]’avènement	de	la	Polka	amena	une	révolution	foudroyante	dans	la	

danse.	Ce	fut	une	véritable	fureur	dans	la	bourgeoisie	et	dans	le	peuple,	

une	épidémie	chorégraphique	à	laquelle	personne	n’échappait.	Ils	ne	

																																																								
282	See	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins,	p.	130	for	discussion	of	a	variety	of	nineteenth-
century	publications	on	this	theme.	
283	King,	The	Disease	of	Virgins,	p.	130.		
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mouraient	pas	tous,	mais	tous	étaient	frappés….284	

	

Vuillier	deliberately	makes	use	of	the	medical	vocabulary	to	express	the	intense	

popularity	of	the	dance,	all	the	while	alluding	to	its	perceived	medical	dangers.	

Claire	has	explored	how	late	eighteenth-	and	early	nineteenth-century	medical	

discourse	theorised	that	the	physical	pressure	placed	upon	women’s	bodies	

whilst	waltzing,	the	tight	ballroom	hold	or	prise-fermée,285	provoked	a	form	of	

‘fatal	contagion’.286	Saint-Ursin	cites	the	notion	of	‘contagion	générale’,	the	

medical	phenomenon	that	Pierre	Jean	Georges	Cabanis	names	‘la	sympathie	

morale’:	‘les	impressions	[peuvent]	se	communiquer	d’un	être	sensible	[...]	à	

d’autres	êtres’.287	This	moral	sympathy,	caused	by	watching	as	well	as	actively	

participating	in	the	dance,	explained	the	uncontrollable	popularity	of	the	waltz,	

in	particular	amongst	women,	so	that	the	dance	could	be	understood	as	a	

growing	epidemic.	Claire’s	argument	chimes	with	my	own	as	she	states	that	the	

fears	surrounding	dance	as	a	‘social	contagion’	were	later	to	be	reflected	in	the	

French	Romantic	ballets.288	In	Giselle,	dance	is	either	mesmerising,	as	it	draws	

Albrecht	away	from	the	cross;	contagious,	provoking	Hilarion’s	demise;	or	a	

form	of	female	solidarity,	the	Wilis	identifying	with	one	another	in	their	band	of	

ghostly	murderesses.		

	

																																																								
284	Gaston	Vuillier,	La	Danse	(Paris:	Hachette,	1898),	p.	233.	
285	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies,	p.	205.		
286	The	Times	(London)	16	July	1816:	2,	in	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	pp.	202-
3.	
287	Saint-Ursin,	«	lettre	Sixième	:	Du	Luxe	privé	–	de	la	walse	»	dans	L’Ami	des	femmes,	p.	
61,	and	Pierre	Jean	Georges	Cabanis,	Rapports	du	physique	et	du	moral	de	l’homme	
(Paris:	Crapart,	Caille	et	Ravier,	1802),	‘Preface’,	p.	19,	in	Claire,	‘Inscrire	le	corps	
révolutionnaire	dans	la	pathologie	morale’,	p.	107,	her	parentheses.			
288	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	204.		
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One	of	the	principal	points	of	curiosity	in	Giselle	is	the	male	dance	of	death.	The	

contagious	waltz	is	transferred	in	a	vengeful	fashion	onto	male	characters,	yet	

there	is	very	little	reference	to	the	male	sex	in	the	medical	discourse	on	

waltzing,	and	in	general	public	perception	it	was	the	danseuse	that	was	the	

more	problematic,	promiscuous	figure.	However,	if	the	waltz,	as	Claire	has	

argued,	created	a	form	of	‘masculine	anxiety’,289	the	dance	representing	

recently	acquired	leanings	towards	the	sharing	of	power	between	men	and	

women,	then	what	better	way	to	depict	this	anxiety	than	vampiric	women	

seducing	then	picking	off	her	dance	partners	one	by	one	in	the	style	of,	as	Sally	

Banes’s	reading	of	the	Wilis	suggests,	terrorist	feminist	activists,	whom	Giselle	

turns	her	back	on?290	It	is	telling	that	the	scene	of	Hilarion’s	dance	of	death	in	

the	libretto,	in	which	he	is	driven	to	exhaustion	encircled	by	Wilis,	also	

references	the	waltz:	

		

[p]renant	enfin	un	parti	désespéré,	il	cherche	à	s’enfuir	;	mais	les	Wilis	

l’entourent	d’un	vaste	cercle,	qui	se	rétrécit	peu	à	peu,	l’enferme,	et	se	

convertit	en	une	valse	rapide,	à	laquelle	une	puissance	surnaturelle	

l’oblige	à	se	mêler.	Un	vertige	alors	s’empare	du	garde-chasse,	qui	sort	

des	bras	d’une	valseuse	pour	tomber	dans	ceux	d’une	autre.	[...]	Ses	yeux	

se	ferment,	il	n’y	voit	plus...	et	danse	pourtant	encore	avec	une	ardente	

frénésie.291		

	

Not	only	does	Hilarion	pass	from	Wili	to	Wili	in	a	manner	that	recalls	

																																																								
289	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	208.		
290	Banes,	Dancing	Women,	p.	24.	
291	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	10,	p.	17.	
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McCarren’s	argument	that	these	phantoms	represent	sexual	partners	infected	

with	venereal	disease,	but	these	partners	are	specified	as	waltzers.	Hilarion	

himself	begins	to	suffer	the	famously	feared	affliction	of	‘vertige’,	which	in	

medical	discourse	of	the	era	was	reserved	for	female	waltzers.292	Is	this	a	

method	of	pointing	out	the	weaker	character	here?	Is	Hilarion	being	designated	

as	feminine	and	feeble,	a	disposable	character	whom	no	one	in	the	audience	

would	prefer	as	Giselle’s	romantic	partner,	in	spite	of	his	honest	intentions	and	

love	for	her?	Perhaps	to	some	extent,	but	looking	closer	at	Hilarion’s	death	

scene	his	frenzied	dance	in	fact	drives	him	to	the	edge	of	the	lake	and	he	falls	

into	the	‘abîme’.293	The	added	element	of	the	lake	acts	to	negate	the	notion	of	

the	dance	of	death	as	both	masculine	and	feminine,	as	no	male	has	officially	

died	from	dance	alone	at	the	end	of	the	ballet.	The	full	dangers	of	the	waltz	are	

reserved	for	women,	coinciding	with	contemporaneous	medical	discourse.	This	

argument	is	further	justified	by	the	mention	of	‘une	force	magique’	and	‘une	

puissance	surnaturelle’294	which	compel	Hilarion	–	and	later	Albrecht	–	to	

dance.	Whilst	the	female	characters	dance	by	choice,	the	male	characters	are	

forced	into	the	waltz	in	a	plot	that	spares	the	male	sex	from	any	responsibility	

or	affection	for	the	debased	activity.	Instead,	Hilarion	is	ensnared	and	disposed	

of,	and	the	sexual	connotations	here	are	clear:	the	ballroom	etiquette	of	the	

changing	of	partners	is	transformed	for	great	dramatic	effect	and	implicit	

innuendo	for	a	complicit	audience.		

	

	

																																																								
292	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	205.	
293	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	10,	p.	17.	
294	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	10,	p.	17.	
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Giselle		

	

It	is	of	note	that	Giselle	has	no	father	figure	present	in	the	ballet,	no	perceived	

rational	voice	of	patriarchal	reason	to	control	the	female	environment,	as	

gender	hierarchy	in	this	era	would	normally	demand.	It	is	therefore	her	mother	

who	warns	Giselle	against	dancing,	just	as	parents	were	often	targeted	in	anti-

dance	rhetoric	in	order	to	dissuade	their	daughters	from	ballrooms.295	The	

figure	of	Giselle	is	at	first	glance	innocent,	virginal	and	full	of	naïve	optimism,	

yet	when	Giselle	dances	she	is	transformed	immediately	into	an	attractive	and	

enticing	figure.	In	act	two,	in	her	transformation	into	a	Wili,	Giselle	is	at	first	

pious	and	saintly	with	the	symbol	of	the	cross	acting	as	her	sanctuary	for	

Albrecht.	It	is	within	this	second	act,	however,	that	Giselle	performs	‘sa	danse	

séductrice’.	296	She	is	guided	by	Queen	Myrtha	who	magically	forces	Giselle	to	

dance	so	seductively	that	Albrecht,	helpless	before	such	allure,	can	do	nothing	

but	move	away	from	the	sanctuary	of	the	cross	and	into	the	arms	of	Giselle	in	

order	to	dance	with	her.	This	acts,	essentially,	as	the	consummation	of	Giselle	

and	Albrecht’s	relationship	and	the	climax	of	the	ballet,	in	a	tension	between	

fearful	love	and	a	pertinent	threat	of	death	in	a	moment	of	jouissance.	The	scene	

describes	tender	displays	of	emotion	that	conflict	with	the	dance’s	sexual	

purposes.	Next	to	her	cross,	Giselle	begs	Myrtha	for	mercy,	entreating	her	to	

release	Albrecht	and	embodying,	in	Jody	Bruner’s	words,	an	‘idealized	Christian	

saint’.297	However,	this	saintliness	is	contrasted	with	the	enticing	nature	of	the	

dance,	and	indeed	the	wider	connotations	of	dance	within	Giselle.	Giselle	the	

																																																								
295	Claire,	‘Monstrous	Choreographies’,	p.	225.		
296	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	12,	p.	18.	
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Wili	is	forced	to	dance	‘avec	la	plus	gracieuse	et	la	plus	étrange	ardeur,	et	

comme	emportée	par	un	délire	involontaire’,	with	such	‘poses	ravissantes’.298	

Albrecht	denies	the	Freudian	pleasure	principle	and	enters	into	a	Lacanian	

jouissance,	suffering	a	‘pleasure-in-pain’299	dancing	with	Giselle,	just	as	Giselle	is	

forced	to	suffer	with	Albrecht.	They	are	at	once	in	love,	entranced	and	

imprisoned	in	a	dance	of	death.	The	message	here	is	clear:	a	man	leading	his	life	

by	the	cross		-	ironic	within	the	context	of	Albrecht’s	betrayal	-	will	be	willed	

away	from	this	symbol	by	the	immoral	activity	of	the	danseuse	–	even	an	

unwilling	danseuse	-	in	order	to	‘dance’	with	her	and	pay	the	price	for	doing	so	

with	his	life.	The	image	of	the	seductive	dancing	female	persists	throughout	the	

ballet.	She	leads	the	man	astray	or	endangers	him,	in	particular	the	lower-class	

dancer	attracting	the	aristocratic	male,	despite	the	cruel	irony	that	it	is	Giselle	

who	is	the	ballet’s	true	victim.		

	

One	reason	behind	the	waltz’	continued	popularity,	in	spite	of	its	defamed	

reputation,	was	the	desire	for	young	women	to	meet	potential	husbands.300	

Giselle	ignores	her	mother	as	she	prefers	to	dance	and,	by	extension,	pursue	her	

love	affair,	tragedy	ensuing	when	she	discovers	that	he	is	already	engaged	to	

another.	The	libretto	contains	references	to	the	relation	between	dance	and	

madness:	Berthe	states	‘la	danse	surtout...	c’est	là	sa	folie’,	whilst	the	narrator	

describes	his	protagonist:	‘Giselle,	folle	de	danse	et	de	plaisirs’.301	Giselle’s	

fragile	heart,	revealed	by	her	mother	in	act	one,	is	unable	to	withstand	the	
																																																								
298	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	II.	12,	p.	18.	
299	Adrian	Johnston,	Time	Driven:	Metapsychology	and	the	Splitting	of	the	Drive	(Illinois:	
Northwestern	University	Press,	2005),	p.	239.	
300	Elizabeth	Claire,	‘Risquer	corps	et	âme	pour	une	valse’,	Repères,	cahier	de	danse,	1,	
29	(Cairn:	2012),	30-31	(p.	31).	
301	MM	de	Saint-Georges	et	al.	(1841),	I.	8,	5,	pp.	11,	10.	
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maddening	excitation	of	the	joyful	waltz	scene,	and	dance	then	turns	her	mind	

along	with	her	body	in	her	weakened	state	of	grief	at	the	moment	of	tragedy.	

She	is	transformed	into	a	Wili	in	her	death,	the	sexual	implications	of	this	figure	

as	explored	by	McCarren	still	relevant	to	the	ballroom	context.	The	waltz	

transforms	the	innocent	child	into	a	seductive	ensnarer	of	the	male	sex,	meeting	

potential	husbands	in	a	very	different	context.	Whilst	Gautier	has	the	power	of	

love	save	Albrecht	from	the	dance	of	death,	the	same	force	does	nothing	for	

Giselle	herself	who	we	may	presume	will	waltz	on	for	an	eternity	of	nocturnal	

hours:	we	are	left	with	the	impression	that	not	even	romance	can	conquer	the	

female	lust	for	‘dance’.		

	

Colombus	ou	Les	Willis:	Parodying	the	Waltz	

	

Waltz	references	are	key	to	our	understanding	of	the	comedy	in	Pittaud	de	

Forges’s	vaudeville,	and	aid	the	specific	understanding	of	the	representation	of	

dance	in	the	production.	Just	as	it	is	the	waltz	that	recurs	throughout	the	

original	Giselle,	so	we	find	waltz	references	at	crucial	moments	in	Colombus.	

Audiences	would	have	understood	by	this	time	the	famed	promiscuity	and	

medical	dangers	associated	with	the	ballroom	dancing	craze.	It	is	therefore	

poignant	that	when	the	characters	begin	to	sing	the	melody	of	the	supernatural	

Wilis	in	the	parody,	they	sing	the	first	minuet	of	the	‘air	de	valse’,	terrifying	

Colombus	who	fears	being	danced	to	death.302	This	melody	then	reappears	in	

act	one.	Colombus	recounts	a	dreadful	experience	he	suffered	after	having	been	

caught	in	a	storm	and	forced	to	take	refuge	in	a	house	in	the	woods.	After	going	
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to	bed,	Columbus	describes	being	awoken	by	a	flute-like	instrument	‘exécutant	

dans	la	pièce	voisine	une	manière	de	valse,	de	gigue,	de	fricassée	...comme	on	

voudra’.303	It	is	at	this	moment	that	he	sees	a	pair	of	legs:	

coquettement	chaussées	de	soie	et	de	velours	[...]	formaient	des	pas	

voluptueux	et	d’une	incandescence	dont	j’ose	à	peine	un	souvenir	[...]	je	

ne	sais	quelle	puissance	clouait	mon	œil	à	la	cloison,	m’empêcha	de	fuir	

cette	apparition	diabolique.304	

In	fact	Colombus	has	not	seen	a	Wili	as	he	fears,	but	ballet	dancer	Mina	and	her	

father	Franck,	the	dance	teacher,	on	route	to	Moravia.	His	exaggerated	reaction	

to	the	scene	exhibits	not	only	his	fear	but	also	the	seductive	qualities	of	the	

dancer	towards	which	Colombus	cannot	deny	his	attraction.	The	stereotype	of	

the	seductive	female	waltzer	destabilising	the	male	onlooker,	as	Flaubert	would	

later	describe	in	L’Éducation	sentimentale,	is	drawn	on	in	the	parody	of	the	Wili	

myth.	Sure	enough,	Colombus	is	later	tricked	by	a	troupe	of	female	dancers	

acting	as	Wilis.	In	response,	Colombus	cannot	help	but	dance	too,	crying	‘ça	me	

chatouille	sous	les	pieds’	as	he	jumps	about	the	stage.305	The	women	pass	him	

from	one	partner	to	another	until	he	falls	exhausted:	‘[j]e	meurs	!	Je	suis	mort	

!’.306	The	image	of	Colombus	passed	from	one	female	to	another,	gradually	

fatiguing	him	to	the	point	of	expiration,	conjures	highly	sexualised	imagery	and	

parallels	Hilarion’s	death	scene.		
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The	exaggerated	succumbing	to	the	intoxication	of	the	waltz	is	reiterated	in	

Mina’s	passionate	declaration	of	its	merits.	Addressing	and	successfully	

seducing	the	convent	girls,	she	states	that	in	dreams:	

[t]antôt,	c’est	la	valse	allemande	qui	vous	emporte,	tantôt,	c’est	la	danse	

espagnole	qui	vous	entraîne,	vous	enlève,	vous	fait	voler,	tourbillonner,	

et	ne	vous	quitte	qu’après	vous	avoir	fait	danser	la	cachucha,	le	fandango	

et	les	bolèras	[...]	ô	la	danse,	la	danse	!	....	on	croit	que	danser,	c’est	faire	

mouvoir	ses	jambes.....eh	!	bien,	non	;	danser,	c’est	faire	mouvoir	son	

cœur,	c’est	sentir,	c’est	vivre	!307		

Mina	represents	the	young	female	dancing	fanatic	of	the	day,	and	indeed	it	was	

the	movements	of	the	heart,	both	emotional	and	medical,	which	preoccupied	

physicians	and	writers	for	so	long.		

Danced	Parodies	of	Dance		

The	key	theme	of	the	waltz	in	both	the	original	Giselle	and	in	Colombus	allows	us	

to	examine	the	relationship	between	performance	and	social	dance	in	this	era	

more	critically,	and	presents	more	complex	layers	of	parody.	Performance	

dance	not	only	drew	influence	from	stereotypes	of	gender	and	tragedy,	but	self-

referentially	alluded	to	its	own	genre	and	its	publicly	perceived	risks	when	

depicting	mental	illness.	In	productions	such	as	Giselle,	Romantic	ballet	took	on	

an	almost	parodic	role	in	relation	to	the	era’s	concerns	over	the	act	of	dance	in	

both	the	ballroom	and	professional	spheres.	The	ballet	self-reflexively	admitted	
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and	capitalised	upon	its	own	perceived	physical	and	immoral	dangers.	That	

performance	dance	essentially	parodied	the	act	of	dance	itself	–	that	dance	

played	on	its	own	stereotypes	-	demonstrates	an	understanding	that	such	

stereotypes	were	rooted	in	the	era’s	cultural	imagination.	They	would	thus	

appeal	to	and	comfort	an	audience’s	prior	knowledge	and	expectations,	as	well	

as	providing	an	exciting	and	dramatic	visual	element	that	could	compete	with	

opera,	literature	and	other	art	forms.	Often,	and	in	a	variety	of	formats,	

performance	enacts	and	reflects	back	to	its	audience	exaggerated	forms	of	

familiar	social	phenomena	that	can	be	identified	with	and	enjoyed.	As	Keir	Elam	

has	explored,	an	audience	

	

cannot	leave	at	home	the	whole	framework	of	more	general	cultural,	

ideological,	ethical	and	epistemological	principles	which	we	apply	in	our	

extra-theatrical	activities.	On	the	contrary,	the	performance	will	

inevitably	make	continual	appeal	to	our	general	understanding	of	the	

world.308	

	

Social	references	within	theatrical	productions	thus	become	all	the	more	

symbolic	as	they	are	always	deliberate,	ready	for	the	audience	to	decipher.	The	

evolution	of	artistic	hysteria	onstage,	alongside	the	medical	evolution	of	the	

condition,	saw	contemporaneous	medical	thought	appropriated	for	light	

entertainment.	Such	representations	embodied	contemporaneous	concerns	

over	a	scandalous	but	alluring	dancing	female	trope,	appealing	to	audiences’	
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predisposition	to	enjoy	well-known	cultural	codes	woven	into	a	seductive,	

supernatural	plot.		

As	the	work	of	Elizabeth	Claire	has	demonstrated,	numerous	maladies	were	

attributed	to	the	waltz	from	dizziness	to	miscarriage;	it	would	be	incorrect	to	

state	that	hysteria	was	the	only	outcome	of	female	dancing.	However,	the	net	of	

hysterical	symptoms	in	this	era	was	cast	wide,	and	in	Giselle	and	its	parody	we	

encounter	the	waltz	as	an	apparent	agent	of	loss	of	control	and	consciousness,	

flailing	and	frenzied	movement,	fraught	emotions	and	trauma.	All	of	these	

symptoms	relate	to	those	of	the	hysterical	female	in	this	era,	particularly	when	

considered	within	the	contexts	of	the	ballet	and	the	ballroom	where	dance	and	

sexual	desire	were	perceived	to	be	fraught,	dance	considered	a	catalyst	to	

medical	and	moral	woes.309	The	combination	of	dance,	unmarried	women	and	

sexual	innuendo	all	heightened	the	links	between	these	fictional	productions	

and	contemporaneous	perceptions	of	what	either	provoked	or	constituted	

hysterical	symptoms	in	women,	and	certainly	reflected	a	growing	public	

concern	surrounding	female	physical	and	mental	health	and	the	psycho-somatic	

relationship.		

Coda	

Whilst	Giselle	continued	to	be	performed	in	Russia	and	in	the	popular	theatres	

throughout	the	late	nineteenth	century,310	the	ballet	was	dropped	from	the	
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programme],	English	National	Ballet	(London:	Sadlers	Wells,	September	2017),	
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Paris	Opéra	repertory	after	1868.311	There	was	then	a	lengthy	lacuna	in	the	

major	Paris	venues,	before	the	Ballets	Russes	performed	it	on	17	June	1910	at	

the	Théâtre	National	de	l’Opéra	with	Tamara	Karsavina	and	Vaslav	Nijinsky	in	

the	leading	roles.	The	absence	of	Giselle	from	the	Opéra	stage	may	be	attributed	

to	changes	in	fashion,	with	popular	productions	fading	in	and	out	of	style	over	

the	years.	Coinciding	with	its	exit	from	the	Opéra	was	the	Franco-Prussian	war	

in	1870,	the	disastrous	defeat	on	the	French	side	creating	tense	Franco-German	

relations	in	this	era.	To	speculate,	Giselle’s	German	setting	was	perhaps	

inappropriate	amongst	such	political	strife.	As	Robert	Nye	has	noted,	both	

during	and	after	the	Franco-Prussian	war	there	was	a	great	deal	of	caricature	in	

circulation	which	depicted	an	image	of	Germany	as	a	brutal	and	domineering	

Uhlan	soldier,	whilst	France	was	depicted	as	a	provincial	maid,	a	victim	of	

aggression	or	rape.312	Such	imagery	is	not	dissimilar	to	the	Giselle	story,	a	

provincial	maid	abused	by	German	aristocracy.		

	

Whatever	the	reason	for	its	decline,	Giselle’s	major	cultural	and	artistic	

influence	throughout	its	performance	period	in	the	nineteenth	century	is	

undeniable.	Detailed	analysis	of	the	place	of	the	waltz	in	both	Giselle	and	in	one	

of	its	parodies,	Colombus	ou	les	Willis,	has	revealed	that	the	enacted	female	

mental	instability	found	onstage	in	the	early	to	mid-nineteenth	century	was	

reflective	of	socially	embedded	perceptions	and	stereotypes	of	the	female	

dancer,	and	indeed	of	the	act	of	dance	itself.		This	chapter	has	argued	that	rather	

than	drawing	on	the	Opéra	as	an	institution	and	the	reputation	of	its	dancers,	

																																																								
311	Serge	Jouhet,	‘Le	retour	de	Giselle’,	in	‘Giselle’,	L’Avant-scène,	100-102.	
312	Robert	A.	Nye,	Masculinity	and	Male	Codes	of	Honour	in	Modern	France	(Oxford:	
Oxford	University	Press,	1998),	p.	79.	



	

	

137	

Giselle	and	its	arguable	innuendo	is	markedly	influenced	by	the	social	history	of	

ballroom	dancing	in	the	decades	running	up	to	its	first	performance.	It	is	also	

clear	that	Giselle	is	a	ballet	that	intersects	with	the	history	of	the	popular	

understanding	of	female	hysteria.	Giselle	is	an	overly	emotional	young	peasant	

female	who	cannot	control	her	love	of	dance,	which	in	turn	causes	a	weak	heart	

followed	by	madness	and	death	when	combined	with	the	catalyst	of	love	lost.	

The	supernatural	figures	of	the	Wilis,	who	exhaust	each	of	their	male	dance	

partners	before	disposing	of	them,	symbolise	the	modern	‘Wili’:	the	modern	

waltzer	and	the	connotations	of	promiscuity	and	contagious	sickness	that	the	

dance	supposedly	entailed.	Female	danced	madness	and	the	sickness	of	dance	

are	major	themes	in	the	ballet,	yet	it	is	the	repeated	appearance	of	the	waltz	

that	contextualises	the	dancing	sickness	and	adds	specific	cultural	significance.	

It	allows	us	to	pinpoint,	I	have	argued,	the	heavily	debated	nature	of	Giselle’s	

psychic	disorder	and	provides	an	alternative	argument	for	her	cause	of	death.	

Giselle	constitutes	the	artistic	exemplar	of	well-known	fears,	as	the	ballet	

provides	not	only	a	reflection	of	medical	concerns	over	hysteria,	as	McCarren	

has	argued,	but	of	the	fears	of	dance	as	a	sickness	in	itself:	dance	as	hysteria.		

	

Dances	such	as	the	waltz	and	the	polka	represented	a	body	moving	outside	its	

social	boundaries,	and	it	is	unsurprising	that	the	concentration	of	effort	to	

categorise	and	manage	society	–	particularly	women	–	centres	on	these	

activities,	as	society	sought	to	undermine	and	restrain	social	dance	via	the	

medical	domain.	As	we	move	into	the	twentieth	century	the	anti-dance	rhetoric	

is	no	less	present,	and	nor	are	the	references	to	social	dance	and	its	perceived	

pathology	on	the	ballet	stage.	In	spite	of	the	larger	time	frame	that	this	thesis	
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has	necessarily	straddled	in	order	to	explore	the	Romantic	ballet	before	moving	

into	the	twentieth	century,	the	analysis	of	Giselle	and	its	parody	provides	an	

essential	starting	point	in	the	mapping	of	the	representations	of	hysteria	

onstage,	the	expansion	of	ballet’s	dramatic	potential	through	the	presentation	

of	the	pathological	body,	and	the	crucial	role	of	social	dance	and	the	socio-

historical	context	in	such	representations.	As	we	shall	explore	in	the	next	

chapter,	Jeux	also	plays	with	stereotypical	interpretations	of	the	waltz	and	other	

social	dances,	building	on	set	cultural	tropes	and	medical	discourse.	In	all	cases,	

ballet’s	supposed	light	entertainment	comes	loaded	with	historical,	social	

significance.	



Chapter	2:	A	Modern	Language	of	Gesture:	The	Hysterical	Dancing	

Body	in	the	Ballets	Russes’	Jeux	

	
	
‘Rien	n’est	énervant,	rien	n’est	propre	à	déséquilibrer	le	système	nerveux	et	à	

l’affaiblir	comme	l’unique	préoccupation	de	la	recherche	du	plaisir	et	de	la	

satisfaction	des	désirs	les	moins	élevés	et	les	moins	nobles.’		

	

-	 Adrien	 Proust,	 Gilbert	 Ballet,	 L’hygiène	 du	 neurasthénique	 (Paris:	 Masson,	
1897),	p.	32.	
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2.1:	Contextual	Analysis:	Dance	and	Hysteria	in	Pre-War	Twentieth-Century	

Paris	

	

The	so-called	‘decline’	of	ballet	in	France,	from	the	Romantic	period,	across	the	

late	nineteenth	century	and	up	until	the	grand	arrival	of	Diaghilev’s	Ballets	

Russes,	has	been	well	recorded.	The	‘decline’	became	a	staple	idea	in	dance	

scholarship	to	designate	the	lack	of	new	productions	staged	in	the	dominant	

balletic	institutions.	By	the	late	1840s,	Ivor	Guest	states,	‘the	Romantic	revival	

of	ballet	had	already	lost	its	impetus,	and	a	decline	in	artistic	quality,	in	poetic	

fancy	and	dramatic	effect,	and	consequently	in	prestige,	was	to	lead	French	

ballet	to	a	sad	decadence	by	the	century’s	end’.1	To	begin	with,	according	to	

Guest,	it	declined	gradually	across	the	Second	Empire,	during	which	Gautier,	

Saint-Georges,	Marie	Taglioni	(as	teacher)	and	Lucien	Petipa	were	still	active.2	

Across	the	last	decades	of	the	century	and	into	the	early	1900s,	ballet	at	the	

Opéra	lost	its	prestige	through	its	‘impoverished	repertory	and	the	eclipse	of	

the	male	dancer.’3		

	

It	has	generally	been	accepted	that	the	arrival	of	Diaghilev’s	Ballets	Russes	in	

1909	restored	the	French	ballet	stage	to	its	former	glory.	The	itinerant	dance	

troupe	formed	part	of	various	Russian	cultural	initiatives	set	up	in	Paris.	These	

were	to	maintain	strong	Franco-Russian	relations	in	this	period,	as	Russia’s	

industrial	expansion	had	increasingly	depended	on	French	investment	since	the	

																																																								
1	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	260.	
2	Guest,	The	Romantic	Ballet	in	Paris,	p.	260.		
3	Ivor	Guest,	The	Paris	Opéra	Ballet	(Alton:	Dance	Books	Ltd,	2006),	p.	68.	
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1890s,	and	French	loans	had	aided	Russia	in	its	financial	difficulties	after	1905.4	

The	Ballets	Russes’	productions	were	exotic,	exciting	and	enticed	large	audience	

numbers	as	of	their	first	performance	season,	which	marked	historic	moments	

in	twentieth-century	dance.		

	

However,	recent	scholarship	has	upset	the	history	of	ballet	and	its	conclusions	

of	a	so-called	decline.	Sarah	Gutsche-Miller’s	book	Parisian	Music-Hall	Ballet,	

1871-1913	reveals	a	neglected	chapter	in	the	history	of	dance.5	Whilst	ballet	in	

the	major	establishments	such	as	the	Opéra	did	indeed	decrease	in	terms	of	the	

number	of	productions	produced,	wider	Paris,	with	its	diverse	set	of	venues,	

certainly	did	not	experience	any	form	of	decline	when	it	came	to	accessing	

performance	ballet.	Instead,	the	art	form	simply	shifted	location	away	from	the	

Opéra	and	into	the	more	popularised	music	halls	of	the	late	nineteenth	and	

early	twentieth	centuries.	The	Folies-Bergère,	the	Casino	de	Paris	and	the	

Olympia,	as	well	as	numerous	regional	locations	across	the	country,	all	

participated	in	the	phenomenon	that	was	music-hall	ballet.	As	Gutsche-Miller	

explains,	with	the	financial	security,	public	profile	and	artistic	ambition	that	

could	secure	them	the	best	in	artistic	talent,	the	music	halls	first	performed	

divertissements	then	full-length	ballets	to	packed	houses	night	after	night.6	

Between	1870	and	1909,	Parisian	music	halls	and	theatres	produced	over	two	

																																																								
4	Geoffrey	Marsh,	‘Serge	Diaghilev	and	the	Strange	Birth	of	the	Ballets	Russes’,	in	
Diaghilev	and	the	Golden	Age	of	the	Ballets	Russes	1909-1929,	ed.	by	Jane	Pritchard	
(London:	V&A	Publishing,	2010),	pp.	15-33,	(p.	21);	W.	Bruce	Lincoln,	In	War’s	Dark	
Shadow:	The	Russians	Before	the	Great	War	(New	York:	The	Dial	Press,	1983),	p.	17.	
5	Sarah	Gutsche-Miller,	Parisian	Music-Hall	Ballet,	1871-1913	(Rochester:	University	of	
Rochester	Press,	2015).	
6	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	1.	
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hundred	and	fifty	independent	ballets	and	over	three	hundred	divertissements.7	

Only	in	1913	when	the	ballet	finally	gave	way	to	the	revue	in	these	

establishments	-	the	desire	for	the	glittery,	semi-nude	female	by	this	point	too	

great	-	did	the	penchant	for	ballet	decline	in	the	music	halls.	The	place	for	these	

popularised	balletic	performances	was	reinstated	in	the	major	theatres	by	the	

glitzy,	exotic	and	often	polemical	performances	of	the	Ballets	Russes.	The	

Russian	troupe	certainly	revolutionised	ballet,	but	should	be	analysed	

nevertheless	as	a	product	of	a	contemporaneous	balletic	history	that	was	not	as	

defunct	as	has	been	claimed.		

	

As	of	the	1890s	in	particular,	there	was	an	increased	penchant	within	music-

hall	ballet	for	depicting	current	people,	places	and	events,	foreshadowing	the	

success	that	Diaghilev	would	later	enjoy	with	productions	that	pandered	to	his	

audiences	such	as	Le	Train	bleu,	set	on	the	French	Riviera.8	Music-hall	ballets	

did	not	allude	to	the	political	climate	or	social	concerns,	but	chose	instead	to	

concentrate	on	fashionable,	carefree,	comic	scenes	of	modern	frivolity.9	This	

was	logical	when	one	considers	that	escapism	was	the	central	aim	for	music	

halls	more	generally:	magical	acts	and	seductive	women	who	could	transform	

duller	lives	for	just	one	evening.	In	spite	of	some	more	progressive	roles	for	

women	in	the	music	halls,	including	female	characters	that	could	flirt,	find	new	

marriage	partners	and	take	a	lover,10	the	sexually	objectified	role	of	the	female	

dancer	had	certainly	not	evolved	much	from	the	Romantic	period,	the	

																																																								
7	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	2.	
8	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	161.	
9	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	175.	
10	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	164.	
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combination	of	dance	and	women	still	a	magical	cocktail	of	promiscuity	and	

beauty.	Music-hall	ballet	was	above	all	a	commercial	venture,	as	many	of	

Diaghilev’s	productions	would	be.	This	commercial	status	necessarily	sought	to	

relax	and	entertain	in	order	to	ensure	the	return	of	paying	customers.	It	is	

important	to	bear	in	mind	this	context	of	the	music-hall	ballet	in	the	analysis	of	

Jeux	and	its	unique	representation	of	sport,	for	example,	which	as	we	shall	

explore	was	a	more	popular	topic	than	one	might	have	expected	on	the	ballet	

stage.	However,	without	wishing	to	perpetuate	the	myth	that	ballet	was	

reserved	for	the	major	theatres	alone,	this	thesis	is	primarily	concerned	with	

the	representations	of	hysteria	and	mental	instability	on	the	ballet	stage,	which	

the	more	light-hearted	nature	of	music-hall	ballet	sought	to	polish	away	in	

favour	of	glamour	and	romance.		

	

The	Medical	Theatre	

	

Just	as	ballet	moved	into	even	more	theatrical,	seductive	and	magical	realms	in	

its	transposition	to	the	music	halls,	so	the	lecture	halls	of	the	medical	sciences	

became	the	next	new	theatrical	venues,	as	entertainment	forms	again	shifted	

locations.	The	study	of	hysteria	progressed	rapidly	throughout	the	nineteenth	

century,	proliferating	on	a	massive	scale	in	Paris	through	the	work	of	Jean-

Martin	Charcot	at	La	Salpêtrière	hospital.	Martha	Noel	Evans	has	explored	the	

drastic	rise	in	cases	of	female	hysteria	in	the	late	nineteenth	century,	

particularly	amongst	working	class	women,	and	attributes	this	to	the	following	

factors:		
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the	disruption	of	women’s	traditional	roles	in	society,	to	the	sudden	

growth	of	their	participation	in	low-paying	and	physically	debilitating	

jobs,	to	the	loss	of	their	political	and	ideological	bases	of	power,	and	

even	to	the	atrocities	witnessed	during	the	siege	of	Paris	and	the	

Commune	[...].11	

	

However,	hysteria’s	sudden,	dramatic	increase	in	medical	stature	in	the	late	

1800s	may	also	be	attributed	to	the	rising	political	and	professional	power	held	

by	medical	figures	such	as	Charcot,	and	the	desire	on	behalf	of	psychiatrists,	

opposed	to	neurologists,	to	foster	their	nascent	science.12	This	would	certainly	

go	some	way	to	explaining	the	apparent	development	of	the	hysteric	from	

medical	subject	to	entertainment	and	publicity	stunt.		

	

Sigmund	Freud	was	among	the	many	students	who	came	from	across	Europe	to	

witness	Charcot’s	leçons	du	mardi,	in	a	lecture	room	that	could	seat	up	to	one	

hundred	viewers.13	Charcot’s	lessons	were	famously	theatrical,	the	doctor	

miraculously	diagnosing	patients	in	front	of	an	enthralled	audience.	The	

audience	comprised	the	general	public	as	well	as	students	of	medicine.	

Philosophers	and	writers	including	Henri	Bergson	and	Guy	de	Maupassant	were	

amongst	the	attendees,	as	the	young	and	sometimes	attractive	patients	were	

																																																								
11	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	12-13.	
12	Jan	Goldstein,	Console	and	Classify:	The	French	Psychiatric	Profession	in	the	Nineteenth	
Century	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1987),	esp.	ch.	9;	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	
Starts,	pp.	13-14.	The	rift	between	neurology	and	psychiatry	will	be	discussed	further	
in	Chapter	3.1.	
13	Olivier	Walusinski,	‘Public	Medical	shows’,	‘Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma’,	ed.	by	J.	
Bogousslavsky,	Frontiers	of	Neurology	and	Neuroscience,	35	(Karger:	Montreux,	2014),	
78-89	(p.	79).	
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placed	on	display.14	As	Joan	Copjec	has	explored,	Charcot	created,	in	his	words,	

a	‘living	pathological	museum’,	part	of	which	saw	the	extensive	photographing	

of	his	female	hysterics.	Meanwhile	Charcot’s	teaching	saw	the	display	of	the	

‘images	[...]	charts,	synoptic	drawings,	graphic	diagrams,	statuettes,	and	plaster	

casts’.15	Charcot’s	‘leading	ladies’,	surveyed	from	every	angle,	would	be	

transferred	around	various	French	hospitals	for	‘medical	and	legal	

experimentation’.16	Charcot	also	introduced	a	ward	for	male	hysterical	patients,	

and	whilst	the	patients	in	the	Iconographie	photographique	de	la	Salpêtrière	

(1876-1880)	were	all	female,	the	Nouvelle	iconographie	photographique	de	la	

Salpêtrière	:	clinique	des	maladies	du	système	nerveux	(1888-1918)	saw	both	

male	and	female	nervous	patients	depicted.17			

	

*	

	

That	this	thesis	and	its	chosen	case	studies	do	not	linger	on	this	period	of	

hysteria	history	is	certainly	not	for	a	lack	of	important	medical	research	

produced.	The	notion	of	the	hysteric	under	Charcot	flourished	in	both	the	arts	

and	the	medical	sciences,	and	there	is	a	wealth	of	scholarship	that	analyses	this	

period	of	medical	history.	Georges	Didi-Huberman,	Nicole	Edelman,	Martha	

Noel	Evans	and	many	more	have	all	provided	comprehensive	accounts	of	a	

history	that	is	both	medical	and	cultural,	one	which	provocatively	bridges	the	

																																																								
14	Martha	Noel	Evans,	‘Preface’,	‘The	Makings	of	Dr.	Charcot’s	Hysteria	Shows,	Research	
Through	Performance’,	ed.	by	Dianne	Hunter,	Studies	in	Theatre	Arts,	4	(Lewiston;	
Queenston;	Lampeter:	The	Edwin	Mellen	Press,	1998),	pp.	xi-xv	(p.	xiii).		
15	Joan	Copjec,	‘Flavit	et	Dissipati	Sunt’,	The	MIT	Press,	18	(Autumn	1981),	20-40	(p.	23-
24).	
16	Copjec,	p.	24.	
17	Timpano,	p.	9.	
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lines	between	fiction,	entertainment	and	science.	In	terms	of	scholarly	analysis	

of	dance	and	hysteria	in	this	epoch,	Rae	Beth	Gordon	has	produced	extremely	

detailed	analysis	of	the	intersection	of	the	French	cabaret	and	music-hall	scene	

with	contemporaneous	medical	discourse,	specifically	that	of	hysteria	and	

neurology.	She	explores	the	performances	of	Mademoiselle	Bécat,	for	example,	

who	enacted	epileptic	fits	along	with	her	accompanying	singers	for	public	

amusement	between	1875	and	1884.18	Felicia	McCarren’s	Dance	Pathologies	

analyses	after	Giselle	the	performances	of	Loie	Fuller,	aligning	her	experimental	

lighting	with	late	nineteenth-century	medical	exploration	into	hypnosis	and	

electricity	as	treatment	for	hysteria.	For	McCarren,	Fuller’s	dance	related	to	the	

transfer	of	hysteria	from	the	uterine	theory	to	the	neurophysiological,	as	the	

dance	form	‘suggests	the	greater	expressive	potential	of	the	body,	and	a	

curative	as	well	as	symptomatic	role	for	the	somatic’,	Fuller	expressing	

‘successfully’	in	her	art	what	the	hysteric	only	represses.19		

	

The	wealth	of	existing	research	into	Charcotian	hysteria	and	into	its	cultural	

cross-overs	has	encouraged	the	decision	to	tread	new	ground	elsewhere,	

concentrating	on	productions	which	span	the	early	to	mid-nineteenth	century,	

pre-war	twentieth	century	and	the	interwar	period,	in	which	the	medical	and	

indeed	social	diagnosis	of	nerves	and	hysteria	were	just	as	pertinent	to	the	arts	

as	they	were	under	Charcot.	More	specifically,	however,	this	thesis	homes	in	on	

productions	that	influence	and	mirror	each	other	in	their	pathological,	arguably	

hysterical	aesthetic,	and	which	in	turn	reflect	contemporaneous	medical	and	

																																																								
18	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	p.	74.		
19	McCarren,	pp.	166-170,	(pp.	167,	170).	
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social	perceptions.	The	twentieth-century	works	analysed	here	were	also	

indebted,	for	example,	to	productions	such	as	Giselle	and	their	use	of	

pathological	movement	vocabulary	in	representations	of	danced	mental	

instability.	Shifting	in	time	to	the	1910s,	we	now	encounter	the	advent	of	

experimental	movements	such	as	Expressionism,	as	areas	of	the	visual	arts	

embraced	representations	of	mental	illness	and	nerves,	reflected	in	productions	

such	as	Jeux,	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	and	later	Maison	de	fous.	This	chapter	will	

now	turn	to	the	relevant	social	and	theoretical	perceptions	of	hysteria	as	it	

evolved	in	the	early	1900s,	in	preparation	for	the	analysis	of	the	Ballets	Russes’	

1913	production	Jeux.		

	
	
Pre-War	French	Medical	Theory	

	

After	the	death	of	Charcot	in	1893,	as	Marc	Roudebush	has	observed,	‘the	

prominence	of	hysteria	as	a	topic	of	interest	in	neurological	circles	subsided	

notably’.20	The	evolutions	that	took	place	within	the	diagnosis	and	treatment	of	

hysteria	post-Charcot	aimed	to	limit	the	previously	innumerable	hysterical	

symptoms	as	much	as	possible.	In	April	1908	the	Société	de	neurologie	posed	

the	following	question:	should	hysteria	‘être	démembrée’	or	remain	‘une	et	

indivisible’?21	The	result	was	its	dismantling.	The	hysteria	diagnosis	was	

revised	by	a	number	of	key	figures	in	France	such	as	Paul	Sollier,	Joseph	

																																																								
20	Marc	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves:	Hysteria	and	Its	Treatments	in	France	During	
World	War	1’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts:	History,	Psychiatry,	and	Trauma	in	the	Modern	Age,	
1870-1930,	ed.	by	Mark	S.	Micale	and	Paul	Lerner	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	
Press,	2001),	pp.	253-279	(p.	256).		
21	La	Revue	neurologique	(1908),	p.	382,	in	Edelman,	p.	281.	
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Babinski	and	Pierre	Janet.22	The	Nancy	school,	the	Salpêtrière	competitor,	was	

also	still	active,	with	Hippolyte	Bernheim’s	L’Hystérie	:	définition	et	conception,	

pathogénie,	traitement	published	in	1913.23	As	Bernheim	stated	at	the	

beginning	of	this	publication,	hysteria	was	no	longer	considered	‘une	maladie’,	

but	‘un	syndrome	réactionnel	émotif	psycho-nerveux	qui	peut	exister	seul	ou	se	

greffer	sur	des	maladies	diverses.	L’entité	morbide	gigantesque	[...]	n’existe	

pas’.24	Departing	from	Charcot,	hysteria	now	appertained	to	the	realms	of	

mental	illness.		

	

There	were	numerous	theories	in	circulation	after	Charcot’s	death,	each	one	in	

competition	with	the	next.	The	work	of	psychologist	Pierre	Janet	built	on	that	of	

his	teacher	Charcot,	and	through	close	observational	practice	he	devised	his	

understanding	of	hysteria	as	caused	by	personal	distress.	Leaving	behind	the	

Charcotian	observation	of	the	outer	body,	Janet	believed	in	talking	to	his	

patients	in	a	similar	method	to	that	of	Freud.25	His	studies	formed	one	of	the	

major	French	voices	on	hysteria	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	

centuries.	Janet	identified	five	groups	of	‘mental	stigmata’	in	order	to	analyse	

and	deconstruct	the	previous	hysterical	‘characteristic	mode	of	conduct’.26	In	

doing	so,	he	rejected	the	last	vestiges	of	the	uterine	theory	and	broke	down	the	

sexual	element	that	Freud	was	studying.	Janet’s	case	studies	exemplified	that	

whilst	‘erotic	disposition’	did	exist	amongst	hysterical	patients,	and	whilst	

																																																								
22	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	55-69.	
23	Hippolyte	Bernheim,	L’Hystérie	:	définition	et	conception,	pathogénie,	traitement	
(Paris:	Doin,	1913).	
24	Bernheim,	L’Hystérie,	p.	3.	
25	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	58-62.	
26	Ilza	Veith,	Hysteria:	The	History	of	a	Disease	(Northvale,	New	Jersey;	London:	Jason	
Aronson	Inc.,	1965),	pp.	249-250.	
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sexual	matters	did	concern	many	patients,	they	were	no	more	affected	by	this	

than	anyone	else	and	thus,	for	Janet,	Freud’s	analysis	was	incorrect	to	situate	

trauma	as	purely	related	to	sexual	experience	at	the	heart	of	hysteria.27	Most	

notably,	Janet’s	understanding	of	hysteria	revolved	around	what	he	termed	the	

idée	fixe.	Resulting	from	psychic	fatigue	and	a	narrowing	of	attention,	the	fixed	

idea	was	separate	from	the	patient’s	conscious	mind,	a	subconscious	basis	for	

all	hysterical	symptoms.	As	Martha	Noel	Evans	states,	the	idée	fixe	formed	a	

‘second	state	of	personality,	which	remained	outside	the	awareness	and	control	

of	the	patient’.28	Thus	the	patient’s	symptoms	related	directly	to	what	

constituted	this	fixed	idea,	forming	‘a	repetition,	an	acting	out,	of	the	original	

disturbing	idea’.29	The	psychosomatic	relationship	thus	proved	key	for	Janet	as,	

complementing	Freudian	theory,	the	mind	could	now	be	read	via	the	body.	

Rather	than	relate	hysteria	to	gender,	sexuality	or	class,	Janet	attributed	the	

symptoms	to	this	fixed	idea	caused	by	a	traumatic	experience,	and	in	doing	so	

became	a	progressive	voice.		

	

Directly	opposing	Janet’s	psychological	theory	of	hysteria	was	Paul	Sollier,	

known	today	as	having	influenced	Marcel	Proust’s	theory	of	involuntary	

memory	encountered	in	À	la	recherche	du	temps	perdu.30	For	Sollier,	hysteria	

was	purely	physiological,	caused	by	a	malfunction	in	the	nervous	system	that	

affected	the	operation	of	specific	areas	of	the	body.31	His	theory	rejected	the	

																																																								
27	Veith,	pp.	250-251	and	Edelman,	p.	304.		
28	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	58.	
29	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	60.	
30	J.	Bogousslavsky,	O.	Walusinski,	‘Marcel	Proust	and	Paul	Sollier:	the	involuntary	
memory	connection’,	Schweizer	Archiv	fur	Neurologie	und	Psychiatrie,	160	(2009),	130-
136.	
31	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	64.	
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Cartesian	duality	by	grounding	hysteria	in	a	bodily	symptom.	Hysteria	was	

essentially	a	form	of	deep	sleep	for	the	affected	limbs,	which	you	had	to	wake	

up	via	techniques	similar	to	hypnosis.32	Sollier	saw	it	as	his	duty	to	return	the	

hysteria	diagnosis	to	the	domain	of	clinical	medicine,	away	from	the	

psychologists.33		

	

Hysteria	as	a	Moral	Dilemma	

	

1913	saw	key	turning	points	in	medical	attitudes	towards	the	body,	as	the	

French	Eugenics	Society	was	set	up	in	January	that	year.34	Evolving	from	the	

puericulture	movement,	the	society	was	intensely	active	pre-war,	with	a	major	

publicity	push	for	recognition	that	saw	the	printing	of	three	thousand	copies	of	

the	first	issue	of	their	monthly	bulletin	Eugénique.35	Members	debated	over	the	

remedies	for	degeneration:	elimination	of	undesirables,	marriage	restriction	

and	other	methods	of	social	cleansing.36	Interestingly,	however,	as	William	H.	

Schneider	has	noted,	in	France,	the	aim	of	eugenics	was	to	respond	to	a	

perceived	worrying	state	of	decline,	rather	than	any	desire	to	create	a	perfect	

race.37	The	fact	that	the	society	was	constructed	as	a	method	of	repair,	however	

morally	questionable	this	undoubtedly	was,	reveals	a	deep-rooted	fear	

																																																								
32	Paul	Sollier,	L’Hystérie	et	son	traitement	(Paris:	Alcan,	1901),	in	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	
Starts,	pp.	65-66.	
33	Sollier	(1901),	p.	5,	in	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	64.	
34	William	H.	Schneider,	Quality	and	Quantity:	The	Quest	for	Biological	Regeneration	in	
Twentieth-Century	France,	Cambridge	History	of	Medicine	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	1990),	p.	90.	
35	Eugénique,	2	(1914-22),	87,	in	Schneider,	Quality	and	Quantity,	p.	95.	
36	Schneider,	Quality	and	Quantity,	pp.	108-115.	
37	Schneider,	Quality	and	Quantity,	p.	107.		
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surrounding	health	in	this	era	which	continued	on	from	questions	surrounding	

social	Darwinism	and	degeneration	in	the	nineteenth	century.		

	

The	nineteenth-century	conflation	of	the	moral	and	the	medical	was	ever-

present	in	the	twentieth	century,	as	the	notion	that	human	will	and	moral	

choice	could	affect	one’s	health	were	major	tenets	of	French	thought.	Louis	

Schnyder,	from	a	background	in	neurology,	built	his	theory	of	hysteria	around	

this	moral	concept,	outlined	at	the	1907	Congrès	des	médecins	aliénistes	et	

neurologistes.38	With	his	‘psychothérapie	«	rationnelle	»’,	Schnyder	proposed	a	

‘conception	morale’	of	hysteria	in	which	the	hysteric	suffered	from	a	default	of	

judgement.39	As	Edelman	states,	his	hysterics	were	‘sans	maîtrise	d’eux-mêmes,	

sans	logique,	sans	conduite	raisonnable’.40	For	Schnyder,	his	moral	judgement	

was	also	one	of	gender	and	class:	most	susceptible	were	women	and	children,	

and	men	from	the	lower	rungs	of	society.41	This	conflation	of	the	sick	and	the	

immoral,	at	once	tallying	with	Foucauldian	theory	on	the	repressive	power	of	

the	medical	gaze,	will	form	an	integral	basis	for	the	case-study	analyses	of	the	

following	two	chapters.	As	we	shall	see,	medical	diagnosis	that	perceived	

human	moral	error	as	physical	or	mental	deficiency,	would	relentlessly	strike	at	

the	dancing	body	as	it	was	subsumed	into	the	medical	domain.		

	

																																																								
38	Dr	L.	Schnyder,	‘Définition	et	nature	de	l’hystérie’	[‘Résumé	du	rapport	de	M.	
Schnyder’	&	‘Définition’],	in	Dr	Long,	ed.,	Congrès	des	medecins	aliénistes	et	
neurologistes	de	France	et	des	pays	de	langue	française,	XVII	session	tenue	à	Genève	et	
Lausanne,	du	1er	au	7	août	1907.	Volume	II	:	Comptes	Rendus	(Paris:	G.	Masson,	1907),	
pp.	373-378.		
39	Edelman,	p.	278,	and	L.	Schnyder,	(Résumé),	p.	377.		
40	Edelman,	p.	278.	
41	Edelman,	p.	278.	
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The	hysteric	in	the	pre-war	period,	then,	was	the	epitome	of	the	suggestible,	

easily	manipulated	and	thus	lesser	human	being.	Bernheim	reflected	in	his	

1907	publication	on	the	definition	of	hysteria	that	the	hysterics	of	La	

Salpêtrière	had	always	copied	each	other,	caught	each	other’s	symptoms	via	

imitation.42	This	desire	to	imitate	undesirable,	unproductive	behaviour	was	the	

basis	of	what	led	in	the	pre-war	period	to	the	preoccupation	with	the	hysterical	

-	and	soon	the	public	–	proclivity	to	follow	perceived	immoral,	uncivilised	

examples,	thus	creating	a	form	of	anti-social	contagion.	In	their	1911	study	on	

psychotherapy,	J.	Déjerine	and	E.	Gauckler	promoted	the	necessity	for	a	strong	

moral	education	in	order	to	avoid	psychoneuroses,	stating	that	they	arose	from	

‘la	faillite	moderne	de	l’éducation	morale’.43	They	considered	that	whilst	the	

effect	of	the	physical	on	the	moral	was	important,	the	effects	of	the	moral	on	the	

physical	were	equally	so,	and	thus	if	there	was	an	‘hygiène	physique’	there	must	

also	be	an	‘hygiène	morale’	in	order	to	prevent	‘maladies	du	psychisme’.44	The	

patient	must	be	taught	‘un	contrôle	intellectuel	plus	résistant’,	as	they	learn	to	

‘se	méfier	de	ses	impressions	ou	de	ses	sensations’,	altering	their	personality.45	

Meanwhile,	in	a	1913	study,	Bernheim	advocated	physical	exercise:	sports,	

gymnastics,	horse	riding,	as	well	as	military	service	and	‘l’apprentissage	de	la	

vie’,	as	the	best	methods	of	preventing	psychoneuroses	and	hysteria	in	

particular.46	There	was	thus	a	strong	parallel	between	physical	and	mental	

health,	which	will	form	the	interest	of	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.	Unsurprisingly	

																																																								
42	Dr	Bernheim,	‘Comment	je	comprends	le	mot	hystérie’,	Le	Bulletin	médical,	1907,	
no.16,	Clinique	médicale,	p.	178,	in	Edelman,	p.	313.		
43	J.	Déjerine	and	E.	Gauckler,	Les	Manifestations	fonctionnelles	des	psychonévroses,	leur	
traitement	par	la	psychothérapie	(Paris:	Masson,	1911),	p.	543.		
44	Déjerine	and	Gauckler,	p.	543.	
45	Déjerine	and	Gauckler,	p.	546.	
46	Bernheim,	L’Hystérie,	p.	420.		
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for	the	times	it	was	women	who	were	said	to	suffer,	principally,	from	a	lack	of	

judgement	and	infantile	minds,47	the	female	sex	more	‘malléable,	plus	sensible,	

plus	influençable’,	evident	in	the	theories	of	Schnyder	(1907),	Paul	Dubois	

(1904)	and	Bernheim	(1913).48	Returning	to	the	historical	notion	that	women	

were	more	in	touch	with	their	emotions,	or	felt	emotion	far	more	strongly	than	

men,	the	suggestion	was	that	women	were	more	naturally	susceptible	to	

neuroses.		

	

Male	Hysteria	Pre-War	

	

In	1908,	the	Théâtre	du	Grand-Guignol	staged	a	production	entitled	Une	Leçon	à	

la	Salpêtrière.	Drawing	on	the	influence	of	André	Brouillet’s	painting	Une	Leçon	

clinique	à	la	Salpêtrière	(1887),	Jules	Claretie’s	novel	Les	Amours	d’un	interne	

(1881)	and	Léon	Daudet’s	novel	Les	Moritcoles	(1894),	the	two-act	play	

presented	audiences	with	a	pastiche	of	Charcot’s	Tuesday	lessons,	a	theatrical	

recall	of	a	curious,	enigmatic	area	of	French	medical	history	in	which	audiences	

had	not	lost	interest.49	The	play	was	complete	with	a	Blanche	Wittmann-esque	

character,	the	comedy	still	centring	on	the	female	hysterical	body,	unsurprising	

in	light	of	the	continued	perception	that	women	were	more	susceptible	to	

nervous	complaints,	as	discussed	above.	However,	in	the	same	year,	a	scenario	

by	Pathé	Frères	film-production	company	reveals	plans	for	a	potential	film	

																																																								
47	L.	Schnyder,	(Résumé),	p.	375.		
48	Edelman,	p.	323.		
49	Carroy-Thirard,	Jacqueline,	‘Hystérie,	théâtre,	littérature	au	dix-neuvième	siècle’,	
Psychanalyse	à	l’université	7,	no.	26	(March	1982),	299-317	(303-4).	Micale	states	that	
the	text	of	the	play	can	be	found	in	André	de	Lorde,	Théâtre	d’épouvante	(Paris:	
Charpentier	et	Fasquelle,	1909),	pp.	1-81.	See	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	pp.	198-
199.	
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entitled	La	Danse	de	Saint-Guy	communicative.50	In	the	proposed	plot,	a	young	

man	with	a	‘maladie	de	nerf’	transfers	his	infectious	illness	to	every	individual	

that	he	crosses	in	the	street,	leading	to	a	variety	of	incidents	until	an	officer	and	

a	hunchback	bring	him	home,	where	all	three	receive	a	spoonful	of	medicine	to	

cure	them.	La	danse	de	Saint-Guy	is	the	French	term	for	chorea	or	St	Vitus’s	

dance,	entailing	symptoms	of	uncontrollable,	jerking	bodily	movements	akin	to	

a	form	of	dance.51	It	is	known	today	as	another	appellation	for	Sydenham’s	

Chorea,52	a	nervous	disorder	affecting	young	children,	entailing	symptoms	of	

uncontrollable,	jerking	bodily	movements.	Saint	Guy	was	the	patron	saint	of	

epileptics	and	sufferers	of	chorea,	but	also	of	dancers	and	actors,	too.53	The	

scenario	(for	which	there	is	no	current	confirmation	that	it	was	in	fact	realised	

as	a	film),	exemplifies	a	shift	in	gender	of	the	nervous	sufferer,	the	male	body	

sharing	the	comic	stage.		

	

The	study	of	male	hysteria	during	the	First	World	War	will	be	explored	fully	in	

Chapter	3	in	relation	to	a	more	direct	display	of	mental	illness	onstage.	Pre-war,	

however,	the	male	nervous	sufferer	was	edging	into	the	limelight.	At	the	1907	

Congrès	des	médecins	aliénistes	et	des	neurologistes,	Schnyder	outlined	that	as	

men	were	more	logical	and	reasoned	beings	than	women,	rather	than	fall	prey	

to	an	illusionary	world	they	would	more	often	fall	into	a	form	of	neurasthenic	

																																																								
50	Pathé	Frères,	La	Danse	de	St.	Guy	communicative,	[scenario],	Joinville-le-Pont	(1908),	
Paris,	BnF,	cote:	IFN-6407227.	
51	Fernando	Lanzi	&	Gioia	Lanzi,	Saints	and	Their	Symbols:	Recognising	Saints	in	Art	and	
in	Popular	Images,	trans.	by	Matthew	J.	O’Connell	(Collegeville,	Minnesota:	Liturgical	
Press,	2004),	p.	83.	
52		Butler’s	Lives	of	the	Saints	New	Edition:	June,	ed.	by	Paul	Burns	(Managing	Editor),	
revised	by	Kathleen	Jones	(Collegeville,	Minesota:	Burns	and	Oates,	1997),	p.	109.	
53	Lanzi	and	Lanzi,	p.	83.		
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depression.54	However,	the	working	class	male	was	a	different	category,	and	

within	the	proletariat	there	were	many	cases	of	male	hysteria	emerging.	This	

was	put	down	to	a	form	of	moral	revolt	against	injustices	felt	and	disappointed	

ambitions;	alternatively	male	hysteria	was	found	within	the	context	of	work	

accidents.	Beginning	in	Germany	and	gaining	acceptance	in	France	at	the	

beginning	of	the	twentieth	century,	hysterical	reactions	to	industrial	accidents	

were	used	to	negate	the	worker’s	right	to	financial	compensation.	Hysteria	was	

said	to	highlight	a	pre-existing	internal	condition,	or	the	cause	of	the	illness	was	

put	down	to	the	struggle	to	obtain	a	pension,	rather	than	the	accident	

suffered.55	Babinski,	for	example,	warned	in	1909	of	the	possibility	of	

simulation	and	deception	in	the	conditions	of	injured	workers.56	Indeed,	the	

accusation	of	pretence	would	become	a	major	tenet	of	French	thought	on	

hysteria,	particularly	with	the	onset	of	the	First	World	War,	and	the	advent	of	

the	retrospectively	termed	Post-Traumatic	Stress	Disorder,	explored	in	Chapter	

3.	For	Schnyder,	alcohol	and	syphilis	were	also	linked	to	male	hysteria,	so	that	

whilst	women	were	naturally	inclined	towards	hysterical	behaviour,	for	

working-class	men	it	was	a	question	of	degeneration,57	and	there	were	exterior	

causes	through	which	one	could	justify	the	symptom.	As	ever,	the	medical	

perceptions	of	hysteria	were	tightly	bound	up	in	gendered	attitudes.	

	

	

	
																																																								
54	L.	Schnyder,	(Résumé),	p.	376,	and	Edelman,	p.	324.	
55	Paul	Lerner,	«	Psychiatrie	allemande	»,	14-18.	Aujourd’hui–	To	day-Heute	(3),	Choc	
traumatique	et	histoire	culturelle,	(Paris	:	Noésis,	2000),	pp.	68-87,	in	Edelman	p.	325.	
56	J.	Babinski,	Démembrement	de	l’hystérie	traditionnelle.	Pithiatisme	(Paris	:	Impr.	de	La	
Semaine	médicale,	1909),	p.	29.	See	also	Edelman,	pp.	324-325.	
57	L.	Schnyder	(Résumé),	p.	377;	Edelman,	p.	326.	
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Neurasthenia		

	

Nowhere	was	the	rise	of	the	male	nervous	sufferer	seen	more	clearly	than	in	the	

condition	of	neurasthenia.	Neurasthenia	was	a	form	of	nervous	exhaustion	and	

fatigue,	brought	to	French	medical	and	social	attention	in	the	mid-	to	late	1800s	

by	American	cases	and	the	American	physician	George	Miller	Beard,	before	

being	dispersed	throughout	Europe58	across	the	fin-de-siècle	and	pre-war	

twentieth	century.	Crucially,	however,	this	condition	appeared	as	a	direct	

product	of	modern	society.	In	their	major	1897	study	on	the	condition,	Adrien	

Proust	and	Gilbert	Ballet	observed:	

	

la	fréquence	croissante	de	la	neurasthénie	à	notre	époque	et	sa	

prédominance	dans	les	villes,	parmi	les	classes	moyenne	et	supérieure,	

dans	tous	les	milieux	en	un	mot	où	la	culture	intellectuelle,	ainsi	que	le	

trafic	commercial	et	industriel	sont	portés	à	leur	plus	haut	degré	

d’intensité.59		

	

The	shocks	of	modern	industrial	life	grated	on	the	body,	as	the	condition	

entertained	an	element	of	moral	education,	too.	Balls,	dinners,	soirées	–	la	vie	

mondaine	was	full	of	constraints,	pressures,	fatigues	and	provoked	a	

‘surmenage	moral’	resulting	from	efforts	to	realise	a	series	of	vain	fantasies:	‘la	

recherche	du	plaisir	et	de	la	satisfaction	des	désirs	les	moins	élevés	et	les	moins	

																																																								
58	Maurizio	Paciaroni	and	Julien	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia	
(‘Functional	Syndromes’)’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	pp.	
149-156	(p.	150).	
59	Proust	and	Ballet,	pp.	10-11.	
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nobles’.60	Later	in	1908	Freud	also	observed	in	his	article	‘	‘Civilised’	Sexual	

Morality	and	Modern	Nervous	Illness’	the	increasing	numbers	of	nerve	

specialists	attributing	nervous	illness	to	modern	civilised	life,	be	it	new	

inventions,	market	competition,	communication,	theatre	or	the	arts.61	Freud	

himself	moved	away	from	such	theories	in	his	concentration	on	the	ill	effects	of	

sexual	repression	via	society’s	‘civilized’	sexual	morality,62	but	the	advent	of	this	

wider	thinking	was	nonetheless	significant	and	was	evident	in	the	widespread	

condition	neurasthenia,	with	its	links	to	the	stresses	of	modern,	industrial	

society.		

	

From	the	late	1800s	until	just	prior	to	the	First	World	War,	hysteria	and	

neurasthenia	were	two	separate	conditions,	as	defined	by	both	Charcot	and	

Freud.63	As	Maurizio	Paciaroni	and	Julien	Bogousslavsky	state,	neurasthenia	

was	located	in	the	body,	and	hysteria	in	the	psyche.	Neurasthenia	equated	to	

‘nervous	weakness’,	literally	a	lack	of	nervous	energy	creating	extreme	

fatigue.64	The	neurasthenic	could	suffer	a	range	of	symptoms,	from	anxiety,	

despair,	eating	disorders,	fatigue,	migraines,	mood	swings,	insomnia,	phobias	

and	sexual	dysfunction,	all	with	no	discernible	physiological	cause.65	

																																																								
60	Proust	and	Ballet,	pp.	31-32.	
61	Sigmund	Freud,	‘	‘Civilised’	Sexual	Morality	and	Modern	Nervous	Illness’,	in	The	
Standard	Edition	of	the	Complete	Psychological	Works	of	Sigmund	Freud,	trans.	by	James	
Strachey	in	collaboration	with	Anna	Freud,	Volume	9	(London:	The	Hogarth	Press,	
1959),	pp.	181-204	(p.	182).		
62	Freud,	‘	‘Civilised’	Sexual	Morality	and	Modern	Nervous	Illness’,	p.	185.	
63	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	
of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	154.	
64	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	
of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	pp.	149,	150-151	(p.	150).	
65	Sabine	Wieber,	‘The	Allure	of	Nerves:	Class,	gender	and	neurasthenia	in	Klimt’s	
society	portraits’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	and	Topp,	pp.	118-135	
(p.	129).	
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Maintaining	their	separation,	at	the	1907	Congrès	des	médecins	aliénistes	et	

neurologistes	in	Geneva	and	Lausanne,	Louis	Schnyder	outlined	the	distinctive	

qualities	of	hysterical	and	neurasthenic	patients,	taking	the	incapacity	to	walk	

as	an	example.66	For	the	hysteric,	‘privé	de	jugement’,	the	mental	representation	

of	the	incapacity	was	the	cause	of	that	incapacity:	‘c’est	la	représentation	

mentale	pure	et	simple	du	trouble	moteur	qui	produit	l’abasie’.67	Conversely,	

the	neurasthenics	found	themselves	so	anxious	about	the	perceived	act	of	

walking	that	they	were	unable	execute	the	action.68		

	

As	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky	explore,	citing	mainly	British	studies,	because	

of	the	similarities	between	hysteria	and	neurasthenia	the	two	were	brought	

together,	between	1910	and	1914,	under	the	term	‘functional	diseases’,69	i.e.	a	

condition	that	impacts	upon	the	habitual	functioning	of	the	body.	Nervous	

weakness	became	a	common	denominator	within	both	conditions	as	this	was	

now	considered	to	be	a	‘precondition’	of	hysteria,	leading	occasionally	to	the	

fusion	of	the	two	conditions	and	‘hystero-neurasthenia’.70	In	this	specific	period	

then,	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky	argue	that	hysteria	and	neurasthenia	should	

																																																								
66	L.	Schnyder,	‘Définition	et	nature	de	l’hystérie’,	in	Congrès	des	médecins	aliénistes	et	
neurologistes	de	France	et	des	pays	de	langue	française,	Volume	I:	Rapports,	pp.	39-98	
(pp.	55-56).		
67	L.	Schnyder,	‘Définition	et	nature	de	l’hystérie’,	pp.	55-57.	
68	L.	Schnyder,	‘Définition	et	nature	de	l’hystérie’,	p.	55.	
69	See	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	
Rise	of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	149,	citing	Tracey	Loughran,	'Hysteria	and	
Neurasthenia	in	Pre-1914	British	Medical	Discourse	and	Histories	of	Shell-Shock',	
History	of	Psychiatry	19	(2008),	25-46.	
70	R.	H.	Cole,	Mental	Diseases:	A	Text-Book	of	Psychiatry	for	Medical	Students	and	
Practitioners	(London:	University	of	London	Press,	1913),	in	Paciaroni	and	
Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	
ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	155.	
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be	considered	to	share	a	‘borderland’	with	each	other.71	In	France	around	the	

turn	of	the	twentieth	century,	Pierre	Janet	was	exploring	what	he	termed	

psychasthenia,	closely	related	to	hysteria	and	neurasthenia,	with	patients	

suffering	‘deliriums	of	doubt,	obsessions,	impulsions	and	phobias’.72	Whilst	his	

work	was	praised	by	a	number	of	authors,	others	were	more	critical,	such	as	

Déjerine	at	the	Salpêtrière	in	1910,	who	preferred	to	give	pride	of	place	to	

neurasthenia,	which	he	regarded	as	a	psychoneurosis	with	emotional	causes.73		

	

Neurasthenia	was	considered	the	result	of	the	strains	of	modern	urban	life	on	

the	individual,	the	symptoms	then	enhanced	by	tobacco,	alcohol	and	excessive	

sexual	activity.74	The	neurasthenic	thus	transcribed	the	stresses	of	the	city	into	

physical	symptoms.	As	Amelia	Jones	describes,	the	condition	may	be	

understood	as	‘a	complex	network	of	bodily/psychic	symptoms	that	rupture	the	

subject’s	smooth	functioning,	propelling	her	[them]	into	a	heightened	state	of	

irrationality’.75	She	continues:	

	

[t]o	be	a	neurasthenic,	suffering	generalized	anxiety	and	fear	which	can	

become	incapacitating	as	they	escalate	into	hysteria	or	panic,	is	to	

																																																								
71	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	
of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	149.	
72	Sonu	Shamdasani,	‘Claire,	Lise,	Jean,	Nadia,	and	Gisèle:	Preliminary	Notes	towards	a	
Characterisation	of	Pierre	Janet’s	Psychasthenia’,	in	Cultures	of	Neurasthenia	from	
Beard	to	the	First	World	War,	ed.	by	Marijke	Gijswijt-Hofstra	and	Roy	Porter,	The	
Wellcome	Series	in	the	History	of	Medicine,	Clio	medica,	63	(Amsterdam:	Rodopi,	
2001),	pp.	363-385	(p.	370).		
73	Shamdasani,	p.	377,	and	Déjerine	and	Gauckler,	pp.	176,	271.		
74	Robert	A.	Nye,	Crime,	Madness,	and	Politics	in	Modern	France:	The	Medical	Concept	of	
National	Decline	(Princeton,	N.J.:	Princeton	University	Press,	1984),	pp.	321–22.	See,	for	
example,	Proust	and	Ballet,	pp.	10-24.	
75	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	28.		
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experience	every	stimulus	of	one’s	surroundings	acutely	as	an	attack	on	

one’s	emotional	and	corporeal	integrity.76		

	

This	heightened	receptivity	to	external	stimuli	thus	creates	an	unbearable	

disjuncture	between	one’s	emotional	health	and	the	act	of	living	in	the	world.	

Modern	life	becomes	a	pathological	catalyst,	and	thus	it	is	unsurprising	that	

such	urban	stressors	become	aggravated	by	lives	of	excess,	substance	abuse	

and	sexual	impropriety.	There	is	thus	a	friction	between	the	nervous	and	the	

euphoric	body,	each	responding	to	the	excess	of	urban	living,	interlinking	them	

in	a	cause	and	effect	paradigm,	explored	further,	in	Chapter	2.2,	in	the	aesthetic	

and	thematic	relationship	in	Jeux.			

	

In	the	nineteenth	century,	women	were	considered	more	prone	to	nervous	

exhaustion	on	account	of	their	reproductive	demands	and	perceived	weaker	

constitution.77	However,	neurasthenia	saw	the	public	rise	of	the	male	nervous	

sufferer,	with	an	added	class	dimension.	Charcot,	for	example,	more	often	

diagnosed	his	male	bourgeois	patients	at	his	private	practice	as	neurasthenics,	

and	his	working	class	men	as	hysterics.78	Whilst	hysteria	was	not	something	

with	which	one	might	wish	to	be	associated,	nervousness	amongst	bourgeois	

gentlemen	was	conventionally	a	sign	of	‘elevated	sensibility’.79	Christophe	E.	

Forth	observes	that	whilst	many	women	were	diagnosed	with	neurasthenia,	it	
																																																								
76	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	28.		
77	Paciaroni	and	Bogousslavsky,	‘The	Borderland	with	Neurasthenia’,	Hysteria:	The	Rise	
of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	151.	
78	Mark	S.	Micale,	‘Charcot	and	the	Idea	of	Hysteria	in	the	Male:	Gender,	Mental	Science,	
and	Medical	Diagnosis	in	Late	Nineteenth-Century	France’,	Medical	History,	34	(1990),	
363-411,	p.	379.	
79	Christopher	E.	Forth,	‘Neurasthenia	and	Manhood	in	fin-de-siècle	France’,	in	Cultures	
of	Neurasthenia,	ed.	by	Gijswijt-Hofstra	and	Porter,	pp.	329–361	(p.	333).	
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was	primarily	considered	a	man’s	problem,	for	example	by	Proust	and	Ballet.80	

Around	the	turn	of	the	century,	as	Robert	A.	Nye	has	explored,	the	condition	

was	thought	to	have	mainly	affected	male	professionals,	young	adults	and	over-

worked	students:		

	

precisely	those	whom	well-bred	French	men	and	women	regarded	as	the	

future	leaders	of	the	nation.	If	these	victims	of	“civilisation”	did	not	take	

the	strongest	measures	in	dealing	with	their	debility,	or	if	they	

exacerbated	their	problem	by	making	“unhygienic”	choices	for	marital	

partners,	their	fate	would	be	the	same	as	their	compatriots	from	the	

popular	classes.81	

	

By	1906	neurasthenia	was	a	condition	that	predominantly	affected	the	working	

classes,82	and	Forth	states	that	by	the	time	of	the	Great	War	in	France,	‘the	

critique	of	the	neurasthenic	male	was	an	essential	part	of	a	counter-model	of	

masculinity’.83	Given	the	increasing	fears	on	the	declining	French	birth	rate	and	

the	recent	defeat	in	the	Franco-Prussian	war,	the	male	neurasthenic	was	not	the	

courageous,	virile	presence	that	France	required	at	this	point	in	history,	and	yet	

this	was	a	figure	intimately	associated	with	modern	living.		

	

It	is	this	transcription	of	city	life	into	distressing	physical	symptoms	and	mental	

disjuncture	that	this	chapter	will	now	explore	further.	We	will	examine	the	

																																																								
80	Forth,	in	Cultures	of	Neurasthenia,	ed.	by	Gijswijt-Hofstra	and	Porter,	p.	331.	
81	Nye,	Crime,	Madness,	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	322.	
82	A.	Luthra,	S.	Wessely,	‘Unloading	the	trunk:	neurasthenia,	CFS	and	race’,	Social	
Science	and	Medicine,	58	(2004),	2363-2369	(p.	2364).	
83	Forth,	in	Cultures	of	Neurasthenia,	ed.	by	Gijswijt-Hofstra	and	Porter,	pp.	353.	
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disruption	of	the	brain’s	healthy	mental	synthesis	of	ideas	via	what	were	

considered	to	be	specific,	unhealthy	visual	experiences	and	physical	

indulgences.	As	observed	in	the	theories	of	Schnyder	and	Déjerine	and	

Gauckler,	nervous	disorders	were	increasingly	linked	to	immoral,	anti-social	

behaviour,	and	the	psychosomatic	relationship	became	a	mutually	influential	

concept:	unhealthy	physical	movement	could	affect	one’s	mental	health	and	vice	

versa.	Through	representations	of	hysterical,	nervous	sickness	in	dance	both	

onstage	and	in	the	social-dance	scene,	we	will	now	examine	the	dancing	body	as	

a	site	of	both	artistic	innovation	and	modern	decay,	and	the	critical	perceptions	

of	what	fell	into	the	interconnected	categories	of	art	and	bodily	dysfunction.		
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2.2:	Jeux:	The	Sickness	of	Modernity	
	

The	performance	seasons	of	the	Ballets	Russes	both	enchanted	and	outraged	

Parisian	and	wider	European	and	American	audiences	and	critics	for	a	period	of	

twenty	years	between	1909	and	1929.	Much	scholarship	has	focused	on	the	

Ballets	Russes	and	its	dancers,	principally	analysing	the	troupe’s	important	

influence	on	modern	dance	and	choreography,	the	place	of	the	male	dancer,	

fashion	and	the	creation	of	the	total	work	of	art.	Well	documented	are	the	

enthralled	audiences,	exotic	sets,	bright	colours,	experimental	choreography	

and	major	theatrical	scandals.		

	

This	chapter	seeks	to	move	away	from	the	more	celebratory	readings	of	

sumptuous	sets	and	ostentation.	The	Ballets	Russes	were	certainly	at	the	centre	

of	what	we	may	now	retrospectively	term	a	form	of	avant-garde	Modernism,	

their	productions	presenting	the	heights	of	what	was	new	and	fashionable,	

interspersed	with	challenging,	more	subversive	aesthetic	qualities.	What	this	

chapter	will	address,	however,	is	a	particular	vision	of	modernity	that	clung	far	

more	to	the	pathological	than	to	the	decadent,	connoting	a	society	of	nerves	and	

modernity	as	a	sickness.	Specific	Ballets	Russes	productions	relate	closely	to	

early	twentieth-century	medical	perceptions	of	the	physical	and	nervous	

damage	suffered	by	the	dancing	body.	As	dance	education	became	a	form	of	

social	propaganda,	set	forms	of	morally	and	physically	‘correct’	bodily	

movement	were	streamed	into	society,	and	widespread	adherence	to	this	

aesthetic	was	discernible	in	the	harsher	reviews	of	the	more	experimental	

staged	ballet	productions.	Medical	diagnoses	no	longer	belonged	exclusively	to	
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the	medical	authorities,	as	many	areas	of	popular	culture	saw	an	influx	of	what	

we	might	term	‘social’	diagnosis:	social	misconduct	analysed	as	grievous	

medical	symptoms,	particularly	evident	in	the	realm	of	dance.		

	

A	persistent	pathological	thread	runs	throughout	the	choreography	of	the	

Ballets	Russes’	most	famous	principal	dancer	and	choreographer	Vaslav	

Nijinsky,	and	this	chapter	will	focus	on	the	troupe’s	1913	performance	of	Jeux.	

The	lesser	studied	of	Nijinsky’s	creations	in	the	year	before	the	First	Word	War,	

Jeux,	I	will	argue	here,	combines	the	modern	and	the	medical.	This	fashionable	

tennis	ballet	has	on	the	one	hand	been	labelled	the	Bloomsbury	Ballet,	

referencing	the	stylish	sporting	lifestyles	of	the	London	bourgeoisie	that	

potentially	influenced	the	production,84	though	this	supposition	has	been	

disputed.85	On	the	other	hand,	the	production	was	an	early	presentation	of	the	

angular,	arguably	pathological	postures	that	were	to	be	made	famous	in	Le	

Sacre	du	printemps	when	it	premiered	a	mere	two	weeks	later.	The	decision	to	

focus	on	Jeux	rather	than	on	the	canonical	Sacre	is	based	not	only	in	a	desire	to	

tread	new	ground,	as	Jeux	has	not	been	studied	as	extensively,	but	also	because	

Jeux	is	a	direct	and	subversive	presentation	of	its	own	social	context:	

fashionable	Parisian	life.	Nijinsky’s	staging	of	his	own	society	in	Jeux	may	be	

understood	not	only	as	a	nod	to	music	hall-ballet’s	depictions	of	modern	life,	

but	as	a	reflection	of	the	growing	artistic	trend	in	the	early	twentieth	century	to	

depict	fracture,	fear,	psychology,	pathology:	in	short	a	more	abstract,	
																																																								
84	Kenneth	Archer	and	Millicent	Hodson,	‘Nijinsky’s	Bloomsbury	Ballet’,	in	Hodson,	pp.	
1-3	(p.	1).	
85	Hanna	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence:	The	Unseemly	Games	of	Love	in	Jeux	(1913)’,	Dance	
Research:	The	Journal	of	the	Society	for	Dance	Research,	27,	2,	Les	Ballets	Russes	Special	
Volume.	Part	2.	In	Celebration	of	Diaghilev's	First	Ballet	Season	in	Paris	in	1909	
(Edinburgh	University	Press,	2009),	pp.	199-226.	
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expressionistic	response	to	the	modern	world.	By	combining	pathological	

connotations	with	modernity	and	fashion,	as	will	be	explored	here,	Jeux	

(intentionally	or	unintentionally)	becomes	a	paradigm	for	the	potentially	

harmful	effects	of	modern	culture	on	the	individual,	evoking	the	stresses	related	

to	machine	industry,	physical	culture,	sexuality	and,	specifically,	to	dance	itself.		

	

Andrew	Hewitt	in	his	book	Social	Choreography:	Ideology	as	Performance	in	

Dance	and	Everyday	Movement	analyses	dance	as	an	enactment	of	social	order,	

‘reflected	in	and	shaped	by	aesthetic	concerns’.86	He	champions	the	

historicising	and	politicising	of	dance,	and	aims	to	rethink	the	relationship	

between	aesthetic	and	socio-political	modernity	in	late	nineteenth-	and	early	

twentieth-century	Europe	and	America,	perceiving	dance	as	the	realm	in	which	

the	social	order	is	instilled	upon	the	body.	For	Hewitt,	choreography	becomes	a	

‘blueprint	for	thinking	and	effecting	modern	social	organization’,87	with	political	

ideals	enacted	in	the	aesthetic	realm	before	being	concretised	in	the	socio-

political	sphere.	This	chapter	will	consider	Jeux	along	with	aspects	of	the	social-

dance	scene	in	the	light	of	Hewitt’s	notion	of	social	choreography,	drawing	on	

his	promotion	of	the	direct	relation	between	the	aesthetic	and	the	political,	

concentrating	specifically	here	on	the	political	and	gendered	manoeuvres	

behind	medical	analyses	of	the	social	body	in	movement.	As	Bryan	S.	Turner	has	

elaborated:	‘to	approach	disease	sociologically,	we	have	to	combine	the	notions	

that	(1)	disease	is	a	language,	(2)	the	body	is	a	representation	and	(3)	medicine	

																																																								
86	Andrew	Hewitt,	Social	Choreography:	Ideology	as	Performance	in	Dance	and	Everyday	
Movement	(Durham;	London:	Duke	University	Press,	2005),	p.	2.	
87	Hewitt,	p.	14.	
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is	a	political	practice’.88	Building	on	this	Foucauldian	perspective,	this	chapter	

will	consider	the	medical	and	political	motivations	for	the	persistent	visual	

pathological	language	in	both	performative	representations	of	the	dancing	body	

and	its	critical	responses.		

	

Chapter	2.2	will	firstly	address	the	existing	scholarship	that	analyses	the	

pathological	and	indeed	hysterical	nature	of	Nijinsky’s	choreography,	before	

turning	to	the	principal	case	study	Jeux	and	Nijinsky’s	modern	vision	for	his	

ballet.	Memoirs	and	press	reviews	will	be	examined,	relating	the	experimental	

postures	and	stylised	choreography	to	contemporaneous	concerns	surrounding	

nerves	and	the	stresses	of	modernity,	which	will	then	be	analysed	alongside	the	

overt	promiscuity	detectable	in	Jeux.	The	medicalised	aesthetic	will	then	be	

related	to	the	social-dance	scene	and	wider	social	and	artistic	concerns	with	

fracture,	disease,	and	the	healthy	sporting	body	in	the	final	section	of	this	

chapter,	2.3.	

	

Nijinsky	

	

The	Polish-born	dancer	Vaslav	Nijinsky,	famously	attached	to	Diaghilev	both	

personally	and	professionally,	worked	for	the	Ballets	Russes	until	his	split	from	

the	company,	on	account	of	his	hasty	marriage,	in	late	1913.89	The	dancer	

created	legendary	scandal	and	lasting	fame	for	his	own	name	and	that	of	the	

company,	necessitating	his	return	to	the	Ballets	Russes	for	the	North	and	South	

																																																								
88	Bryan	S.	Turner,	The	Body	and	Society:	Explorations	in	Social	Theory,	second	edition	
(London:	Sage	Publications,	1996),	p.	201.		
89	Lucy	Moore,	Nijinsky	(London:	Profile	Books,	2013),	pp.	162-167.	
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American	tours	of	1916-17	before	his	mental	health	prevented	further	

participation.90	It	was	Nijinsky’s	roles	in	ballets	such	as	Schéhérazade	and	

Pétrouchka	that	revolutionised	the	place	of	the	male	dancer	in	ballet,	Nijinsky	

having	stated	definitely	to	his	sister	Bronislava	Nijinska	‘I	am	not	a	porteur.	I	

dance	too’.91	His	tale	is	renowned	in	dance	and	music	history.	As	Stephanie	

Jordan	states,	there	was	a	‘public	doubt	about	Nijinsky’s	creative	ability	(shared	

by	many	in	the	music	world)	that	lasted	for	years’,	and	was	most	likely	fuelled,	

principally,	by	Igor	Stravinsky’s	damaging	accusations	of	Nijinsky’s	musical	

ignorance	and	laboured	choreography.92	Jordan	has	suggested	that	Stravinsky	

had	perhaps	aimed	to	distance	himself	from	the	scandal	of	Le	Sacre	du	

printemps	and	its	‘mad’	choreographer.93	Stravinsky’s	opinion	of	Nijinsky	

became	more	positive	around	the	time	of	the	discovery,	in	1967,	of	a	piano	

score	for	Le	Sacre	with,	supposedly,	the	composer’s	choreographic	instructions	

to	Nijinsky.94	Nijinsky	choreographed	four	works	for	the	Ballets	Russes	in	the	

following	order:	L’Après-midi	d’un	faune	(1912),	Jeux	(1913),	created	alongside	

Le	Sacre	du	printemps	(1913),	and	Till	Eulenspiegel	(1916).	Each	of	his	ballets	

entailed	a	highly	stylised	set	of	movement	vocabulary,	drastically	removed	from	

the	classical	tradition,	and	an	often	controversial	relationship	with	the	music.		

	

																																																								
90	Moore,	pp.	182-3,	194-5.	
91	Bronislava	Nijinska,	Bronislava	Nijinska:	Early	Memoirs	trans.	and	ed.	by	Irina	
Nijinska	and	Jean	Rawlinson,	intro.	by	and	in	consultation	with	Anna	Kisselgoff	(New	
York:	Holt,	Rinehart	and	Winston,	1981),	p.	442.	
92	Igor	Stravinksy,	An	Autobiography	[1936]	(London:	Calder	&	Boyars,	1975),	pp.	40,	
48,	in	Stephanie	Jordan,	Stravinsky	Dances:	Re-visions	Across	a	Century	(Hampshire:	
Dance	Books	Ltd,	2007),	p.	422.		
93	Jordan,	Stravinsky	Dances,	p.	417.	
94	Jordan,	Stravinsky	Dances,	pp.	417-422.	
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Nijinsky’s	choreography	was	revolutionary	for	its	drastic	inversion	of	classical	

ballet.	In	Le	Sacre,	for	example,	the	feet	were	turned	in	instead	of	out,	the	knees	

were	bent,	the	head	inclined	uncomfortably	to	one	side	rather	than	held	aloft,	

arms	were	placed	‘in	reverse	of	the	classical	position’	as	Marie	Rambert	would	

later	state,95	and	Nijinsky	stipulated	a	cramped,	hunched,	angled	posture	

instead	of	flowing,	extended	movements	through	the	body.	Nijinsky	presented	a	

direct	and	brutal	affront	to	tradition,	and	one	that	chimed	with	pathological	

symptoms.	There	are	a	variety	of	possible	explanations	behind	the	unique	

choreographic	style	that	Nijinsky	crafted	for	his	1913	ballets,	and	it	would	be	

naive	to	assume	one	definitive	answer.	With	the	increasing	advancements	in	

technology	and	industry,	a	fascination	with	the	primitive,	and	a	desire	to	react	

against	tradition	and	classicism	there	was	a	veritable	zeitgeist	projecting	a	

more	frenetic,	jerky	form	of	movement	that	appeared	to	culminate	in	Nijinsky’s	

creations.	Figures	such	as	Debussy	saw	the	influence	of	Dalcrozian	

Eurhythmics,96	the	exercises	in	rhythm	taught	near	Dresden,	made	possible	by	

the	fact	that	Marie	Rambert,	a	student	of	Dalcroze,	assisted	Nijinsky	with	the	

tricky	rhythms	of	Le	Sacre.	Meanwhile,	scholars	have	identified	Le	Sacre’s	

borrowings	from	Russian	folkdance,	such	as	the	stamping	and	marching	lines.97	

As	Juliet	Bellow	has	observed,	the	circular	groupings	visible	in	Le	Sacre	were	a	

likely	reference	to	the	Russian	folk	dance	the	khorovod,	or	round	dance,	and	yet	

																																																								
95	Marie	Rambert,	Quicksilver:	The	Autobiography	of	Marie	Rambert	(London;	
Basingstoke:	Macmillan,	1972)	p.	63.		
96	Claude	Debussy,	letter	to	Robert	Godet,	(9	June	1913),	Claude	Debussy	Lettres	1884-
1918,	réunies	et	présentées	par	François	Lesure	(Paris:	Hermann,	1980),	p.	239.	
97	Garafola,	Legacies	of	Twentieth-Century	Dance,	p.	197.	
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interestingly	only	a	small	number	of	the	ballet’s	contemporaneous	critics	

defended	any	‘authentic	Russian	lineage’.98		

	

Nijinsky’s	high	leaps	and	his	jerking,	convulsing	choreography	somewhat	

cruelly	appeared	to	predict	his	own	mental	demise.	The	dancer	was	diagnosed	

with	a	variety	of	mental	illnesses	by	his	doctors:	‘neurasthenia,	catatonia,	

mania,	depression,	schizophrenia,	paranoia,	and	dementia	praecox’.99	Peter	

Ostwald’s	study	of	Nijinsky	and	mental	illness	concluded	that	under	DSM	III	his	

symptoms	would	have	been	diagnosed	as	relating	to	schizophrenia	and	mood	

disorder,	along	with	a	Narcissistic	Personality	disorder	entailing	a	grandiose	

sense	of	self-importance	amongst	other	symptoms:	‘Schizoaffective	Disorder	in	

a	Narcissistic	Personality’.100	Ostwald’s	exploration	into	Nijinsky’s	childhood	

family	life	provides	a	plausible	link	between	the	experimental	movement	

vocabulary	and	pathology.	Nijinsky’s	visits	to	see	his	brother	Stanislav,	who	was	

confined	in	a	hospital	which	did	not	separate	its	neurological	and	psychiatric	

patients	(as	was	usual	for	the	era),	could	not	have	been	insignificant	in	his	

growing	experience	of	movement	vocabulary.	As	Ostwald	has	noted,	the	young	

dancer,	very	empathetic	towards	his	brother,	would	have	been	confronted	with	

cases	of	cerebral	palsy,	torsion	spasm,	dystonia,	epilepsy,	catatonia	and	more,	

which	may	later	have	consciously	or	subconsciously	influenced	Nijinsky	in	his	

search	for	a	new	form	of	movement	in	dance.101		

																																																								
98	Juliet	Bellow,	‘	'The	Sacre	"Au	Printemps":	Parisian	Audiences	and	the	Ballets	Russes’,	
in	Foreign	Artists	and	Communities	in	Modern	Paris,	1870-1914.,	ed.	by	Karen	L.	Carter	
and	Susan	Waller	(London;	New	York:	Routledge,	2016),	pp.	155–67	(p.	164).	
99	Peter	Ostwald,	Vaslav	Nijinsky:	A	Leap	Into	Madness	(New	York:	Carol	Publishing	
Group,	1991,	p.	341.	
100	Ostwald,	M.	D.	and	Joseph	H.	Stephens,	M.	D.	in	Ostwald,	p.	350.	
101	Ostwald,	p.	58.	
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There	is	no	concrete	evidence,	however,	that	any	of	Nijinsky’s	productions	drew	

on	his	own	mental-health	or	other	nervous	disorders,	his	visits	to	his	brother	or	

indeed	on	any	aspect	of	the	medical	domain.	What	remains	pertinent	is	the	

analysis	of	the	early	twentieth-century	interpretations	of	the	performances	that	

identified	concerns	over	a	certain,	pathological	aesthetic,	and	this	chapter	will	

situate	Nijinsky’s	choreography	within	the	wider	social	context	of	the	perceived	

links	between	the	medical	and	modern	life,	as	illuminated	in	the	dancing	body.	

Of	particular	interest	to	this	thesis	is	the	correlation	between	Nijinsky’s	

choreography	with	a	specific	public	perception	of	hysteria	and	pathology	that	

heavily	influenced	French	attitudes	towards	gender	and	the	body.	In	certain	

eyes,	the	act	of	dance	became	a	health	hazard	as	the	fascination	with	how	

movement	could	influence	the	inner	and	outer	body	reached	a	peak.	There	was	

a	form	of	‘social	choreography’	occurring,102	in	which	the	stage,	indeed	the	

dancing	body	itself,	became	a	paradigm	for	wider	artistic	and	socio-political	

preoccupations	with	the	relationship	between	movement	and	action,	body	and	

mind,	and	modernity,	morality	and	health.	

	

Existing	Scholarship	on	the	Pathology	of	the	Nijinsky	Ballets	

	

The	four	ballets	that	Nijinsky	choreographed	for	the	Ballets	Russes	have	all	

been	scrutinised	in	scholarship,	particularly	with	the	renewed	interest	in	the	

dance	company	around	the	2013	centenary	of	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	and,	

though	less	recognised,	of	Jeux.	Hanna	Järvinen’s	Dancing	Genius:	The	Stardom	

																																																								
102	Hewitt.	
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of	Vaslav	Nijinsky,	here,	is	a	fitting	example.103	There	is	also	some	existing	

scholarship	that	alludes	to	the	more	pathological,	and	specifically	hysterical	

nature	of	Nijinsky’s	works.		

	

Firstly,	Felicia	McCarren	states	that	the	decline	of	the	hysteria	diagnosis	in	the	

twentieth	century	coincides	with	the	relative	liberation	of	dance	‘from	its	

earlier	association	with	social	and	mental	pathologies’.104	However,	she	

acknowledges	that	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century	technical	and	scientific	

advances	were	not	immediately	absorbed	into	medical	thought	or	culture,	and	

the	continuation	of	‘hygiene-oriented	social	pathologies’,105	which	this	thesis	

will	explore	in	the	context	of	venereal	disease	and	attempts	to	cleanse	society	of	

specific	forms	of	bodily	movement,	persisted.	Even	in	the	late	twentieth	

century,	the	argument	stands	that	dance	has	never	been	fully	‘de-

pathologized’.106	McCarren	refers	to	L’Après-midi	d’un	faune	and	Le	Sacre	du	

printemps,	stating	that	they	were	direct	presentations	of	‘dance	as	akin	to	

madness’.	They	exemplified	movements	that	signified	the	act	of	possession,	

hysterical	convulsion,	disjointed	movements	and	ritual	sacrifice.107	McCarren	

states	that	such	bodily	language	is	thus	valorised	

	

not	as	illness	but	as	the	artistic	expression	of,	or	commentary	on,	

contemporary	constructions	of	madness.	In	these	remarkable	forms,	

dance	sets	itself	up	as	an	interpretive	science	of	the	body	in	response	to	
																																																								
103	Hanna	Järvinen,	Dancing	Genius:	The	Stardom	of	Vaslav	Nijinsky	(Basingstoke;	New	
York:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2014).	
104	McCarren,	p.	36.	
105	McCarren,	p.	36.	
106	McCarren,	p.	37.	
107	McCarren,	p.	33.	
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medicine,	both	valorizing	and	critiquing	medicine	as	another	such	

interpretive	science.108	

	

In	this	respect,	dance	as	an	interpretative	science	acts	as	another	form	of	

medical	gaze,	yet	one	that	dissects	medical	discursive	structures	and	provides	

an	artistic	response	to	and	a	disruption	of	medicine’s	corporeal	stronghold.	As	

an	entertainment	form	and	thus	as	an	outsider	to	the	medical	sphere,	dance	

could	appropriate	and	stereotype	medical	symptoms	in	a	manner	that	engaged	

audiences	with	pathology	on	another	level,	the	mimicry	playing	with	the	idea	of	

pathology	as	a	construction.	Whilst	pathology	as	an	interpretative	framework	in	

performance	reviews	was	often	used	derisively,	the	staging	of	this	aesthetic	also	

opened	up	the	scope	of	performance	to	a	critique	of	the	modern	body	via	its	

reference	to	cultural	tropes	of	madness	and	degeneration.	It	could	also	draw	on	

the	direct	links	made	in	the	medical	domain	and	in	the	public	eye	between	the	

dancing	body	and	mental	and	physical	debilitation,	as	will	be	explored	in	Part	

Three	of	this	chapter.		

	

A	form	of	medical	bodily	language	was	dispersed	via	the	arts	and	participated,	

as	McCarren	states,	in	‘a	twentieth-century	cult	of	health’.109	She	writes	that	

post-Freud,	dance	no	longer	signified	madness	or	movement	cure	in	the	way	

that	it	had	done	in	the	nineteenth	century,	as	it	was	psychotherapy	and	not	

physical	therapy	that	dominated	the	medical	domain.	She	states:	

	

																																																								
108	McCarren,	p.	34.	
109	McCarren,	p.	34.	
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[m]edicine’s	move	away	from	purely	physical	explanations	for	madness,	

connecting	somatic	manifestations	to	mental	ideas,	allows	dance	to	be	

read	as	commenting	on	the	conception	of	hysteria	as	theatrical,	rather	

than	simply	enacting	it.	It	allows	dance	to	separate	from	what	it	

represents	and	to	challenge	cultural	notions	about	what	the	body	means,	

and	how.110	

	

Movement	was	no	longer	a	visual	display	but	a	meaningful	sign	system	of	ideas.	

Much	prior	to	Freud,	the	transition	of	hysteria	from	the	physical	to	the	mental	

realm	in	the	early	nineteenth	century	meant,	in	Foucauldian	terms,	that	

everyone	was	at	once	more	innocent	and	more	guilty.		The	sufferer	was	swept	

into	a	state	of	unconsciousness	and	thus	innocence,	and	yet	at	the	same	time	

they	were	guilty,	as	it	was	now	theorised	that	an	immoral,	excessive	lifestyle	

could	cause	such	mental	irritations,	and	physical	symptoms	became	symbolic	

punishments.	111	The	pathological	dancing	body	became	an	exhibition	of	both	

sin,	the	immoral	and	excessive	lifestyle	that	the	dancer	embodied,	and	the	

physical	punishment	for	such	sin,	combined	in	one	entity.	This	challenged	

performance	aesthetics	and,	crucially,	the	ownership	of	this	form	of	movement,	

adopting	it	for	entertainment	and	thus	destabilising	medical	control	of	the	

body.	By	stereotyping	pathological	symptoms,	by	performing	pathology,	danced	

hysteria	distorted	what	was	real	and	what	was	a	construction,	theatricalising	it.	

Voluntarily	performing	in	a	domain	of	health	and	sport	the	symptoms	of	

sickness	and	decline	allowed	performances	to	subvert	audience	expectations	

																																																								
110	McCarren,	p.	36.	
111	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	folie	à	l’âge	classique,	p.	357.	
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and	undermine	what	the	body	was	‘supposed’	to	signify,	challenging	the	public	

with	new	methods	of	performing	and	reading	the	modern	body.	In	presenting	

sickness	onstage,	one	provides	a	literal	platform	for	something	that	is	usually	

hidden	away,	residing	in	what	Susan	Sontag	names	‘the	night-side	of	life’.112	In	

staging	symptoms	the	choreography	is	no	more	truthful	than	the	‘lurid	

metaphors’	that	plague	the	‘kingdom	of	the	ill’,	in	Sontag’s	words.113	However,	it	

was	the	deliberate	placement	of	this	bodily	language	within	the	performative,	

metaphorical	realm	that	placed	a	question	mark	over	its	status	as	medical	or	

cultural.	It	is	as	a	challenge	to	‘what	the	body	means,	and	how’	that	

choreography	such	as	Nijinsky’s	should	be	analysed	here.114		

	

Further	scholarship	that	has	concentrated	on	the	pathology	of	the	Nijinsky	

ballets	include	Sarah	Kennel’s	doctoral	thesis	‘Bodies,	Statues,	and	Machines:	

Dance	and	the	Visual	Arts	in	France,	1900-1925’.	Kennel	interprets	the	varied	

medical-themed	accusations	of	the	French	press	reviewing	Le	Sacre	du	

printemps	as	a	method	of	grappling	with	Nijinsky’s	new	and	unfamiliar	

language	of	the	body.115	Using	terms	such	as	hysterical,	epileptic,	mechanical	

and	electrified,	journalists	turned	to	a	set	of	visual	signs	that	they	could	use	to	

process	the	jerking,	convulsing	ballet	in	front	of	them.116	It	was	not	the	ballet’s	

depiction	of	the	primitive	as	such	that	caused	the	scandal,	but	that	this	

pathological	gesture	revealed	the	fascination	for	the	atavistic	body	and	played	

																																																								
112	Sontag,	p.	3.	
113	Sontag,	p.	4.	
114	McCarren,	p.	36.	
115	Sarah	Alexandra	Kennel,	‘Bodies,	Statues,	and	Machines:	Dance	and	the	Visual	Arts	
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190.	
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out	this	era’s	‘deep-seated	fantasies	of	regression’.117	As	Kennel	notes,	the	

depicted	struggle	of	humanity	formed	a	reference	back	to	nineteenth-century	

preoccupations	with	the	body,	sexuality,	primitivism,	crowds	and	machines,118	

calling	upon	a	modernity	that	was	fractured	and,	as	this	chapter	will	add	here,	

nervous.		

	

Concentrating	on	audience	reception	and	pathology,	Nijinsky’s	work	has	also	

been	a	topic	of	interest	for	recent	neurological	study.	In	his	book	Proust	Was	A	

Neuroscientist,	Jonah	Lehrer	argues	that	the	riot	provoked	by	Stravinsky’s	music	

for	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	at	the	Paris	premiere	may	be	explained	by	

neurological	theory.119	The	human	brain,	Lehrer	states,	becomes	frustrated	in	

response	to	dissonance	and	we	begin	to	identify	with	the	sacrificial	rite	

onstage.120	As	we	listen,	‘[t]he	pupils	dilate,	pulse	and	blood	pressure	rise,	the	

electrical	conductance	of	the	skin	lowers,	and	the	cerebellum,	a	brain	region	

associated	with	bodily	movement,	becomes	unusually	active’.121	He	concludes:	

‘[b]y	subverting	the	listeners’	dopamine	neurons,	it	also	subverted	their	sanity’,	

as	the	experience	of	extreme	musical	dissonance	is	related	to	a	form	of	

‘simulated	madness’.122	The	rite	was,	then,	in	Lehrer’s	words,	‘one	long	

breakdown’.123	It	is	a	reading	that	has	proven	somewhat	controversial,	James	

Kennaway	naming	his	argument	‘neuro-boosterism	that	needs	to	be	
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questioned’.124	Whilst	the	performance	certainly	caused	indignation	and	outcry,	

Kennaway	argues	that	it	was	more	of	a	‘trouble’	in	the	theatre	than	a	full-blown	

riot	and	was	caused	principally	by	Nijinsky’s	choreography	rather	than	the	

music	alone.125	Kennaway	states	that	it	seems	the	music	was	barely	heard	at	all.	

Other	works	that	analyse	Le	Sacre	do	confirm	riot-like	behaviour,	detailing	

name-calling,	physical	fights	within	the	audience	and	the	arrival	of	the	police	to	

calm	the	protests.126	It	is	plausible	that	the	music	was	difficult	to	hear,	however,	

as	the	loud	noise	tallies	with	accounts	of	Nijinsky	standing	at	the	side	of	the	

stage	shouting	out	the	musical	counts,	as	the	dancers	struggled	to	hear	the	

tricky	rhythms	over	the	audience.127			

	

Directly	associating	Nijinsky’s	choreography	with	hysterical	symptoms,	Davinia	

Caddy	has	analysed	the	sculptural,	rigid	postures	in	L’Après-midi	d’un	faune	and	

compared	them	to	the	plaster	casts	of	hysterical	patients	found	in	the	museum	

of	casts	at	La	Salpêtrière	hospital.128	Meanwhile	Juliet	Bellow,	in	a	passage	of	

her	study	on	the	Ballets	Russes	and	Modernism,	also	assembles	a	number	of	the	

insults	and	comments	from	the	French	press	in	1913	which	all	focus	on	the	
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medical	aesthetic	of	Le	Sacre.129	Bellow	cites	‘ataxic	contortions’,	‘epileptic	

convulsions’,	‘clonic	movements’	and	the	cries	for	Maria	Piltz,	in	the	role	of	the	

sacrificed	maiden,	to	be	taken	to	a	dentist,	so	pained	was	the	effect	of	her	

gripping	her	clenched	jaw	with	her	hands.130	Bellow	forms	a	direct	comparison	

between	the	jerking	choreography	and	a	recorded	hysterical	attack	in	the	

Iconographie	photographique	de	la	Salpêtrière	of	1878.131	There	are	clear	

parallels	between	the	contorted	bodies	of	Charcot’s	patients,	often	suffering	

from	dance-like	irregular	movements	or	chorea,	and	Nijinsky’s	rigid,	clenched	

choreography.132	

	

Bellow	associates	Le	Sacre	with	a	long	line	of	hysterical	performance	in	cabaret	

and	cinema,	in	which	hysterical	bodies	had	become	veritable	public	

entertainment	as	well	as	symbolising	fears	of	contagion,	as	has	been	

comprehensively	explored	in	the	work	of	Rae	Beth	Gordon.133	Bellow	perceives	

hysteria	as	having	disappeared	from	the	medical	domain	by	1913,	but	she	

acknowledges	its	persistent	influence	on	what	she	terms	‘the	French	body	

politic’.	She	writes:		

	

[i]t	had	entered	the	vernacular	as	a	metaphor	for	modernity’s	effects	on	

the	body,	and	as	a	means	of	locating	perceived	threats	to	French	society,	

																																																								
129	Juliet	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage:	The	Ballets	Russes	and	the	Parisian	Avant-Garde	
(Farnham;	Burlington:	Ashgate,	2013)	p.	63.	
130	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	63.	
131	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	pp.	63-4.	
132	See,	for	example,	Valentine	Gross’s	sketches	of	Le	Sacre,	such	as	Valentine	Gross,	
sketch	of	Le	Sacre	du	Printemps	(scenes	from	The	Dance	of	the	Chosen	Maiden),	Paris,	
1913,	pencil	on	tracing	paper,	25.4	x	19.2	cm,	Victoria	and	Albert	Museum,	London,	
Theatre	and	Performance	Collection.	
133	Gordon,	Dances	With	Darwin.	
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both	internal	and	external.	In	reviews	of	Sacre,	Nijinsky’s	detractors	used	

the	labels	“Cubist”,	“mechanized”	and	“hysterical”	almost	

interchangeably,	all	to	signify	the	way	this	ballet	incarnated	the	

pathological	character	of	modern	life.134	

	

For	the	enraged	viewers	of	Le	Sacre,	there	was	a	sickness	of	modernity	

embodied	in	Nijinsky’s	hysterical	dancers,	the	same	bodily	movement	that	was	

almost	simultaneously	developing	in	the	social-dance	scene,	perceived	as	

equally	medically	dangerous,	explored	later	in	this	chapter.	The	dancer	was	the	

site	in	which	obsessional	experiments	with	motion,	which	characterised	the	

early	twentieth	century	in	so	many	domains,	collided	with	the	corporeal	and	

thus	also	appertained	to	the	medical	sphere.	Modernity,	particularly	in	dance,	

became	medical	property,	a	medical	symptom	that	as	we	will	see	was	more	

often	than	not	warned	against.	As	Bellow	states	in	relation	to	Le	Sacre,	the	riot	

that	was	taking	place	‘both	on	and	offstage	in	the	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	

embodied	the	very	image	of	modern	France:	crowded,	volatile,	changeable,	

[perceived	to	be]	contaminated	by	external	influences’.135	Nijinsky’s	

choreography	spoke	a	new	language,	yet	one	that	was	undeniably	a	product	of	

the	very	society	that	denounced	it.		

	

The	existing	scholarship	that	distinguishes	hysterical	symptoms	in	Nijinsky’s	

choreography,	particularly	in	Le	Sacre,	forms	a	key	starting	point	for	this	

chapter,	but	there	is	further	analysis	to	be	done.	Bellow’s	observation	that	

																																																								
134	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	pp.	65-66.	
135	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	70.	
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hysteria	had	all	but	vanished	from	hospitals	and	medical	texts	by	1913	

references	the	widespread	refashioning	of	the	diagnosis	post-Charcot.136	The	

large-scale	attacks	of	the	hysterics	of	Charcot’s	amphitheatre	had	been	

dismantled	in	medical	discourse,	as	discussed	in	the	contextual	analysis,	and	

hysteria	as	a	diagnosis	developed	into	more	psychological	understandings	and	

indeed	into	different	nosological	classifications,	such	as	Babinski’s	pithiatism	

which	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.	It	is	thus	necessary	to	understand	

Nijinsky’s	modern	choreography	within	its	modern	medical	context,	examining	

it	as	a	reflection	of	a	society	of	nerves	that	was	still	much	discussed	in	both	

professional	and	unprofessional	circles.	Furthermore,	the	lexicon	of	hysteria	

would	survive	the	Great	War,	as	the	studies	on	male	wartime	hysteria	and	

female	criminality,	for	example,	demonstrate,	analysed	in	Chapter	3.	Alongside	

its	medical	evolutions,	hysteria’s	continued	influence	on	the	‘French	body	

politic’,	in	Bellow’s	words,	is	highly	significant.	It	is	in	this	respect	that	Jeux,	

neglected	in	the	afore-cited	scholarship,	provides	a	fitting	case	study	through	its	

combination	of	medical	and	modern	life.		

	

It	would	also	be	remiss	to	omit	male	hysteria	from	this	study.	Nijinsky’s	1913	

choreographic	style	that	he	performed	himself	in	Jeux	reflected	rising	pre-war	

interest	in	male	psychology	which	had	increased	since	the	Franco-Prussian	war	

amid	concerns	over	French	virility.137	The	choreography	was	also	to	morbidly	

predict	the	explosion	of	fearful	medical	attention	that	France	would	later	pay	to	
																																																								
136	See	Mark	S.	Micale,	‘On	the	Disappearance	of	Hysteria:	A	Study	in	the	Clinical	
Deconstruction	of	a	Diagnosis’,	Isis	84,	no.	3	(September	1993),	496-526,	cited	in	
Bellow	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	64.	Bellow	also	cites	Natasha	Ruiz-Gómez,	‘Morceaux	
d’Amphithéâtre:	Science	and	the	Sculpture	of	Auguste	Rodin’,	Ph.D.	Dissertation,	
University	of	Pennsylvannia,	2006).		
137	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	168.	



	180	

nervous	disorders	during	the	First	World	War	on	account	of	the	cases	of	

shellshock,	explored	in	the	next	chapter.	Indeed,	Leonide	Massine’s	1920	

revival	of	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	should	be	considered	within	this	context	when	

analysed	in	relation	to	its	radically,	irreversibly	altered	interwar	society.	The	

painter	Jacques-Émile	Blanche	wrote	in	translation	in	1937	‘[o]ften	during	the	

scientific,	chemical	“cubist”	warfare,	on	nights	made	terrible	by	air-raids,	I	have	

thought	of	the	Sacre’.138	A	work’s	interpretative	framework	evolves	with	its	

audience.	

	

Jeux		

	

We	shall	now	turn	to	this	chapter’s	principal	case	study,	Jeux,	and	its	

controversial	representation	of	fashionable	sporting	scenes.	As	Sarah	Gutsche-

Miller	has	explored,	the	theme	of	sporting	events	was	something	that	remained	

popular	well	into	the	1900s	in	music-hall	ballet.	As	of	the	1890s,	women	

performed	athletic	sports	onstage:	gymnastics,	dance	and	exercise	routines,139	

as	the	perception	of	the	sportswoman	evolved	into	a	figure	of	high	fashion	in	

the	1900s,	10s	and	20s.	In	the	1896/97	season	at	the	Folies-Bergère	the	ballet	

Sports,	by	librettist	Paul	Louis	Flers,	composer	Gustave	Goublier	and	

choreographer	Mme	Mariquita,	was	so	popular	that	it	was	restaged	again	in	

1897	and	for	another	three	months	in	1908	to	great	public	satisfaction,	five	
																																																								
138	Jacques-Émile	Blanche,	Portraits	of	a	Lifetime:	the	late	Victorian	era,	the	Edwardian	
pageant,	1870-1914,	ed.	and	trans.	by	Walter	Clement,	intro.	by	Harley	Granville-Barker	
(London:	Dent,	1937)	p.	260.	Blanche	provided	manuscripts	for	this	publication	that	
only	appeared	in	English	translation.	See	François	Mauriac	-	Jacques-Émile	Blanche,	
Correspondance	1916-1942	(Paris:	Éditions	G.-P.	Collet,	Grasset,	1976),	lettre	du	26	
juillet	1936,	pp.	182-183,	in	Georges-Paul	Collet,	Jacques-Émile	Blanche	:	Le	Peintre-
Écrivain	Biographie	(Paris:	Bartillat,	2006),	p.	426.	
139	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	173.	
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years	before	the	appearance	of	Jeux.140	The	ballet	depicted	a	wife	rejecting	her	

husband	for	sporting	activity,	and	women	taking	part	in	polo,	boxing,	football,	

cycling,	dance	and	swimming,	and	a	car	even	appeared	onstage	during	the	1908	

performance.141	The	sports,	fashion	and	the	presence	of	an	automobile	onstage	

would	be	echoed	in	Jeux,	the	original	plans	for	which	entailed	a	plane	crash	at	

the	end	of	the	ballet.	Diaghilev	should	not	be	considered	the	first	impresario	to	

impress	the	Parisian	public	with	his	modern	subjects	for	ballet,	as	audiences	

were	accustomed	to	a	specific,	idealistic	vision	of	the	sporting	world	in	the	

music	halls,	delighting	in	the	luxury,	fashion	and	riches	of	the	danced	

characterisations.		

	

The	Ballets	Russes	had	created	veritable	fashion	trends	from	their	previous	

productions,	audiences	of	Schéhérazade	going	to	the	lengths	of	applying	saffron	

colours	to	their	faces	in	order	to	imitate	the	inhabitants	of	the	harem.142	

Therefore,	when	the	troupe	presented	Jeux	in	1913	based	around	the	game	of	

tennis,	audiences	might	have	expected	a	performance	which	expressed	the	

same	idyllic,	haute-couture	depiction	of	modernity	that	the	newly	constructed	

Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	itself	embodied,	and	that	the	music-hall	scene	also	

encapsulated.	Léon	Bakst	designed	a	twilight	garden	set,	yet	stylish	depictions	

of	sports	and	leisure	activities	would	be	put	off	until	later	Ballets	Russes	

productions	such	as	Nijinska’s	Le	Train	bleu	(1924).		
																																																								
140	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	173,	212.	
141	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	255.	
142	Léon	Bakst,	‘L.	S.	Bakst	on	Contemporary	Fashions’,	(1914),	(M.	Ch.),	‘L.	S.	Bakst	o	
sovremennykh	modakh’,	in	Utro	Rossii,	Moscow,	9	February	1914,	no.	33,	p.	6,	trans.	by	
John	E.	Bowlt	and	Elizabeth	Durst	in	John	E.	Bowlt,	Theatre	of	Reason/Theatre	of	Desire:	
The	Art	of	Alexandre	Benois	and	Léon	Bakst	(Skira,	Thyssen-Bornemisza	Foundation,	
1998)	[exhibition	catalogue:	Thyssen-Bornemisza	Foundation,	Castagnola,	June	5-
November	1,	1998],	p.	156-7.	
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Jeux	was	conceived	as	a	poème	dansé	to	Claude	Debussy’s	score,	commissioned	

for	the	ballet,	and	starred	Nijinsky	himself	in	the	part	of	the	jeune	homme,	

Tamara	Karsavina	as	the	first	jeune	fille	and	Ludmilla	Schollar	as	the	second.	

The	sets	and	costumes	were	designed	by	Léon	Bakst,	but	in	the	end	Nijinsky	

wore	a	version	of	his	rehearsal	clothes	and	the	ladies	were	dressed	by	Jeanne	

Paquin,143	the	latter	having	delved	into	ladies’	sporting	fashion	at	

approximately	the	same	time.144	The	women	wore	simple	white	skirts	and	

jerseys,	and	Nijinsky	a	white	shirt	and	trousers	caught	at	the	ankles.145	There	is	

no	choreographic	notation	remaining	for	Jeux,	but	the	ballet’s	argument	appears	

in	the	1913	Ballets	Russes	theatre	programme	and	similar	wording	was	also	

printed	in	Le	Figaro:146		

	

[d]ans	un	parc,	au	crépuscule,	une	balle	de	tennis	s’est	égarée	;	un	jeune	

homme	et	deux	jeunes	filles	s’empressent	à	la	rechercher.	La	lumière	

artificielle	des	grands	lampadaires	électriques	qui	répand	autour	d’eux	

une	lueur	fantastique	leur	donne	l’idée	de	jeux	enfantins	:	on	se	cherche,	

on	se	perd,	on	se	poursuit,	on	se	querelle,	on	se	boude	sans	raison	;	la	

nuit	est	tiède,	le	ciel	baigné	de	clartés	douces,	on	s’embrasse.	Mais	le	

charme	puéril	est	rompu	par	une	autre	balle	de	tennis	jetée	par	on	ne	

																																																								
143	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	200.	
144	Daniel	Milford,	‘Haute	Sportswear	at	Paquin’	(3	August	2015),	Victoria	and	Albert	
Museum	<http://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/factory-presents/haute-sportswear-at-paquin-
1905-1950>	[accessed	6	December	2017].	
145	Rambert,	p.	70.	
146	Hector	Cahusac,	‘La	vie	de	Paris.	Debussy	et	Nijinsky’,	Le	Figaro,	14	May	1913,	p.	1.		
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sait	quelle	main	malicieuse.	Surpris	et	effrayés,	les	enfants	disparaissent	

dans	les	profondeurs	du	parc	nocturne.147	

	

As	Järvinen	states,	the	ballet	was	to	be	set	in	the	future,	in	either	1920	or	1925	

from	varied	accounts,	148	cementing	its	entirely	modern	subject	and	rendering	it	

an	intriguing	prediction	of	society	life	and	values.		

	

Added	to	the	programme’s	argument,	surviving	piano	scores	include	varying	

versions	of	the	narrative	alongside	the	music.	Firstly,	there	is	the	version	that	

accompanies	Debussy’s	piano	score	engraved	in	September	1912.	This	score	

was	published	in	an	edition	of	one	thousand	copies	and	went	on	sale	in	April	

1913.149	As	Pierre	Boulez	and	Myriam	Chimènes	write,	this	score	was	amended	

between	1912	and	June	1913,	with	corrections	that	Debussy	made	to	the	music	

at	Diaghilev’s	request.150	The	scenario	from	the	original	edition	of	the	piano	

reduction,	designed	to	accompany	the	rehearsals,	is	printed	in	full	in	Boulez	and	

Chimènes’s	published,	edited	edition	of	the	orchestral	score.151	This	scenario	

follows	faithfully	but	in	more	detail	the	above	argument.	Jann	Pasler	has	

extensively	analysed	the	relationship	between	the	1912	piano-score	scenario	

and	the	score	itself,	explaining	that	the	music	is	‘in	constant	flux’,	the	composer	

																																																								
147	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	saison	russe	1913,	programme	8	juin	1913	(Paris:	
Gonzalez,	1913).		
148		Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	200.	
149	Jeux	:	Poème	Dansé/	Claude	Debussy,	ed.	by	Pierre	Boulez	and	Myriam	Chimènes,	
Œuvres	Complètes	de	Claude	Debussy,	série	V,	vol	8	(Paris:	Durand-Costallat,	1988),	p.	
XVIII.	
150	Jeux,	Boulez	&	Chimènes,	p.	XVIII;	see	pp.	161-7	for	precise	details	of	the	surviving	
scores	and	their	alterations.		
151	Jeux,	Boulez	&	Chimènes,	pp.	XVIII,	1-128,	166.	
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creating	specific	tones	and	time	for	each	character	and	their	feelings.152	Music	

and	scenario,	then,	appear	to	have	been	created	under	close	mutual	influence.		

	

Also	in	existence	is	a	manuscript	copy	of	the	rehearsal	piano	score,	which	

contains	both	Nijinsky’s	notes	on	the	stage	action	in	Russian	and	extended	

notes	in	Debussy’s	hand.	The	latter	are	also	reproduced	in	full	in	Boulez	and	

Chimènes.153	Nijinsky’s	annotations	in	Russian	have	been	translated	and	

printed	in	full	in	John	McGinness’s	article	‘Vaslav	Nijinsky’s	Notes	for	“Jeux”	’,	an	

article	in	which	McGinness	analyses	the	relationship	between	Debussy’s	music	

and	Nijinsky’s	notes.154	Nijinsky’s	notes	follow	the	linearity	of	the	narratives	in	

the	afore-mentioned	piano	score	and	Debussy’s	notes,	but	he	concentrates	

much	more	on	emotion,	expression	and	movement,	even	if	he	references	

general	jumping	and	dancing	rather	than	specific	choreographic	notation.	He	

details	kisses	and	embraces,	but	also	the	feelings	of	shame	that	they	entail.	His	

notes	depict	a	highly	flirtatious,	borderline	erotic	interchange	between	the	two	

girls	who	dance,	seduce	and	kiss.	They	are	then	joined	by	a	young	man,	who	

flirts	with	both	girls	and	incites	jealousy,	before	their	desire	reaches	a	

crescendo	with	what	Nijinsky	names	their	‘sin’:155	a	kiss	between	all	three	

dancers,	occurring	when	they	dance	together.156	The	kiss	between	all	three	

characters	occurs	in	all	versions	of	the	narrative,	but	is	expressly	labelled	‘sin’	

in	Nijinsky’s	hand.		
																																																								
152	Jann	Pasler,	‘Debussy,	Jeux:	Playing	with	Time	and	Form’,	Nineteenth-Century	Music,	
6,	1	(summer	1982),	60-75	(p.	61).	
153	Jeux,	Boulez	&	Chimènes,	pp.	164-165.		
154	John	McGinness,	‘Vaslav	Nijinsky’s	Notes	for	“Jeux”	’,	The	Music	Quarterly,	88,	4	
(Oxford	University	Press,	winter	2005),	556-589	(pp.	575-584).	
155	Vaslav	Nijinsky’s	notes	on	the	manuscript	copy	of	the	rehearsal	score	for	Jeux,	lines	
635-656,	reproduced	in	McGinness,	p.	584.	
156	McGinness,	p.	559.	
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This	thesis	will	specify	which	scenario	is	being	cited	each	time,	but	will	

concentrate	predominantly	on	the	afore-cited	argument,	as	this	was	provided	

for	audiences	in	the	theatre	programme	and	in	the	press,	and	Nijinsky’s	notes,	

which	provide	direct	insight	into	the	choreographer’s	vision	for	the	ballet.	The	

differences	between	the	scenarios	have	been	analysed	extensively	elsewhere	in	

scholarship,	and	thus	the	interest	here	lies	predominantly	with	the	reception	of	

the	ballet,	and	spectator	accounts	that	found	a	choreographic	deviation	from	

the	official	narrative.		

	

The	production	timeline	of	Jeux	and	the	facts	and	details	surrounding	its	

creative	development	have	been	comprehensively	studied	by	Millicent	Hodson	

during	her	work	reconstructing	the	ballet	with	Kenneth	Archer,	staged	for	the	

first	time	in	1996.	This	is	detailed	in	full	in	her	book	on	the	topic.	Jeux	has	a	

more	established	status	in	scholarship	in	comparison	to,	for	example,	the	

Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	Fous	which	will	be	analysed	in	Chapter	3.	This	

chapter	will	therefore	focus	on	Nijinsky’s	modern	vision	for	his	ballet,	which	we	

will	explore	before	analysing	his	choreography	that	went	entirely	against	the	

grain	of	classical	ballet,	sport	and	more	traditional	pre-war	values.		

	

Nijinsky’s	own	vision	for	Jeux	is	recorded	in	recollections	of	a	lunch	meeting	

with	the	dancer,	Diaghilev,	Bakst,	Jean	Cocteau,	Reynaldo	Hahn	and	journalist	

Hector	Cahusac	in	the	Bois	de	Boulogne.157	Discussing	the	difficulty	of	finding	

																																																								
157	Moore,	p.	116.	
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attractive	subjects	for	ballets,	Nijinsky	is	recorded	in	Cahusac’s	Figaro	article	as	

having	stated:		

	

[l]’homme	que	je	vois	avant	tout	autre	sur	la	scène	[...]	c’est	l’homme	

moderne.	Je	rêve	d’un	costume,	d’une	plastique,	d’un	mouvement	qui	

seraient	caractéristiques	de	notre	temps.	Il	y	a	sûrement	dans	le	corps	

humain	des	éléments	qui	sont	significatifs	de	l’époque	où	il	s’exprime.	

Lorsqu’on	voit	aujourd’hui	un	homme	se	promener,	lire	un	journal	ou	

danser	le	tango,	on	n’aperçoit	rien	de	commun	entre	ses	gestes	et	ceux,	

par	exemple,	d’un	flâneur	sous	Louis	XV,	d’un	gentilhomme	courant	le	

menuet,	ou	d’un	moine	lisant	studieusement	un	manuscrit	au	treizième	

siècle.		

L’examen	attentif	que	j’ai	fait	des	polos,	des	golfs	et	des	tennis	m’a	

persuadé	que	ces	jeux	ne	sont	pas	seulement	un	délassement	

hygiénique,	mais	qu’ils	sont	également	créateurs	de	beauté	plastique.	[...]	

notre	temps	serait	caractérisé,	dans	l’avenir,	par	un	style	tout	aussi	

expressif	que	ceux	que	nous	admirons	le	plus	volontiers	dans	le	passé.158		

	

That	there	should	be	a	specific	kinaesthetic	to	define	the	1910s,	developed	from	

a	variety	of	social	activities,	complements	the	Ballets	Russes’	intermedial	aims,	

drawing	together	a	range	of	sources	in	order	to	produce	one	diverse,	

interweaving	whole.	The	references	to	a	new	expressive	style	align	the	ballet	

with	developing	European	avant-garde	movements,	challenging	the	style	and	

significance	of	the	contemporary	artwork	in	the	new	century.	However	accurate	

																																																								
158	Cahusac,	‘La	vie	de	Paris’,	Le	Figaro,	14	May	1913,	p.	1.	
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the	above	citation	may	be	(Cahusac	has	most	likely	edited	the	quotation),	

Nijinsky’s	vision	of	modernity	appears	to	have	been	tightly	linked	to	sport.	That	

the	new	expressive	style	is	‘hygiénique’	also	echoes	contemporaneous	calls	for	

more	specific,	regimented	gestural	guidelines	as	will	be	explored	in	Part	Three	

of	this	chapter,	and	renders	Nijinsky’s	rebellious	choreographic	choices	even	

more	intriguing.		

	

Hysterical	Tennis		

	

Choreographed	alongside	Le	Sacre,	Nijinsky’s	tennis	ballet	took	on	much	of	the	

posture	and	angularity	that	his	depiction	of	pagan	rituals	did.	This	was,	

however,	a	distinctly	modern	ritual,	and	one	which	apparently	drew	upon	an	

already	highly	criticised	movement	vocabulary	that	connoted	the	licentious	

and,	as	will	be	argued	here,	the	pathological.159	We	will	now	turn	to	the	

memoirs	and	critical	interpretation	of	the	ballet	in	the	press	that	identified	

pathological	postures	in	the	choreography	for	Jeux.	The	physically	debilitated,	

mechanical	bodies	relate	directly,	I	will	argue,	to	medical	preoccupations	with	

the	noxious	effects	of	modern	living	–	the	nervous	sickness	of	modernity.	

	

In	all	of	his	productions,	Nijinsky	deconstructed	the	classical	balletic	technique,	

breaking	down	the	range	of	steps	to	a	basic	position	adhered	to	throughout	

each	production.160	In	Jeux,	his	basis	was,	according	to	Richard	Buckle,	‘the	

sideways	and	upwards	swing	of	two	arms	across	the	body	–	a	sort	of	composite	

																																																								
159	Jacques-Émile	Blanche	refers	to	plans	for	‘licentious	motifs’,	his	emphasis,	to	appear	
in	Jeux,	in	Blanche,	p.	258.		
160	Rambert,	p.	61,	and	Buckle,	Nijinsky,	p.	276.	
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sport	movement’.161	The	anticipation	of	a	tennis	theme	is	clear,	and	one	

possible	source	of	inspiration	was	Nijinsky	and	Bakst	watching	English	artist	

Duncan	Grant	playing	tennis	on	the	lawns	of	Lady	Ottoline	Morrell’s	garden	in	

Bloomsbury,	their	visit	confirmed	in	her	guest	book.162	Hanna	Järvinen	has	

disputed	this	as	the	origin	of	the	idea	for	Jeux,	however,	as	there	is	no	mention	

of	the	garden	party	in	Nijinsky’s	accounts	of	coming	up	with	the	ballet.163	

Preliminary	rehearsals	for	Jeux	in	1912	in	Monte	Carlo	saw	Nijinsky	

choreograph	with	tennis	racket	in	hand,	and	a	great	deal	of	rehearsal	time	was	

spent	observing	tennis	players	in	the	nearby	courts.164	Nevertheless,	the	results	

of	this	careful	study	do	not	appear	to	have	survived	the	few	months	break	that	

Jeux	rehearsals	underwent	between	1912	and	1913.	This	pause	was	on	account	

of	Karsavina’s	absence	(the	dancer	performing	a	season	at	the	Mariinsky,	St	

Petersburg),	and	the	rift	caused	by	Nijinska’s	pregnancy	and	her	subsequent	

inability	to	perform	in	either	Jeux	or	Le	Sacre,	much	to	Nijinsky’s	dismay.165	

Perhaps	the	extended	break	and	the	change	of	dancers	(Nijinska	for	Schollar)	

provoked	choreographic	alterations,	or	perhaps	Nijinsky	decided	to	extract	a	

more	minimal	movement	vocabulary	from	the	game	of	tennis.	From	accounts	of	

the	ballet’s	performances,	the	desire	to	convey	‘modern’	movement	seems	to	

have	taken	precedent,	Jeux	developing	into	an	evocation	of	the	era	rather	than	a	

direct	representation	of	the	sport.	Nijinska,	meanwhile,	believed	that	her	

																																																								
161	Buckle,	Nijinsky,	p.	276.	
162	Richard	Buckle,	Diaghilev	(New	York:	Atheneum,	1979),	p.	234.	
163	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	206.	
164	Nijinska,	p.	444.	
165	Nijinska,	pp.	444,	462,	465.	
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brother	lost	interest	in	the	production	which	was	why,	along	with	Bakst’s	decor	

that	she	disliked,	she	felt	that	Jeux	was	not	a	great	success.166		

	

	

																																																								
166	Nijinska,	p.	469.		
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Figure	4:	Nijinsky,	Karsavina	and	Schollar	in	Jeux,	Comœdia	illustré,	1913,	Source	gallica.bnf.fr	/	
BnF	
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Nijinska’s	memoirs	provide	one	of	the	most	detailed	accounts	of	the	

choreography	for	Jeux.	She	describes	the	stage	entrance	of	the	jeunes	filles	as	it	

stood	during	the	preliminary	Monte	Carlo	rehearsals:		

	

[a]t	the	beginning	of	the	ballet	the	two	Young	Girls	come	onstage	from	

opposite	sides.	Shura	[standing	in	for	Karsavina]	and	I	walked	towards	

each	other	from	the	first	wing	with	tiny	steps,	pas	de	bourrée,	but	instead	

of	the	turned-out	position,	our	legs	were	in	the	normal	first	position.	Our	

bodies	faced	the	audience,	but	our	hands	remained	facing	each	other;	

both	arms	were	bent	up	in	a	half-circle,	to	one	side,	with	the	fingers	

lightly	clenched	and	the	wrists	bent.	We	met	in	the	centre	of	the	stage	

and	bowed	to	each	other,	then	started	to	dance	together	with	classical	

dance	pas,	but	again	not	in	turned-out	positions.167	

	

Nijinska’s	description,	along	with	press	photographs	taken	at	the	time	[Figure	4	

above],	depict	inclined	head	positions,	hands	half-clenched	and	bent	at	

awkward	angles	along	with	the	elbow,	and	what	Ostwald	would	later	name	

‘hyperextended	wrists’.168	Such	postures	connote	deformity	and	degeneracy,	

conjuring	a	far	more	uncomfortable,	ungainly	gestural	style.	It	has	since	been	

disputed	as	to	whether	the	dancers	performed	on	a	half	or	three	quarter	

pointe,169	yet	whichever	angle	it	was	this	liminal	position	only	served	to	

emphasise	the	unusual	aesthetic.	Jacques-Émile	Blanche	recalls	dancers	in	other	

																																																								
167	Nijinska,	pp.	444-445.	
168	Ostwald,	p.	58.	
169	Cf.	Lydia	Sokolova,	Dancing	For	Diaghilev:	The	Memoirs	of	Lydia	Sokolova	ed.	by	
Richard	Buckle	(London:	John	Murray,	1960),	p.	41,	and	Rambert,	pp.	68-69.	
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ballets	complaining	of	the	bodily	contortions	the	‘rhythmics’	of	Stravinsky’s	

music	entailed,170	and	it	would	appear	that	under	Nijinsky	Jeux	caused	no	fewer	

difficulties.	Karsavina,	whose	struggle	with	the	choreography	caused	an	upset	

between	herself	and	Nijinsky,	would	later	write	in	her	memoirs	‘I	had	to	keep	

my	head	screwed	on	one	side,	both	hands	curled	in	as	one	maimed	from	

birth’.171	Her	description	illustrates	how	the	choreography	twisted	the	dancers	

out	of	their	comfort	zones,	yet	Karsavina’s	statement	also	serves	to	highlight	the	

ballet’s	pathological	undertones,	and	she	was	not	alone	in	this	perception.	

Debussy,	who	detested	the	choreography	and	saw	only	the	ruination	of	his	

score,	named	Nijinsky	‘ce	jeune	sauvage’	and	wrote:	

	

le	génie	pervers	de	Nijinsky	s’est	ingénié	à	de	spéciales	mathématiques	!	

Cet	homme	additionne	les	triples	croches	avec	ses	pieds,	fait	la	preuve	

avec	ses	bras,	puis	subitement	frappé	d’hémiplégie,	il	regarde	passer	la	

musique	d’un	œil	mauvais.172	

It	was	reported	that	Debussy	was	so	unhappy	with	the	ballet	that	he	left	his	box	

during	the	performance	in	order	to	smoke	a	cigarette	in	the	stage	doorman’s	

office.173	Debussy’s	allusion	to	mathematics,	here,	is	a	direct	reference	to	

Dalcrozian	Eurhythmics,	which	were	certainly	influential	in	the	aesthetic	of	Le	

Sacre174	and	perhaps	in	Jeux,	too.	We	find	again,	however,	a	medical	reference,	

																																																								
170	Blanche,	p.	259.	
171	Tamara	Karsavina,	Theatre	Street:	The	Reminiscences	of	Tamara	Karsavina	(London:	
Dance	Books	Ltd,	1930,	repr.	1981),	p.	285.	
172	Letter	to	Robert	Godet	(9	June	1913),	Claude	Debussy	Lettres	1884-1918,	pp.	238-9.	
173	Pasteur	Vallery-Radot,	Mémoires	d’un	non-conformiste,	1886-1966	(Paris:	Grasset,	
1966),	p.	121	in	Jeux,	Boulez	&	Chimènes,	p.	XVIII.	
174	Rambert.	
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this	time	to	paralysis,	such	description	encountered	so	often	in	accounts	of	

Nijinsky’s	works,	particularly	in	the	press	reviews.		

	

Lynn	Garafola	has	suggested	that	the	awkward	angularity	that	characterised	

Jeux	perhaps	originated	in	the	analysis	of	the	tennis	players	holding	rackets,	the	

positions	of	the	hand	and	the	grip	of	the	arm	resulting	in	‘bent	elbows	and	

clenched	fingers’	as	are	visible	in	the	press	photographs.175	This	is	a	plausible	

response	to	the	images,	and	it	is	significant	that	the	contemporaneous	

interpretations	of	the	choreography	had	such	difficulty	deciphering	any	notion	

of	the	game	of	tennis,	favouring	more	awkward,	mechanical	themes.	In	a	

contemporary	reading	of	Jeux,	Juliet	Bellow	has	focused	on	the	relationship	

between	modern	society	and	the	mechanical,	casting	Nijinsky	as	a	time-motion	

expert	regulating	dance,	for	example.176	Meanwhile	John	McGinness	argues	that	

the	ballet	was	under-rehearsed	and	perhaps	unfinished,	its	incomplete	status	

skewing	audience	interpretations.177	He	also	posits	that	Nijinsky	may	have	had	

personal	difficulties	with	the	sexually	provocative	story	line,	perhaps	

contributing	to	the	fact	that	much	of	the	racier	plot	was	unintelligible.178	Adding	

to	these	opinions,	we	will	explore	the	modernity	of	Jeux	here	in	pathological	

terms.		

	

As	journalist	Adolphe	Jullien	recounted,	

	

																																																								
175	Garafola,	Diaghilev’s	Ballets	Russes,	p.	60;	Nijinska,	pp.	444-5.		
176	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	61.	
177	McGinness,	p.	573.	
178	McGinness,	p.	573.	
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trois	personnages	qui	se	meuvent	avec	la	raideur	de	marionnettes,	puis	

s’arrêtent	tout	à	coup	comme	si	le	ressort	cassait,	restent	alors	fixés	dans	

quelque	posture	bizarre	et	reprennent	enfin	leurs	mouvements	par	un	

déclic	mécanique.179	

	

The	press	cited	stiff,	awkward,	clockwork	figures,	contorted	rather	than	

graceful:	‘des	gestes	d’une	gaucherie	étudiée	[...]	un	primitif	très	moderne’,180	

‘des	demi-bêtes’,181	‘rien	de	plus	disgracieux	que	les	attitudes	contournées	

prétentieuses	et	fausses’.182	Lalo	perceived	in	the	dancers	a	mechanical	motion	

that	could	also	be	aligned	with	jerking	bodily	malfunction:		

	

M.	Nijinsky,	persévérant	dans	l’étrange	système	dont	l’Après-midi	d’un	

faune	nous	avait	offert	un	premier	exemple,	impose	cette	année	à	ses	

trois	joueurs	de	tennis	les	mêmes	attitudes	et	les	mêmes	gestes	rigides	

et	mécaniques,	tout	en	angles	et	en	saccades,	qu’il	avait	l’an	dernier	

imposés	à	son	faune	et	à	ses	nymphes.	Même	raideur	géométrique	des	

lignes,	mêmes	mouvements	brusques,	précipités,	lancés	subitement,	

subitement	arrêtés	et	comme	cassés	;	[...]	Qu’ont	de	commun	avec	le	jeu	

																																																								
179	Adolphe	Jullien,	‘Revue	Musicale.	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	in	‘Feuilleton	du	
Journal	des	débats’,	Journal	des	débats	politiques	et	littéraires,	25	May	1913,	p.	1.	
180	Louis	Schneider,	‘la	mise	en	scène	et	les	décors’,	Comœdia,	17	May	1913,	p.	2.	
181	Louis	Vuillemin,	‘Les	Ballets	Russes	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	Comœdia,	17	
May	1913,	p.	2.	
182	Henri	Quittard,	‘Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées:	premier	représentation	de	la	saison	
des	ballets	Russes’,	[n.	pub.],	17	May	1913,	Paris,	BnF,	Arts	du	Spectacle,	Archives	
Rondel,	Recueil	factice	d'articles	de	presse	et	de	programmes	concernant	la	saison	des	
ballets	russes	de	Serge	de	Diaghilev,	à	Paris,	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	juin	1913	
(Microfilm),	cote:	RO.	12526(2).	[Hereafter	BnF,	Archives	Rondel].	
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de	tennis	ces	poses	éginétiques,	ces	silhouettes	mycéniennes,	cet	

archaïsme	agressif	et	sans	merci	?183	

	

As	the	terms	‘éginétiques’	and	‘mycéniennes’	suggest,	Lalo	found	the	ancient	

world	fused	with	the	modern,	drawing	on	the	realms	of	Ancient	Greece,	

mechanics	and	the	bizarre	in	order	to	express	Nijinsky’s	unusual,	stylised	

postures.	Meanwhile,	journalist	Jean	Chantavoine	identified	in	Jeux	‘la	recherche	

du	profil,	les	gestes	anguleux,	et	ces	cous	fauchés	qui	inclinent	soudain	les	têtes	

sur	les	épaules’,184	pre-empting	the	choreography	of	Le	Sacre	du	printemps.	In	

June	1913	the	S.I.M.	Revue	Musicale	joked	that	after	seeing	Jeux	the	French	

people	would	be	asking	for	the	rules	to	the	Russian	version	of	tennis,	good	for	

developing	extremely	supple	joints	which	would	surely	merit	the	approval	of	

the	Académie	de	médecine.185		

	

The	persistent	references	to	jerky,	angular,	mechanical,	primitive	or	beast-like	

movement	reflect	the	era’s	preoccupation	not	only	with	the	machine	age	but	

with	pathology	and	movement	disorder,	too.	In	presenting	stiff,	angular	bodies	

in	a	very	modern	lifestyle	setting,	Jeux	may	be	contextualised	as	a	visual	

depiction	of	the	strains	of	modern	life	and	the	sickness	of	modern	living.	As	

discussed	in	the	opening	contextual	analysis	of	this	chapter,	by	1913	nervous	

disorders	had	become	moral	dilemmas	and	were	dependent	upon	specific	

environmental	factors.	Strong	moral	education	was	promoted	to	defend	against	

																																																								
183	Pierre	Lalo,	‘La	Musique.	Au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	in	‘Feuilleton	du	Temps’,	
Le	Temps,	3	June	1913,	p.	3.	
184	Jean	Chantavoine,	‘Les	Ballets	Russes	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	“L’Oiseau	de	
Feu”,	“Jeux”,	“Shéhérazade”	’,	[n.	pub.],	17	May	1913,	BnF,	Archives	Rondel.		
185	S.I.M	Revue	Musicale,	June	1913,	in	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	210.		
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psychoneuroses	in	the	theories	of	Déjerine	and	Schnyder,	whilst	modern	city	

living	could	induce	conditions	such	as	neurasthenia,	creating	a	disjuncture	

between	the	modern	outside	world	and	the	individual.	Amelia	Jones	discusses	

the	theories	of	neurasthenia	in	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries	

that	surrounded	heightened	receptivity	to	stimuli:	the	‘noise	and	crowds	of	

urban	modernity’	(George	Beard),	the	trauma	of	the	trenches	(Freud	and	many	

others),	and	‘a	self-imposed	state	of	nervous	exhaustion’	from	excessive	

socialising,	drug	and	alcohol	abuse	(Francis	Picabia)	–	attempts	to	process	‘the	

shocks	of	industrial	urban	modernity’.186	Jeux,	with	its	disjointed	depiction	of	its	

fashionable	society,	evoked	the	era’s	concerns	over	the	physical,	mental	and	

moral	impact	of	a	modern	lifestyle	of	excess	and	indulgence.	The	ballet’s	

aesthetic,	incorporating	angles,	deformity,	mechanics	and	pathology,	emulated	

a	specifically	modern	disorder.	The	ballet	represented	the	entrapment	of	the	

body	in	both	an	interior	struggle	against	exterior	development,	and	the	

constraints	of	a	tight	medical	and	indeed	social	gaze	that	pathologised	less	

traditional	behaviour.	It	is	in	this	sense	that	the	pathological	body	onstage	may	

be	argued	to	have	confronted	this	gaze,	using	the	medium	of	theatre	to	

comment	on	movement	disorder	as	a	symptom	of	modernity	and	challenging,	

returning	to	McCarren,	‘what	the	body	means,	and	how’.187	In	spite	of	its	

fashionable	lifestyle	setting	Jeux	departed	drastically	from	the	classical,	healthy	

presentation	of	the	human	body	that	audiences	were	expecting	and	instead	

aimed,	borrowing	Nathan	J.	Timpano’s	description	of	Viennese	Symbolist,	

Secessionist	and	Expressionist	artists,	to	‘visually	codify	a	body	that	

																																																								
186	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	29.	
187	McCarren,	p.	36.	
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represented	their	modern	epoch’.188	Pathology	was	the	visual	signifier	of	

modern	decay,	an	idea	that	will	be	further	examined	in	the	next	chapter.		

	

These	strained	postures	would	be	amplified	two	weeks	after	Jeux	in	Le	Sacre,	in	

which	reviews	drew	upon	the	neuropathological.	As	Ostwald	writes	of	

Nijinsky’s	works,	‘[t]he	similarity	of	these	movements	to	expressions	of	disease	

seems	inescapable,	and	spectators	probably	responded	to	that	intuitively,	often	

in	a	negative	way’.189	This	chapter	seeks	to	analyse	whether	a	heightened	state	

of	nervousness,	indeed	of	hysteria	onstage,	would	not	in	fact	be	the	very	

epitome	of	modernity,	specifically	in	relation	to	dance	as	will	be	explored	in	2.3,	

that	was	so	sought	after	in	productions	such	as	Jeux.	The	ballet	embodied	what	

historian	Vera	Krasovskaya	would	later	describe	as	‘the	anxious	and	uneven	

pulse	of	life’.190	If	hysteria	was,	in	Juliet	Bellow’s	words,	a	metaphor	for	

modernity’s	effects	on	the	body,	then	Jeux	and	later	Le	Sacre	appear	to	have	

aptly	transposed	this	to	the	performative	realm.191	In	order	to	unpack	this	idea	

further,	it	is	necessary	to	analyse	the	nature	of	this	deforming,	hystericising	

modernity	as	depicted	in	Jeux.	This	is	detectable	in	the	ballet’s	overt	

promiscuity,	which	can	be	traced	to	the	angular	postures	presented	onstage.		

	

	

	

	

																																																								
188	Timpano,	p.	4.	
189	Ostwald,	p.	58.	
190	Vera	Krasovskaya,	Nijinsky,	trans.	by	John	E.	Bowlt	(New	York:	Dance	Horizons,	
Schirmer	Books,	1979),	p.	247.	
191	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	pp.	65-66.		
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Sexual	Politics	

	

Jeux	was	undoubtedly	on	the	edge	of	what	was	considered	appropriate	for	early	

twentieth-century	audiences.	The	ballet	was	already	scandalous,	its	title	a	play	

on	words	as	Jeux	may	be	related	to	both	sport	and	the	games	of	love	and	desire	

into	which	all	three	of	the	protagonists	enter.192	Jeux	broke	down	the	traditional	

notion	of	the	romantic	pas	de	deux	between	man	and	woman	and	instead	

depicted	firstly	two	women	dancing	and	flirting	together.	Nijinsky’s	manuscript	

notes	state	‘The	first	one	kisses	the	second	one.	The	second	one	tears	herself	

away’.193	He	then	details	‘maddening	passion’	between	the	young	man	and	the	

girls,	and	that	‘they	have	all	come	to	understand	the	dance	of	passion	as	well	as	

the	dance	of	jealousy’.194	Meanwhile	in	Debussy’s	notes	in	the	same	rehearsal	

piano	score	he	states	‘les	deux	jeunes	filles	sont	comme	de	petites	Bacchantes	

ivres’,	before	continuing	‘le	jeune	homme	dans	un	geste	passionné	rapproche	

leurs	trois	visages...	et	en	un	triple	baiser	les	confond	dans	une	extase’.195	

Similar	wording	of	this	scene	was	also	included	in	Adolphe	Jullien’s	résumé	of	

the	ballet	in	the	Journal	des	débats	politiques	et	littéraires	.196		

	

Lynn	Garafola	argues	that	the	eroticism	of	Jeux	looked	forward	to	the	sexual	

liberation	of	les	années	folles,197	and	Nijinsky’s	notes	detail	many	embraces,	

kisses,	caresses	and	drunkenness,	but	also	feelings	of	shame	and	desire,	as	if	

enacting	the	changing	yet	still	controversial	attitudes	towards	sex	and	gender	in	
																																																								
192	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	199.	
193	Nijinsky	lines	136-139,	in	McGinness,	p.	576.	
194	Nijinsky	lines	403-404	and	515,	in	McGinness,	pp.	581-582.	
195	Jeux,	Boulez	&	Chimènes,	p.	137.	
196	Jullien,	‘Revue	Musicale’.	
197	Garafola,	Diaghliev’s	Ballets	Russes,	p.	61.		
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1913.	Garafola	has	argued	that	it	is	the	two	women	who	engage	the	man	in	

erotic	games,	Nijinsky	representing	‘male	sexual	innocence’,198	which	perhaps	

reflects	his	moral	discomfort	apparent	in	his	notes,	although	all	three	enter	into	

the	flirtation	and	indeed	the	kiss.	Unease	certainly	seems	to	have	prevailed	

here.	From	the	stressed,	tense	movements	of	the	characters	onstage	we	may	

decipher	a	seeming	restrictive	clamp	placed	upon	the	modern,	sexually	

liberated,	superficial	characters,	straining	them,	so	that	the	pathological	

aesthetic	enacts	a	form	of	Foucauldian	‘police	du	sexe’.199	There	is	a	friction	

between	joy	and	sin,	replicated	in	the	juxtaposition	of	the	carefree	scenario	and	

the	neurotic,	deformed	movements.	This	chapter’s	opening	contextual	analysis	

detailed	the	parallels	drawn	in	the	medical	domain	between	immoral,	anti-

social	behaviour	and	sickness,	propounded	strongly	in	medical	thought	

surrounding	nervous	disorders	across	the	early	1900s.	Jeux	appears	to	have	

reproduced	the	battle	between	the	youthful,	euphoric,	progressive	spirit	of	the	

era	and	the	forceful	regulation	of	the	body,	lust	and	other	perceived	unholy,	

deficient,	degenerate	desires.	

	

Nijinsky	later	wrote	in	his	diary	that	Jeux	was	composed	on	the	subject	of	lust,	

that	all	three	characters	were	originally	conceived	as	male	in	order	to	represent	

Diaghilev	and	his	desire	to	take	two	boys	as	lovers.200	Järvinen	suggests	that	

authorial	intentions	should	not	be	interpreted	as	a	definitive	explanation	of	a	

																																																								
198	Lynn	Garafola,	‘Reconfiguring	the	Sexes’,	in	The	Ballets	Russes	and	its	World,	ed.	by	
Lynn	Garafola	and	Nancy	Van	Norman	Baer	(New	Haven,	Conn. ;	London:	Yale	
University	Press,	1999),	pp.	245-268	(p.	255).		
199	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	sexualité	1,	p.	35.	
200	The	Diary	of	Vaslav	Nijinsky:	Unexpurgated	Edition,	ed.	by	Joan	Acocella	trans.	by	
Kyril	Fitzlyon	(New	York:	Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux,	1999),	pp.	206-7.	
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work,	particularly	when	written	after	an	artist’s	religious	conversion.201	

Nijinsky	converted	to	Tolstoyanism	in	1916,202	a	movement	advocating	

peaceful	moral	reform	as	was	upheld	by	the	writer.	The	diary	is	also	officially	a	

medical	document,	significantly	altering	the	nature	of	the	evidence.	The	

homosexual	element	is,	however,	undoubtedly	central	to	the	ballet	and,	as	

Järvinen	explores,	French	critics	alluded	to	the	‘non-normative	sexual	acts’	in	

more	subtle	ways,	with	‘euphemisms,	absences	and	negations’.203	This	

demonstrates	that	they	understood	its	deviation	from	heteronormativity	at	a	

time	when	homosexuality	was	not	widely	accepted.	The	restrictive	movements	

and	gestures	of	the	choreography	thus	take	on	greater	symbolism	in	terms	of	

censored,	rejected	bodies	and	sexualities.	

			

The	ballet’s	argument	in	the	theatre	programme	and	in	Le	Figaro	stated	that	the	

ballet	depicted	‘[des]	jeux	enfantins’,	connoting	an	absence	of	anything	

substantial	or	profound.	There	was	no	reconciliation	at	the	end	of	the	ballet,	no	

defining	message	of	true	love	conquering	all	as	Romantic	ballet	had	previously	

promoted.	These	were	modern	individuals	in	a	recognisably	Western	lifestyle	

setting,	embodying	twentieth-century	attitudes	towards	love	and	desire.	

Whereas	the	scandal	of	performances	such	as	Schéhérazade	remained	

acceptable	on	account	of	their	detachment	from	a	European	setting,	Jeux	

commented	upon	the	flirtatious,	superficial,	non-heteronormative	romantic	

attachments	that	traditionalists	were	berating	in	modern	European	society.	The	

Catholic	perception	of	the	modern	woman,	for	example,	reprimanded	her	

																																																								
201	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	204.	
202	Buckle,	Nijinsky,	p.	375.	
203	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	202.		
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choice	of	celibacy	stating	that	it	led	to	a	selfish	and	materialistic	outlook	as	she	

rejected	her	maternal	responsibility.204	Nijinsky’s	jeune	homme	passes	from	one	

girl	to	the	other	with	ease,	and	the	jeunes	filles	also	switch	partners	without	

hesitation.	Jeux’s	depiction	of	fashionable	society	clashed	with	fears	

surrounding	sexuality,	marital	tradition,	health	and	the	body.	Indeed,	in	later	

discourse	on	social	dance,	fears	would	be	voiced	that	the	act	of	dance	amongst	

women	should	be	prevented	as	it	encouraged	lesbianism.205	It	was	an	irrational	

and	discriminatory	concern	driven	by	later	debates	on	the	question	of	female	

identity,	the	evolving	maternal	role	and	concerns	over	the	declining	French	

birth	rate,	but	it	demonstrates	the	key	position	that	dance	held	amongst	social	

perceptions	of	gender,	sexuality,	national	identity	and	the	body,	and	fears	of	

their	corruption.	As	Järvinen	identifies	in	her	analysis	of	Jeux,	modernity	was	

inextricably	linked	with	health,	and	there	were	many	different	areas	of	

discourse	from	dance	and	sport	to	the	degeneration	debate	that	demonstrated	

‘the	physical	danger	of	modernity’.206	Bodies	were	instruments	which,	if	played	

too	violently	to	the	tune	of	the	modern	value	system,	could	only	result	in	

broken	strings.			

	

																																																								
204	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	165.		
205	Docteur	G.	L.	C.	Bernard,	in	Danseront-elles?	Enquête	sur	les	danses	modernes,	ed.	by	
José	Germain	(Paris:	Éditions	J.	Povolozky	&	Cie,	1921),	p.	35.	
206	Alain	Corbin,	'Backstage’,	pp.	451-667	in	Michelle	Perrot	(ed.):	A	History	of	Private	
Life	IV:	From	the	Fires	of	Revolution	to	the	Great	War.	Trans.	Arthur	Goldhammer	
(Cambridge,	Mass	&	London:	Harvard	University	Press,	1990),	esp.	596-8,	609,	662-
667;	Georges	Vigarello	&	Richard	Holt,	‘Le	corps	travaillé:	Gymnastes	et	sportifs	au	XIX	
siècle’,	pp.	313-377	in	Corbin,	Alain	(ed.),	Histoire	du	corps	2:	De	la	Révolution	à	la	
Grande	Guerre	(Paris:	Editions	du	Seuil,	2005);	Ben	Singer,	Melodrama	and	Modernity:	
Early	Sensational	Cinema	and	Its	Contexts.	Film	and	Culture	(New	York:	Columbia	
University	Press,	2001),	esp.	61,	in	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	210.		
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At	the	close	of	the	ballet,	the	dancers	disperse	in	fear	after	a	tennis	ball	is	

thrown	over	from	an	unknown	‘main	malicieuse’,	implying	a	deliberate	act.	The	

new	ball	adds	a	third,	unknown	presence	to	that	of	the	dancers	and	the	

audience,	originating	from	a	potentially	judgmental	gaze	that	has	perhaps	been	

present	all	along,	and	which	brings	a	sudden	end	to	the	games	of	love	and	

desire.	In	her	biography	of	Nijinsky,	Lucy	Moore	perceives	in	Jeux	a	symbolic	

prophecy	of	impending	doom,	the	war	abruptly	ending	an	age	of	innocence,	

something	heightened	by	the	ballet’s	original	proposed	ending	of	a	‘Futurist-

inspired	dirigible’	crashing	in	the	background.207	The	tennis	ball,	however,	is	a	

more	direct	reference	to	the	various	understandings	of	the	term	jeux,	and	its	

interruption	and	the	fearful	fleeing	that	it	provokes	only	underlines	further	the	

less	than	innocent	activity	taking	place	in	the	nocturnal	garden	setting.		

	

The	carefree	promiscuity	of	the	characters	onstage,	combined	with	the	physical	

disturbance	of	the	cramped,	strained,	angular	bodies,	arguably	resonates	with	

another	of	the	major	medical	concerns	of	the	era.	The	threat	of	syphilis	was,	in	

and	around	1913,	renowned	and	widely	feared.	Syphilis	as	both	a	hereditary	

condition	and	as	a	cause	of	madness	(la	paralysie	générale)	was	a	grave	concern	

in	medical	science,	the	latter	finally	concretised	by	Noguchi	and	Moore’s	1913	

discovery	of	the	treponema	(the	parasitic	bacterium	that	causes	syphilis)	in	the	

cerebral	cortex	of	general	paralytics.208	From	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century,	

‘l’hérédo-syphilis’	became	intimately	linked	with	degeneracy,	and	specialists	

such	as	Alfred	Fournier	and	his	son	Edmond	across	the	early	1900s	and	into	the	

																																																								
207	Moore,	p.	124.	
208	Quétel,	p.	205.	
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1920s	added	‘aux	«	infirmes	de	l’intelligence	»	qu’engendre	l’hérédo-syphilis,	

ceux	du	système	nerveux,	névropathes,	hystériques,	neurasthéniques,	

épileptiques,	etc.’.209	As	Claude	Quétel	states,	as	of	1913	‘[l]es	aliénistes	qui	ne	

voulait	voir	la	syphilis	nulle	part	vont	dès	lors	la	voir	partout’.210	This	threat	of	

the	pox	was	subsumed,	in	the	early	years	of	the	twentieth	century,	into	the	

cultural	activity	of	French	society,	as	anti-venereal	efforts	reached	their	peak	in	

the	interwar	period211	but	were	nevertheless	present	in	the	pre-war	era.	

Throughout	1913,	mention	of	syphilis	in	the	press	also	ensured	public	

knowledge	of	the	disease	and	its	risks.212		

	

In	wider	Europe,	as	Gemma	Blackshaw	has	observed,	critics	of	modern	art	such	

as	those	of	Oskar	Kokoschka’s	mentally,	physically	debilitated	painted	subjects	

drew	on	the	language	of	contamination	in	their	reviews:	‘whether	syphilitic,	

leprous,	or	plague-spotted’.213	As	Quétel	outlines	playfully,	from	the	nineteenth	

century	syphilis	was	for	the	bourgeoisie	‘l’irruption	corruptrice	(dans	tous	les	

sens	du	mot)	du	faubourg’.214	That	Jeux	was	constructed	around	the	tension	

between	flirtation	and	‘sin’,	with	a	scenario	that	entailed	the	rapid	changing	of	

romantic	partners	and	was	identified	in	the	press	as	provocative215	and	

deformed,	begs	a	more	suggestive	interpretation	of	its	irregular	movement	

																																																								
209	Quétel,	pp.	209,	211.	
210	Quétel,	p.	205.	
211	Quétel,	pp.	223-228.	
212	See,	for	example,	Anon.,	‘La	Physiologie	du	travail	professionnel,	première	réunion	
de	la	commission’,	L’Aurore,	22	June	1913,	p.	2;	Dr	Louis	Viel,	‘Chronique	Scientifique	:	
La	Biennorragie’,	Comœdia,	18	April	1913,	p.	4;	Anon.,	‘Conseil	du	Médecin	:	hygiène	et	
prophylaxie’,	La	Lanterne,	7	August	1913,	p.	3.	
213	Gemma	Blackshaw,	‘	‘Mad’	Modernists:	Imaging	mental	illness	in	Viennese	
portraits’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	pp.	46-65	(p.	56).		
214	Quétel,	p.	213.	
215	Järvinen,	‘Critical	Silence’,	p.	202.		
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vocabulary.	There	is	no	archival	evidence	of	this	having	been	an	aim	for	the	

creative	directive.	Instead,	the	press	and	memoirs	that	draw	upon	a	range	of	

pathological	vocabulary	offer	evidence	of	the	potential	for	the	interpretation	of	

Nijinsky’s	desired	modern,	‘twentieth-century’	form	of	movement	as	connoting	

much	more	than	the	sporting	world,	the	ballet	lending	an	arts-based	lens	to	

socio-cultural	concerns.		
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2.3:	Synthesising	Mind	and	Body:	The	Regulation	of	the	Nervous	Dancer	
	

Moving	forward	from	the	analysis	of	the	effects	of	modern	life	on	the	body,	the	

final	section	of	this	chapter	will	concentrate	on	the	psychosomatic	relationship	

in	the	context	of	both	the	dancing	body	and	its	audience.	We	will	firstly	analyse	

the	ways	in	which	the	viewing	process	was	frustrated	for	audiences	of	Jeux,	its	

intermediality	giving	rise	to	a	confusing	polysemy	of	interpretations.	This	held	a	

key	relation	to	medical	concerns	over	the	logical	formation	of	ideas	in	the	brain,	

and	the	healthy	synthesis	of	the	mind	and	body.	We	will	then	turn	to	the	male	

body	specifically,	and	analyse	the	significance	of	the	fractured	male	figure	in	the	

visual	arts	and	in	Jeux.	The	chapter	will	then	explore	the	issue	of	the	nervous	

dancing	body	both	on	and	offstage:	the	social	dancer	and	the	teachings	of	

institutions	such	as	the	Académie	internationale	de	la	danse,	and	the	appearance	

of	social	dancing	in	Jeux.	As	dance	became	a	form	of	propaganda	for	specific	

social	values,	exhibiting	perceived	connections	between	inner	psychology	and	

outer	movement,	we	will	examine	the	methods	in	place	to	regulate	problematic	

bodily	movement	in	this	pre-war	period	through	Jeux’s	principal	themes	of	

dance	and	sport.		

	

Mental	Synthesis:	A	Medical	and	Artistic	Phenomenon	

	

The	controversial	movement	vocabulary	that	characterised	Nijinsky’s	

choreography	may	be	situated	within	the	wider	context	of	artistic	abstraction	

that	was	experimenting	with	the	same	pioneering	aesthetic.	Many	reviews	of	

Jeux	sought	meaning	in	other	art	forms,	focusing	on	its	sculptural	forms	as	
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critics	had	done	with	L’Après-midi	d’un	faune	the	year	before.	Nijinska	identified	

in	Jeux	the	success	of	neoclassicism,	and	Buckle	states	that	Nijinsky’s	aesthetic	

was	partly	inspired	by	the	flatness	of	Paul	Gauguin,	the	dancer	working	on	the	

ballet	with	a	volume	of	Gauguin	reproductions	open	in	front	of	him.216	Nijinsky	

had	a	keen	interest	in	the	French	sculptor	Auguste	Rodin	and	painters	such	as	

Paul	Cézanne	and	Henri	Matisse.217	We	can	identify	resemblances	to	the	

contorted	figures	of	both	Jeux	and	Le	Sacre	in	works	such	as	Rodin’s	La	Porte	de	

l’Enfer	(1880-	approximately	1890),	for	example.218	There	are	many	possible	

sources	of	inspiration	for	Nijinsky’s	specific	choreographic	style,	and	this	

thesis’s	pathological	interpretation	draws	on	reactions	to	the	performance	and	

its	descriptions,	rather	than	imposing	any	idea	that	the	choreographer	was	

inspired	by	the	medical	domain,	for	which	there	is	no	evidence.	Nijinska	

believed	it	was	Gauguin’s	primitive	depictions	that	influenced	the	creation	of	Le	

Sacre;	indeed	Nijinsky	was	fascinated	by	Gauguin’s	works	throughout	their	time	

in	Monte	Carlo	in	1912.219	The	angular,	geometric,	even	mathematical,	as	

Debussy	termed	it,220	attention	to	shape	and	form	in	Jeux	echoed	a	more	

experimental	leaning	towards	abstraction,	and	pre-empted	the	developing	

Constructivist	movements,	inspired	by	Picasso’s	Cubism,	that	would	later	define	

the	interwar	period.	The	ballet	even	contained	Futurist	elements	with	its	

original	plane-crash	ending,	this	perhaps	a	result	of	the	dancer	having	met	

Marinetti	two	years	before	rehearsals	for	Jeux.221	There	is	not	so	great	a	leap	

between	the	disjointed	postures	of	Nijinsky’s	tennis	man	and	women	and,	to	
																																																								
216	Buckle,	Nijinsky,	pp.	279,	286-7.	
217	Nijinska,	p.	442.	
218	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	Read	for	this	observation.		
219	Nijinska,	pp.	441-442.	
220	Letter	to	Robert	Godet,	(9	June	1913),	Claude	Debussy	Lettres	1884-1918,	p.	238.	
221	Moore,	p.	124.	
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take	one	example,	Gino	Severini’s	Cubist-like	dancers,	abstracted	into	geometric	

forms.	Nijinsky	abstracted	moving,	living	beings	onstage	in	the	same	way	that	

avant-garde	artists	were	breaking	up	the	human	figure	in	paint	on	their	

canvases.	In	Jeux,	the	audience	saw	bodies	partly	in	profile	and,	simultaneously,	

partly	face	on,	obtaining	the	multiple	viewpoints	of	the	human	body	sought	

after	in	the	experimental	arts.		

	
	

Angular	rather	than	graceful,	Jeux	depicted	what	one	critic	jokingly	described	as	

‘tennis	wrist’	more	than	it	did	the	sport	itself.	The	review	in	the	Morning	Post	

reads:		

	

[t]hey	move	with	the	angularity	of	clockwork	figures.	Everything	is	at	an	

angle.	The	only	thing	with	a	curve	in	it	is	the	lost	ball....	All	...	is	expressed	

by	angles,	obtuse,	acute,	right	angle,	and,	of	course,	triangle.	The	

business	is	conceived	in	the	vein	of	the	Cubists.	It	is	a	triumph	of	

angularity.	It	fits	M.	Debussy’s	music	very	well,	and	the	music	is	wholly	

suited	to	it....	The	cumulative	rhythms	–	wholly	meaningless	–	are	suited	

with	action	of	similar	character.222	

	

Striking	in	this	positive	review	is	the	direct	relation	formed	between	modern	

art	and	modern	dance:	the	angles	of	the	bodies	onstage	are	related	to	this	same	

growing	trend	in	painting.	Principally,	however,	both	the	musical	rhythms	and	

the	‘action’,	which	we	may	presume	to	mean	the	choreographed	plot,	are	

without	explicit	meaning,	as	is	perhaps	the	work	of	the	Cubists	for	this	

																																																								
222	Morning	Post	(26	June	1913),	in	Buckle,	Nijinsky,	p.	309.	
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journalist.	Precisely	what	renders	the	ballet	modern	is	also	what	denies	it	

specific	signification	–	there	was	no	set	interpretative	framework	for	this	

experimental	production	and	thus,	even	when	enjoyed,	the	choreography	

wedged	a	certain	distance	in	between	performance	and	audience.	It	is	this	

distance	and	its	implications	that	we	will	now	explore	further.		

	

In	her	study	of	dance	during	the	Weimer	Republic,	Kate	Elswit	notes	‘watching	

is	a	relational	practice,	full	of	productive	uncertainties	between	where	dancing	

bodies	end	and	the	bodies	perceiving	them	begin’.223	It	is	necessary	to	consider	

two	sets	of	bodies	within	performance	dance:	those	onstage	and	those	

spectating.	In	the	press	reviews	of	Jeux	and	Le	Sacre,	the	criticism	is	as	much	

concerned	with	the	spectator’s	own	inability	to	make	sense	of	the	sight	before	

them	as	with	the	sight	itself.	References	to	abnormality	are	recurrent	in	the	

press	for	Jeux,	for	example:	‘un	parti	pris	de	bizarrerie	que	je	ne	m’explique	

pas’,224	une	bizarrerie	d’aspects	et	de	gestes,	assez	déconcertante’,225		‘la	laideur	

et	la	déraison’.226	Many	critics,	too,	are	unable	to	surmount	the	incoherence	of	

the	tennis	theme	and	the	rigid	gestures,	and	question	what	one	has	to	do	with	

the	other. Later	with	Le	Sacre,	Kennel	suggests	that	the	references	to	the	

medical	domain	in	the	reviews	are	indicative	of	the	spectators’	inability	to	

understand	the	choreography	as	any	other	codified	language;227	they	turned	to	

																																																								
223	Kate	Elswit,	Watching	Weimar	Dance	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2014),	p.	
xvii.	
224	Louis	Vuillemin,	‘Les	Ballets	Russes	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	Comœdia,	17	
May	1913,	p.	2.	
225	Jean	Chantavoine	‘Les	Ballets	Russes	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	[n.	pub.],	17	
May	1913,	BnF,	Archives	Rondel.	
226	Pierre	Lalo,	‘La	Musique.	Au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées’,	in	‘Feuilleton	du	Temps’,	
Le	Temps,	3	June	1913,	p.	3.	
227	Kennel,	p.	190.	
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horror	and	pathology	as	a	replacement	for	the	lack	of	pre-existing	information	

on	this	form	of	modern	dance.	Through	the	subject	of	the	nervous,	hysterical	

dancing	body	we	encounter	not	only	artistic	depictions	that	encapsulated	the	

raw,	nervous	essence	of	modern	society,	but	also	the	ways	in	which	responses	

to	such	experimental	visual	effects	pertained	to	wider	medical	concerns	on	

vision	and	comprehension.		

 

Alastair	Wright	in	his	book	Matisse	and	the	Subject	of	Modernism	dedicates	a	

chapter	to	the	links	between	psycho-pathology	and	the	reception	of	Matisse’s	

early	works	around	1905.228	The	violent	colours,	abstracted	forms	and	

experimental	brushwork	all	led	to	what	Wright	terms	‘a	deep	mimetic	

instability’	in	the	artworks	that	in	turn	prompted	many	critics	to	react	with	

distaste	and	concern.229	Contemporaneous	criticism	demonstrates	an	inability	

to	make	sense	of	the	canvases.	Maurice	Denis	observed	‘le	trouble	rétinien	[...]	

éblouissement	[...]	vertige	[...]	ils	tentent	de	nous	aveugler’.230	Interestingly	the	

same	‘vertige’	that	concerned	critics	of	the	social-dance	scene	previously	

continued	in	responses	to	modern	art	in	the	new	century.	Wright	relates	this	

lack	of	vision	and	comprehension	to	ideas	surrounding	manifestations	of	

insanity	that	were	preoccupying	French	medicine	at	this	time.	Psychologists	

such	as	Pierre	Janet	and	Alfred	Binet	were	promoting	the	theory	that	the	human	

mind,	instead	of	one	unified	entity,	was	in	fact	a	fractured	subject	that	

																																																								
228	Alastair	Wright,	Matisse	and	the	Subject	of	Modernism	(Princeton,	N.	J.;	Oxford:	
Princeton	University	Press,	2004),	pp.	55-90.	
229	Wright,	p.	62.	
230	Maurice	Denis,	‘Le	Soleil’,	in	Théories,	1890-1910:	Du	Symbolisme	et	de	Gauguin	vers	
un	nouvel	ordre	classique	(Paris:	Bibliothèque	de	l’Occident,	1912),	p.	212,	in	Wright,	p.	
82.	
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comprised	disparate	elements	all	working	together	in	one	mental	synthesis.	

Consciousness	was	‘an	amalgam	of	discrete	bits	of	sensation,	memory,	and	

other	mental	phenomena’.231	As	Binet	stated	in	his	work	Les	Altérations,	‘l’unité	

de	notre	être	psychique	ne	doit	pas	être	cherchée	ailleurs	que	dans	

l’agencement,	la	synthèse,	en	un	mot	la	coordination	de	tous	ces	événements’.232	

The	harmony	and	coherence	of	this	mental	synthesis	was	the	basis	of	the	

healthy	mind,	and	it	was	only	via	breaks	or	errors	of	communication	and	

coherence	that	insanity	could	prevail.	As	Janet	stated	in	L’Automatisme	

psychologique,	the	inability	to	unite	sensations	and	memories	would	provoke	

‘un	tumulte	d’images	fragmentaires	qui	n’arrivent	pas	à	se	réunir,	à	se	

systématiser’.233	Wright	observes	that	one’s	inability	to	synthesise	was	thus	a	

widespread	medical	concern.	If	critics	were	unable	to	make	sense	of	an	artwork	

in	front	of	them	then,	as	Wright	observes,	‘crucially	it	was	the	viewer’s	own	

perceptual	faculties	that	were	thus	afflicted’.234	Clear	interpretative	faculties	

and	the	application	of	logic	to	the	external	world	were	the	determining	factors	

of	the	healthy	mind,	and	the	more	experimental	arts,	in	denying	this	access	to	

logic,	were	propelling	spectators	down	a	pathological	path.		

 

Returning	to	Jeux,	this	anti-classical	ballet	was	interpreted	by	contemporaneous	

audiences	as	a	source	of	precisely	this	lack	of	harmonious	coherence	between	
																																																								
231	Wright,	p.	80.	
232	Alfred	Binet,	Les	Altérations	de	la	personnalité,	Bibliothèque	Scientifique	
Intérnationale,	no.	74	(Paris:	Félix	Alcan,	1892),	pp.	317-8	his	emphasis,	in	Wright,	p.	
80.	
233	L’Automatisme	psychologique	:	Essai	de	psychologie	expérimentale	sur	les	formes	
inférieures	de	l’activité	humaine	(1889)	(Paris:	Société	Pierre	Janet,	1973),	p.	129,	in	
Wright,	p.	81.	
234	Wright,	p.	81.	
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forms.	Nijinsky’s	stylised	bodies	onstage	formed	a	rupture	with	both	the	music,	

as	Debussy	and	the	press	decried,	and	with	contemporaneous	understandings	

of	what	ballet	looked	like.	The	choreography	displayed	rigid,	disjointed	

postures	that	signalled	a	problematic	psychosomatic	disjuncture.	The	language	

of	pathology	and	of	the	bizarre	that	critics	drew	upon	in	both	Jeux	and	later	Le	

Sacre	revealed	a	cultural	currency	of	mental	and	physical	debilitation	that	

concerned	both	subject	and	spectator,	a	reference	point	in	both	the	visual	arts	

and	their	interpretative	framework.		

	

The	Intermedial	Stage	

	

Freda	Chapple	and	Chiel	Kattenbelt	in	their	edited	book	on	intermediality	make	

the	following	observation:	‘[i]n	today’s	world,	we	all	inhabit	the	intermedial	–	

we	are	surrounded	by	newspapers,	films,	television.	We	live	in-between	the	arts	

and	media	–	intermediality	is	the	modern	way	to	experience	life’.235	That	

modernity	may	be	signified	by	a	synthesis	of	media,	a	proliferation	of	meaning	

made	between	media	and	interpreters,	relates	closely	to	the	issues	of	synthesis	

and	decoding	explored	above.	From	Wagner	through	to	the	Ballets	Russes,	

theatre	in	particular,	with	its	simultaneous	performance	of	a	variety	of	media,	

became	the	‘stage	of	intermediality’236	and	thus	a	form	of	avant-garde	epicentre	

for	explorations	into	the	production	of	signification	in	the	early	twentieth	

century.	This	is	particularly	relevant	to	the	staging	of	dance,	in	which	the	body	

																																																								
235	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	‘Key	Issues	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance’,	
in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	24.		
236	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	‘Key	Issues	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance’,	
in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	20.		
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itself	becomes	another	medium,	engaging	and	interacting	with	other	art	forms	

and	with	the	bodies	of	the	audience,	too.	As	Peter	M.	Boenisch	states,	ballet	as	it	

was	institutionalised	under	Louis	XIV	and	in	the	nineteenth	century	with	its	

precise	codified	language	acted	as	a	book	for	the	audience	to	read	and	make	

sense	of.237	This	was	heightened	by	the	penchant	for	the	livret,	providing	a	

literal	text	that	accompanied	the	visuals	in	order	to	direct	the	audience	to	the	

correct	interpretation.	Within	the	Barthesian	understanding	of	text	and	image	

relations,	the	polysemy	of	a	visual	image	resulted	in	‘la	terreur	des	signes	

incertains’,	resulting	in	the	necessity	of	their	verbal	‘ancrage’.	‘Le	message	

linguistique’	channels	the	viewer	towards	a	meaning	chosen	in	advance,	guiding	

interpretation.238	In	shifting	from	the	era	of	Giselle	to	that	of	Jeux,	then,	we	

encounter	a	shift	in	the	manipulation	of	media	onstage,	and	thus	in	the	viewing	

practice	of	dance	–	how	audiences	saw	and	understood	the	performance	in	

front	of	them,	or	how	this	process	was	unsettled.	This	move	towards	

intermedial	performance	has	key	implications	for	the	presence	of	the	

pathological	subject	onstage.		

	

The	defining	characteristic	of	Jeux	is	that	it	took	the	tradition	of	the	ballet	livret	

and	a	fashionable	tennis	plot	and	disrupted	this	process	of	signification	with	

choreography	that	formed,	for	many	viewers,	a	complete	disjuncture	with	what	

they	were	supposed	to	be	‘reading’.	In	the	absence	of	any	clear	correlation	with	

the	costumes	and	plot,	the	choreography	denied	the	possibility	for	one	single,	

																																																								
237	Peter	M.	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished:	Choreographing	Intermediality	in	
Contemporary	Dance	Performance’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	pp.	151-166	(p.	152).	
238	Roland	Barthes,	‘Rhétorique	de	l'image’,	Communications,	4,	Recherches	
sémiologiques	(1964),	40-51	(pp.	43-44).	
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logical	interpretation.	This	chimes	with	what	Boenisch	names	the	qualities	of	

‘disruption’	and	‘resistance’	within	intermedial	performance,	disrupting	the	‘one	

reality’.239	On	the	subject	of	modern	dance	he	states	that	we	can	locate	the	

effects	of	intermediality	when:		

	

the	choreography	interferes	with	mediation	and	undermines	the	

medium’s	function	of	signifying	and	transmitting	a	single	authorial	and	

authorized	meaning;	when	choreographic	strategies	and	dramaturgic	

decisions	reconfigure	standardized	body-images;	when	the	

choreography	translates,	and	transforms	corporeal	representation;	when	

they	present	to	the	audience	a	laboratory	space	rather	than	a	narrative	

line	of	aesthetic	beauty;	when	dancing	bodies	irritate,	unsettle,	even	

frustrate	acts	of	spectating	and	observing.240	

	

From	the	press	reviews	and	memoirs,	Jeux	certainly	seems	to	have	departed	

from	such	aesthetic	standardisation	even	within	the	boundaries	of	its	own	

creation:	it	disrupted	its	own	narrative.	The	frustration	felt	by	the	audience	saw	

attempts	to	grasp	at	other	visual	codes	which	fell	into	the	domain	of	the	ugly	as	

opposed	to	the	beauty	of	the	classical	dancer,	and	thus	by	extension	into	the	

domain	of	the	pathological.	As	Felicia	McCarren	notes,	‘medicine	becomes	a	

major	cultural	index	by	which	the	moving	body’s	meanings	are	measured’.241	

The	audience’s	process	of	decoding	would	most	likely	have	been	aided	by	the	
																																																								
239	Peter	M.	Boenisch,	‘Aesthetic	art	to	aisthetic	act:	theatre,	media,	intermedial	
performance’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	by	Chapple	and	
Kattenbelt,	pp.	103-116	(p.	115).	
240	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	152,	his	emphasis.	
241	McCarren,	p.	167.		
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medical	intervention	into	the	social-dance	scene	at	the	time,	as	will	be	explored	

shortly	in	relation	to	our	case	study.	In	seemingly	abstracting	the	bodies	

onstage,	Nijinsky	entered	into	what	Boenisch	terms	the	de-mediation	of	the	

body,	leaving	its	creation	of	signs	and	meanings	open-ended	instead	of	

performing	narratives	that	present	a	‘finished	self’.242		

	

The	madness	of	Giselle	to	some	extent	remained	logical	within	the	confines	of	

performance	interpretation,	in	spite	of	scholarly	debate	on	the	precise	cause	of	

her	death.	It	is	understood	as	madness	and	death	and	this	held	a	specific	

significance	within	the	wider	plot;	the	audience	did	not	have	to	exert	

themselves	in	order	to	understand	the	action	unfolding	before	them.	As	was	

discussed	in	Chapter	1.2,	Giselle	sublimated	the	messy,	ugly	side	to	pathology	in	

its	romantic	portrayal	of	mental	illness	and	hysteria,	harnessing	these	

irrationalities	as	a	clear	narrative	device.	Contrarily,	in	Jeux	any	productive	use	

of	the	irrational	is	denied	as	the	ballet	itself	becomes	another	irrationality	to	

dismiss	or	criticise.	The	performance	remains	infected	by	the	irrational	rather	

than	having	successfully	appropriated	it.	In	Jeux,	there	formed	a	void	of	

comprehension	that	denied	the	ability,	for	many	spectators,	to	sit	back	and	

enjoy	the	performance.	It	is	useful,	here,	to	turn	to	Barthes’s	differentiation	

between	l’œuvre	and	le	Texte.243	Whilst	the	reader	of	an	œuvre,	with	complete,	

closed	meanings,	can	passively	enjoy	its	consumption,	the	reader	of	a	Texte	

engages	in	a	far	more	playful	interactivity,	in	which	meanings	are	incomplete	

																																																								
242	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	154.	
243	Roland	Barthes,	‘De	l’œuvre	au	texte’	(1971),	in	Le	Bruissement	de	la	langue	:	Essais	
critiques	IV	(Paris:	Éditions	du	Seuil,	1984),	pp.	69-77.	
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and	which	proliferate.	The	Texte	is	a	woven	fabric	that	‘ne	peut	donc	relever	

d’une	interprétation,	même	libérale,	mais	d’une	explosion,	d’une	

dissémination’.244	For	Barthes,	the	Texte	‘sollicite	du	lecteur	une	collaboration	

pratique’,	joining	reader	and	writing	‘dans	une	même	pratique	signifiante’.245	

The	Texte	is	thus	‘lié	à	la	jouissance,	c’est-à-dire	au	plaisir	sans	séparation’,246	

what	Boenisch	terms		‘the	pleasure	of	the	reader-as-collaborator	in	the	activity	

of	meaning	making’.247	An	absence	of	collaboration,	then,	in	the	ultimate	

understanding	of	the	total	work	of	art,	led	to	an	absence	of	pleasure	and	an	

unhealthy,	frustrated	synthesis	of	ideas	and	perceptions	in	the	spectator.		

	

Abstracted	Bodies:	The	Male	Nervous	Subject	

	

Prominent	in	the	early	years	of	the	twentieth	century	was	a	new	understanding	

of	aesthetic	beauty	that	appeared	to	return	to	a	Dionysian-like	cult	of	

hysteria.248	The	‘expressive	free	dance’	of	Mata	Hari	and	Ruth	St.	Denis,	for	

example,	was	on	the	rise	in	Vienna,249	and	also	drew	large	audiences	in	Paris:	St.	

Denis	in	particular	was	popular	as	an	artist’s	subject.250	There	was	a	specific,	

modern	movement	vocabulary	evolving,	and	one	that	would	develop	with	the	

																																																								
244	Barthes,	‘De	l’œuvre	au	texte’,	p.	73.	
245	Barthes,	‘De	l’œuvre	au	texte’,	pp.	76,	75.	
246	Barthes,	‘De	l’œuvre	au	texte’,	p.	77.	
247	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	pp.	161-2.	
248	Patrick	Werkner,	‘The	Child-Woman	and	Hysteria:	Images	of	the	Female	Body	in	the	
Art	of	Schiele,	in	Viennese	Modernism,	and	Today’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	pp.	
51-78	(p.	72).		
249	Werkner,	‘The	Child-Woman	and	Hysteria’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	p.	72.	
250	Mary	W.		Craig,	A	Tangled	Web:	Mata	Hari:	Dancer,	Courtesan,	Spy	(Stroud:	The	
History	Press,	2017),	p.	86,	and	Ted	Shawn,	Ruth	St.	Denis:	Pioneer	&	Prophet:	Being	a	
History	of	Her	Cycle	of	Oriental	Dances.	Volume	1:	The	Text	(San	Francisco:	Printed	for	J.	
Howell	by	J.	H.	Nash,	1920),	p.	13.		
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emotional,	nervous	body	on	centre	stage.	One	of	Jeux’s	most	innovative	features,	

however,	was	that	the	ballet	placed	the	male	dancer,	Nijinsky,	into	one	of	the	

three	principal	roles.	If	ballets	such	as	Jeux	entailed	choreographic	similarities	

with	nervous	disorders	then	it	was	the	male	presentation	of	such	medical	

movement	that	was	most	innovative	and	intriguing.	The	hysterical	female	

personality	was	a	common	trope	in	the	French	cultural	imagination	via	art	and	

theatre,251	yet	in	the	fin-de-siècle	attention	had	begun	to	shift	towards	the	male	

nervous	figure.		

	

This	chapter’s	opening	contextual	analysis	explored	the	condition	of	

neurasthenia	in	the	fin-de-siècle	and	pre-war	periods,	as	nervous	exhaustion	

became	a	specifically	modern,	male	phenomenon.	This	gender	shift	was	also	

registered	in	the	artistic	sphere.	Across	Europe,	the	male	pathological	body	was	

expressed	in	a	variety	of	different	art	forms.	Nathan	J.	Timpano’s	2017	study	

Constructing	the	Viennese	Modern	Body:	Art,	Hysteria,	and	the	Puppet	focuses	

purely	on	Viennese	Modernism,	and	departs	from	Freudian	psychology.	He	

concentrates	on	the	visual	influence	of	the	pathological	language	of	hysteria	as	

it	appeared	on	the	theatre	stages	and	in	visual	arts	in	Vienna	in	the	early	

decades	of	the	1900s.	Analysing	artists	such	as	Egon	Schiele	and	Oskar	

Kokoschka,	theatre	productions	such	as	Hugo	von	Hofmannsthal	and	Richard	

Strauss’s	Elektra	(1909),	Gustav	Mahler	and	Alfred	Roller’s	version	of	Richard	

Wagner’s	Tristan	and	Isolde	(1903)	and	the	Viennese	puppet-theatre	scene,	

Timpano	explores	the	repeated	appearance	of	what	he	terms	‘hystero-theatrical	

																																																								
251	See,	for	example,	Une	leçon	à	la	Salpêtrière,	André	de	Lorde’s	1908	Grand-Guignol	
play	discussed	in	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	pp.	198-9	and	Carroy-Thirard,	pp.	303-
304.			
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gesture’	in	the	arts	of	the	era.252	Hysteria	became	a	significant	visual	language,	

particularly	in	Viennese	Expressionism,	as	artists	turned	to	medical	institutions	

and	their	patients	for	inspiration.	Nathan	J.	Timpano	contends	that	Viennese	

Expressionist	artists	were	heavily	influenced	by	depictions	of	Charcotian	

hysteria,	such	imagery	having	first	been	streamed	into	the	Parisian	arts	via	the	

cabaret	scene	and	the	theatre,	with	Sarah	Bernhardt	and	Jane	Avril	directly	

influenced	by	the	wards	of	La	Salpêtrière	as	Rae	Beth	Gordon	has	

comprehensively	explored.253	These	hysterical	manifestations	were	then	

transported	to	the	Viennese	theatre	scene,	as	Timpano	analyses.254			

	

Themes	of	psycho-pathology	were	weaving	into	the	arts,	and	the	male	body	as	

nervous,	diseased	and	skeletal	rose	as	a	major	anti-classical	motif	in	the	fin-de-

siècle	and	pre-war	periods.	Micale	has	noted,	for	example,	the	literary	

conversion	to	the	male	hysteric	and	nervous	sufferer	over	the	female	by	writers	

such	as	Proust,	Rachilde	and	Joris-Karl	Huysmans.255	Meanwhile	in	the	visual	

arts,	The	Scream	(1893)	by	Edvard	Munch	is	unidentifiable	as	a	man	or	a	

woman,	and	later	artists	such	as	Egon	Schiele	and	Oskar	Kokoschka	depicted	

the	male	diseased,	pathological	form.	Kokoschka’s	work	was	diagnosed	by	

critics,	‘interpreted	as	signifying	the	psychopathology	of	modern	times’.256	Such	

responses	illustrated	the	Viennese	psychiatric	and	cultural	currency	of	the	close	

																																																								
252	Timpano,	p.	4.		
253	Timpano,	pp.	13-14,	44;	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	pp.	xviii,	61.	
254	Timpano,	Chapter	4	(pp.	91-120).	
255	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	209-216.	
256	Blackshaw,	‘	‘Mad’	Modernists’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	and	
Topp,	p.	56.	
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relation	between	physical	and	mental	disorder.257	Just	as	press	critics	of	Le	

Sacre	associated	the	convulsing	choreography	with	neuropathological	attacks,	

epilepsy	and	ataxia,258	there	was	a	visual	code	to	nervous	pathology	that	was	at	

once	hounded	by	more	traditional	critics,	and	conversely	signified	the	epitome	

of	the	rising	interest	in	disturbed,	nervous	modernity	in	1913.		

	

In	particular,	the	work	of	Egon	Schiele	has	been	analysed	in	recent	scholarship	

as	drawing	heavily	on	the	realm	of	pathology.	Patrick	Werkner	argues	that	

Schiele’s	self-portraits	in	particular,	from	1910-11,	depicted	the	extremes	of	the	

contorted,	diseased	body,	and	the	artist	had	spent	time	in	the	wards	of	the	

women’s	hospital	in	Vienna,	sketching	‘decay,	illness,	and	death’.259	These	

pathological	references	are	evident	in	his	Seated	Male	Nude	(Self-Portrait),	for	

example,	in	which	the	contorted	body,	skeletal	form,	and	wild	expression	all	

form	a	general	impression	of	discomforting	mania.260	Werkner	relates	hysteria	

to	Schiele	and	Viennese	Expressionism,	but	this	geographic	specificity	may	be	

extended.	Werkner	states	of	Schiele’s	portraits:	‘[t]he	face	and	hands,	in	

particular,	are	elements	of	a	stylized	body	language	that	involves	a	large	

number	of	recurrent	formal	devices’.261	This	stylised	body	language,	with	

arguable	references	to	pathology,	is	discernible	in	a	variety	of	artistic	creations	

from	painting	to	theatre	in	this	era.	In	Nijinsky’s	choreography	for	both	Jeux	and	

Le	Sacre	it	is	identified	in	press	reviews.	Recurrent	formal	devices	included	
																																																								
257	Topp	&	Blackshaw,	‘Scrutinised	Bodies	and	Lunatic	Utopias’,	in	Madness	and	
Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp.			
258	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	63.	
259	Werkner,	‘The	Child-Woman	and	Hysteria’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	pp.	56,	
59.	
260	Egon	Schiele,	Seated	Male	Nude	(self-portrait),	1910,	oil	on	canvas,	152.5	x	150	cm,	
The	Leopold	Museum,	Vienna.	
261	Werkner,	‘The	Child-Woman	and	Hysteria’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	p.	56.	
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inclined	heads,	bent	wrists	and	a	jerky	rigidity	that	performed	the	antithesis	of	

classical	ballet.	Equally	prevalent	is	the	male	participation	in	this	language	of	

pathology	that	had	often	been	reserved	for	the	female	sex.	With	the	onset	of	

conditions	such	as	neurasthenia,	the	fashionable	male	was	now	just	as	much	a	

victim	of	the	strains	of	modern	life,	a	fact	to	which	the	visual	arts	were	

responding.		

	

Regulating	the	Dancer	–	The	Symptoms	of	Social	Dancing	

	

The	pathological	interpretation	of	the	modern	dancing	body	in	Jeux	not	only	

linked	to	the	onset	of	the	male	nervous	figure,	but	also	chimed	with	socio-

medical	discourse	on	the	act	of	dance	itself	and	its	impact	on	individual	and	

collective	health,	a	continued	concern	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Nijinsky’s	

staged	bodies	in	1913	were	abstracted,	jerking	and	twisting;	they	were	maimed	

and	convulsing	in	a	frenzied	contagion	that	transferred,	in	the	case	of	Le	Sacre	

du	printemps,	to	the	audience,	too.	Rae	Beth	Gordon	has	extensively	studied	the	

fears	of	imitation	and	contagion	that	surfaced	around	the	public	fascination	

with	magnetisers	and	hypnotism	that	began	in	the	early	1880s.262	In	the	late	

nineteenth	century,	the	fear	that	merely	viewing	pathological	behaviour	could	

induce	similar	conditions	in	the	spectator	was	widespread,	and	the	notion	of	

the	personal	magnetism	of	actors,	communicating	hysteria	to	the	audiences,	

was	a	serious	subject	of	medical	concern.263	Perhaps	the	exaggerated	derision	

of	Le	Sacre,	for	example,	formed	part	of	this	continued	fear	of	catching	the	

																																																								
262	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	pp.	28-30.	
263	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	pp.	37-41.	
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unnatural,	unholy	movements	onstage	in	a	form	of	Tarantella.	However,	the	

fear	of	this	perceived	unnatural	movement	was	not	reserved	for	the	theatre.	If	

there	truly	was	a	form	of	dance	contagion	sweeping	through	early	twentieth-

century	society,	contracted	from	the	various	mechanical,	artistic	and	cinematic	

motion	experiments,	this	was	best	exemplified	in	the	medical	fascination	with	

the	social	dancer.	It	is	necessary	to	situate	Nijinsky’s	pathological	staged	bodies	

within	this	wider	socio-medical	context	in	order	to	better	understand	both	the	

backlash	his	performances	received,	and	how	these	ballets	contributed	to	

already	established	fears	concerning	the	relation	between	mind,	body	and	

health	in	dance.		

	

If	the	healthy	mind	relied	on	a	harmonious	synthesis	of	elements,	as	was	

advanced	in	the	work	of	Janet	and	Binet,	then	what	becomes	apparent	in	

attitudes	towards	the	dancing	body	at	this	time	is	a	strongly	perceived	need	to	

create	a	healthy	psycho-somatic	synthesis.	Chapter	2.1	outlined	the	moral	focus	

of	the	theories	of	Schnyder,	Déjerine	and	Gauckler,	and	choreography	also	

became	a	form	of	social	conditioning,	slotting	into	a	long	history	of	social-

constructionist	readings	of	the	body.	The	social	dancer,	as	part	of	the	wider	

public,	became	a	target	for	the	dissemination	of	specific	values	and	behaviours	

in	a	manner	that	did	not	concern	the	professional	dancer	to	such	an	extent.	

Whilst	the	social	dancer	learnt	routines,	they	engaged	in	the	choreography	in	a	

more	relaxed	setting	so	that	the	steps	became	normalised	as	a	set	form	of	

physical	expression	associated	with	relaxation	and	fun,	to	be	repeated	at	a	

variety	of	social	occasions.	Specific	values	ascribed	to	such	movements	were	

thus	also	concealed	within	this	choreography	which,	importantly,	was	then	
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widely	disseminated:	routines	could	reach	an	enormous	percentage	of	the	

population	outside	dance	institutions	yet	still	remain	in	the	shadow	of	their	

control.	If	dance	training	was	the	pursuit	of	the	idealised	body,264	then	social	

dancing	was	the	pursuit	of	the	regulated	social	body.	As	Helen	Thomas	has	

observed	through	the	theories	of	Pierre	Bourdieu,	bodies	have	histories	which,	

in	a	similar	method	to	the	workings	of	muscle	memory,	understand	in	a	

sensorial	fashion	when	one	has	stepped	outside	the	boundaries	of	‘correct’	

movement:	certain	movements	become	automatic,	internally	preventing	the	

notion	of	‘getting	it	wrong’.265	This	concept	of	‘getting	it	wrong’	becomes	all	the	

more	political	when	movement	is	perceived	as	engendering	specific	social	

values.	The	social-dance	scene	at	this	point	in	history	was	a	source	of	what	we	

might	term	movement	rebellion	–	the	various	postures	and	irregular	rhythms	

that	were	developing	seemed	to	contest	a	history	of	confined	bodily	postures	

both	in	and	outside	dance,	and	by	extension	challenged	repressed	social	bodies.	

However,	such	routines	as	disseminated	by	the	dancing	masters	of	France	in	

this	era	were	no	less	culturally	appropriated,	regulated	and,	rather	nastily,	

purified	for	the	benefit	of	the	thought-to-be	civilised	French	people,	instilling	

certain	understandings	of	‘correct’	movement	and	morals.		

	

The	social-dance	scene	in	Paris	evolved	rapidly	over	the	early	twentieth	

century.	Dances	such	as	the	Cakewalk,	in	which	dancers	held	their	arms	before	

																																																								
264	Susan	Leigh	Foster,	‘Dancing	Bodies’,	in	J.	C.	Desmond	(ed.),	Meaning	in	Motion:	New	
Cultural	Studies	of	Dance	(Durham:	Duke	University	Press:	Post-Contemporary	
Interventions,	1997),	pp.	235-257.	
265	Pierre	Bourdieu,	In	Other	Words:	Essays	Towards	a	Reflexive	Sociology,	translated	by	
M.	Adamson,	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	1990),	in	Helen	Thomas,	The	Body,	Dance	and	
Cultural	Theory	(New	York:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2003),	pp.	117-120.	
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them	like	kangaroos,	were	a	favourite	at	the	literary	evenings	organised	by	the	

literary	review	La	Plume	in	1903.	Meanwhile	the	Bal	des	Quat’z	Arts	and	the	Bal	

Bullier	dance	halls	were	famous	for	their	wilder	dancing	and	modern	routines	

pre-war.266	The	choreography	of	animal-themed	routines	including	the	Grizzly	

Bear	and	dances	such	as	the	Tango	were	characterised	by	theatricality	and	

cheeky	promiscuity,	or	jerkier,	syncopated	rhythms.		

	

In	response	to	the	growing	trend	for	social	dancing,	the	years	1905	to	1914	saw	

monthly	publications	of	the	following	bulletin:	the	Journal	de	la	danse	et	du	bon	

ton	:	encyclopédie	de	l’éducation	physique,	chorégraphique	et	protocolaire.	It	was	

published	by	the	Académie	Intérnationale	de	la	Danse	(A.	I.	D.)	which	comprised	

authors,	professors	and	masters	of	‘Danse,	Tenue	et	Mantien’.	Under	the	

direction	of	its	president	Eugène	Giraudet	the	Journal	contained	large	numbers	

of	dance	tracts	and	articles	detailing	instructions	for	new	dances,	their	

choreography	and	lesson	plans.267	Whilst	the	publications	outline	the	

choreography	for	many	of	the	modern	dances,	the	Academy’s	aim	was	not	so	

much	to	disperse	the	joy	of	dance	across	the	French	nation,	but	to	encourage	a	

correct	form	of	movement.	Their	insignia	details	a	range	of	their	espoused	

values	including	‘hygiène’,	‘bon-ton’,	‘grâce’,	and	‘Fraternité’,	as	dance	was	

subject	to	medical	and	moral	restrictions	in	order	to	encourage	and	benefit	the	

																																																								
266	See	Hope	Margetts,	‘Frenzied	Flappers:	The	Hysterical	Female	in	Early	Twentieth-
Century	Social	Dance’,	in	Áine	Larkin,	ed.,	Intermedialities:	Dance	in	Modern	and	
Contemporary	French	Culture	(=	Forum	for	Modern	Language	Studies,	55,	3	(July	2019))	
for	a	comparison	of	early	twentieth-century	social	dancing	and	hysterical	symptoms.	
For	the	information	in	this	and	the	previous	sentence	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	
Read.	
267	Eugène	Giraudet,	ed.,	Journal	de	la	danse	et	du	bon	ton	:	encyclopédie	de	l’éducation	
physique,	chorégraphique	et	protocolaire,	Tome	III,	vol.	22	(Paris:	[n.	pub.],	1913),	pp.	
3.980-4.083,	Paris,	BnF,	cote:	8-V-34116	(1912-14).		
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healthy,	hygienic	individual.268		The	international	review,	‘Le	Grand	Concours	de	

bonnes	et	mauvaises	danses’	identified	the	dances	which	were	to	be	included	

and	excluded	from	the	programme	of	‘soirées	et	bals	mondains’.269	Here	the	

Academy	praised	the	more	elegant,	supple,	artistic	dances	and	condemned	

those	‘évolutions	épileptiques’	that	were	‘hostiles	à	la	bonne	compagnie’.270	The	

lesson	plans,	carefully	mapped	out	for	the	teaching	of	young	dancers,	for	

example,	not	only	outlined	the	dance	steps	but	also	areas	of	the	classes	to	be	

dedicated	to	lessons	on	marriage,	military	duty,	the	duties	of	garçonnes	et	

demoiselles	d’honneur	and	many	more.271	These	classes	aimed	at	nipping	in	the	

bud	any	irregular,	anti-social,	unhealthy	form	of	gesture	and	behaviour,	the	

lessons	acting	as	a	form	of	propaganda	for	specific	social	and	gender	values.		

	

Foucault	analyses	the	regulation	of	the	social	body	in	monasteries,	the	school,	

the	army	and	in	the	workshop	in	the	classical	age,	charting	the	shift	from	

disciplinary	models	to	‘des	formules	générales	de	domination’	across	the	

seventeenth	and	eighteenth	centuries.272	Such	institutions	controlled	or	

corrected	‘les	opérations	du	corps’,	improving	docile	bodies.273	This	formed	the	

basis	of	Foucault’s	wider	theory	of	Panopticism	and	the	disciplinary	education	

spread	throughout	society.	We	may	also	examine	the	dance	class	as	another	

institutional	discipline,	one	that	incorporated	all	the	above	propaganda	into	its	

																																																								
268	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	22,	1913,	p.	3.982.		
269	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	22,	1913,	p.	3.994.	
270	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	22,	1913,	p.	3.995.	
271	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	22,	1913,	pp.	4.044-5.	
272	Michel	Foucault,	Surveiller	et	punir	:	Naissance	de	la	prison	(Paris:	Gallimard,	1975),	
p.	139.	
273	Foucault,	Surveiller	et	punir,	p.	138.	



	224	

teachings	and	yet	also	prescribed	its	own	conditioning	forms	of	movement,	too.	

Bryan	S.	Turner	argues	that	medicine	is	essentially	‘social	medicine’:	

	

[d]isease	can	be	controlled	by	social	hygiene	and	by	individual	education	

in	appropriate	lifestyles.	We	can	choose	to	be	sick	through	irrational	

habits	(lack	of	exercise,	abuse,	addiction,	promiscuity)	and	these	

irrational	habits	are	increasingly	regarded	as	deviant.	Activities	which	

threaten	the	health	of	the	individual	are	also	regarded	as	anti-social	and	

are	consequently	subject	to	stigmatization.274	

	

The	education	found	in	the	Journal	de	la	danse	is	centred	around	the	

purification	of	‘irrational	habits’	so	that	a	dancer’s	health	may	be	saved	and	the	

individual	thus	fully	integrated	into	society.	The	criticism	of	modern	dancing	as	

epileptic	and	more	relates	to	the	differentiation	between	disease:	defined	by	

‘neutral	biological	criteria’,	and	illness:	‘undesirable	deviation	from	accepted	

social	norms	of	health	and	appropriate	behaviour.	Diseases	belong	inside	

nature;	illnesses,	inside	culture’.275	The	conditions	associated	with	the	act	of	

dance	in	the	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries	such	as	epilepsy	and	

hysteria	reflected	the	wider	social	beliefs	that	lifestyle	choices	would	affect	

physical	and	mental	health,	as	was	explored	in	the	opening	contextual	analysis	

of	this	chapter.	Social	choices	were	intimately	linked	to	medical	consequences	

																																																								
274	Turner,	pp.	213-4.	
275	Turner,	p.	200;	David	Morgan,	‘Explaining	Mental	Illness’,	Archives	Européennes	de	
Sociologie,	16,	2	(November	1975),	262-280	(pp.	269-270),	citing	Lester	S.	King,	‘What	
is	Disease?’,	Philosophy	of	Science,	21,	3	(July	1954),	193-203.		
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as	movement	was	thought	to	determine	one’s	inner	biological	mechanisms	and	

moral	compass.		

	

Exemplifying	this	conditioning	of	the	body,	the	concern	for	correct,	healthy	

movement	is	apparent	throughout	volume	22	of	the	1913	edition	of	the	Journal	

de	la	Danse.	The	‘Causerie	du	Docteur’,	by	Dr	Kornhold,	recommends	dancing	

for	young	girls	only	if	practised	outside	the	raucous	atmosphere	of	the	‘bals	

mondaines’	with	their	‘fêtes	tapageuses’	and	instead	within	a	strict	movement	

vocabulary	in	a	family	setting.276	He	advises:		

	

[d]éjà	les	leçons	de	danse	commencent	par	la	nécessité	de	se	tenir	droit,	

d’effacer	les	épaules,	de	faire	un	peu	saillir	la	poitrine,	de	ne	pencher	la	

tête	ni	en	avant	ni	de	côté.	Ce	sont	d’excellentes	conditions	pour	

empêcher	le	dos	de	s’affaisser	et	se	voûter,	pour	conserver	la	taille	

flexible,	gracieuse	et	sans	déviations	rachitiques.277	

	

Already,	here,	we	see	the	preferred,	healthy	forms	of	dance	and	posture	that	

productions	such	as	Nijinsky’s	rejected.	An	upright	body	maintaining	a	straight	

posture	with	the	head	held	only	in	a	central,	elevated	position	was	the	exact	

contrary	of	Nijinsky’s	heads	scrunched	onto	shoulders,	bent	necks,	wrists,	

torsos	and	turned-in	feet.	There	was	a	standard	posture	for	dance	that	went	

beyond	the	domain	of	ballet,	infiltrating	the	physical-culture	movement.	When	

Le	Sacre	incited	accusations	of	epileptic	convulsions	and	contortions	from	the	

																																																								
276	Dr	Kornhold,	‘Causerie	du	Docteur:	Quelques	réflexions	sur	la	danse’,	in	Giraudet,	
Tome	III,	vol.22,	1913,	pp.	3.991-3.993.	
277	Dr	Kornhold.	
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theatre	critics,	this	followed	the	‘official’	vocabulary	used	to	discredit	such	

bodily	movement	in	the	academic	dance	institutions.	Within	the	context	of	the	

French	national	–	indeed	international	-	education	of	social	dance	and	its	

stipulations,	Nijinsky’s	jerking	choreography	forms	an	ironic	response	to	the	

wider	social	distrust	of	the	rebellious	dancer.		

	

L’Hypnotique	

	

In	volume	21	of	the	1913	edition	of	the	Journal	de	la	danse,	one	of	the	dances	

recorded	and	outlined	is	entitled	Hypnotique	(Danse),	‘réglées	pour	une	

danseuse	et	un	danseur’	by	Georges	Laffitte,	dated	7	May	1912.278		This	is	one	of	

the	dances	listed	after	a	section	entitled	‘Danses	Modernes’	which	states	that	

such	dances	‘vont	peut	être	[sic]	disparaître	de	nos	salons,	ces	horribles	danses	

qui	ont	offensé	la	décence	et	le	bon	ton	l’hiver	dernier’.279	The	subtitle	to	the	

Hypnotique	states	‘[l]a	scène	se	passe	au	caveau	des	Innocents	en	1355’,	and	

there	is	a	description	of	‘[d]écors	genre	vieille	cave	très	voûtée	avec	quelques	

chaises	antiques.	Habits	des	danseurs	de	l’époque.’	It	is	stated	that	‘[m]usique	

spéciale	de	Sœteins’	written	by	hand	was	created	for	Mlle	Blanche	Caron,	all	

suggesting	that	this	was	a	performance	piece.	There	are	seven	figures	or	stages	

to	the	choreography,	each	with	its	own	thematic	title:	les	menaces,	la	fascination,	

la	suggestion,	la	catalepsie,	le	pas	hypnotique,	les	suggestions	léthargiques,	and	la	

droiture	cataleptique.280	These	stages	tell	the	story	(we	might	safely	presume	

																																																								
278	G.	Laffitte,	in	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	21,	1913,	p.	3.939-3.9340.	
279	‘Danses	Modernes.	Les	annales	politiques	et	littéraires.	Extrait	du	No	1535	de	1912,	
Impressions	de	Cléo	de	Mérode’,	in	Giraudet,	Tome	III,	vol.	21,	1913,	p.	3.929.	
280	Laffitte.	
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this	was	mimed	on	account	of	its	violence),	of	a	cavalier	who	threatens	his	

female	dancer	by	kicking	her	and	shooing	her	away.	He	then	traps	her,	forces	

her	backwards	and	knocks	her	head	against	the	floor	twice.	The	cataleptic	

phase	sees	the	cavalier	drop	his	partner	to	the	floor	so	that	only	her	head	

touches	the	ground,	first	on	the	left	then	on	the	right,	movements	which	echo	

the	rigid	loss	of	bodily	control	in	cataleptic	fits.	The	female	dancer’s	steps	

imitate	a	scene	of	hypnosis,	and	the	cavalier	kicks	her	and	drops	her	back	so	

that	her	head	touches	the	floor	once	again.	He	has	her	tilt	to	the	right	side	then	

the	left,	puppet-like,	then	kicks	her	again	and	shoos	her	away.	The	description	

concludes:	‘[l]a	toile	tombe’.	

	

The	fact	that	this	dance,	with	its	references	to	hysterical	symptoms,	is	set	in	a	

tomb	in	the	‘Innocents’,	the	historic	Cimetière	des	Innocents,	in	1355	evokes	

tales	of	dancing	mania	in	the	middle	ages.	This	brutal	choreography	may	also	be	

brought	up	to	date,	however,	as	it	appears	to	be	a	variation	of	the	danse	des	

Apaches,	a	couple	dance	named	after	the	street	gangs,	or	apache	of	the	Parisian	

suburbs,	the	gangs	designated	as	such	as	of	1902.281	This	dance	

choreographically	reflected	the	violence	and	abuse	of	the	Parisian	criminals.	

Despite	their	violence,	the	apache	gang	were	also	the	subject	of	a	curious	public	

attraction.	They	were	a	popular	subject	for	pornographic	postcards	in	the	early	

twentieth	century,	and	the	violent	apache	dance	was	an	accepted	entertainment	

piece.282	Maurice	Mouvet	gained	notoriety	at	the	Café	de	Paris	with	his	version	

																																																								
281	Nye,	Crime,	Madness,	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	197.	
282	Marie	Robert,	Isolde	Pludermacher,	Richard	Thomson	and	Nienke	Bakker	(curators)	
Paris,	Musée	d’Orsay,	‘Splendeurs	et	Misères.	Images	de	la	prostitution,	1850-1910’,	22	
September	2015	-	17	January	2016.	
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of	the	dance	in	1907,283	and	it	was	also	made	famous	by	Max	Dearly	and	

Mistinguett.	Traditionally,	this	was	a	violent	dance	enacting	an	encounter	

between	a	pimp	and	his	prostitute,	or	between	two	jealous	lovers,	involving	

mock	slaps,	shoves,	beating	and	throwing,	and	threatening	the	partner	with	a	

knife.284	Usually,	the	female	would	be	annihilated	by	her	jealous	lover,	as	in	the	

above	scenario.285	It	was	not	a	classic	ballroom	dance,	not	performed	

extensively	by	the	public	in	a	dance-hall	format,	undoubtedly	because	of	its	risk,	

yet	between	1908	and	1912	it	enjoyed	immense	popularity	amongst	

audiences.286	The	male	dancer	was	aggressive	and	dominating,	whilst	the	

female	dancer	combined	outbursts	of	violence	with	passive,	submissive	

attitudes.	The	fact	that	this	vicious	role-play	was	eagerly	acted	out	for	social	

entertainment	is	difficult	to	comprehend	today,	despite	that	it	was	initially	

conceived	and	performed	by	a	woman,	Mistinguett.287	Dances	such	as	the	

Hypnotique	relate	to	a	long	tradition	of	hysterical,	nervous	disorders	being	

appropriated	for	the	cabaret	scene	and	early	cinema,	particularly	in	the	comedy	

genre.	As	Gordon	states,	

																																																								
283	Mark	Knowles,	The	Wicked	Waltz	and	Other	Scandalous	Dances:	Outrage	at	Couple	
Dancing	in	the	19th	and	Early	20th	Centuries	(Jefferson,	North	Carolina:	McFarland	&	
Company,	Inc.,	1954),	p.	74.	
284	Knowles,	p.	207.	
285	Richard	Powers,	‘The	Hidden	Story	of	the	Apache	Dance’,	Stanford	University	(2012)	
<https://socialdance.stanford.edu/Syllabi/Apache1.htm>	[accessed	16	January	2018].	
286	Julie	Malnig,	Dancing	Till	Dawn:	A	Century	of	Exhibition	Ballroom	Dance	(New	York;	
Westport;	Connecticut;	London:	Greenwood	Press,	1992)	p.	27.	
287	Richard	Powers,	‘The	Hidden	Story	of	the	Apache	Dance,	Part	2’,	Stanford	University	
(2012),	<https://socialdance.stanford.edu/Syllabi/Apache2.htm>	[accessed	04	
February	2019].	
	Mistinguett	would	perform	the	song	‘Mon	Homme’	with	her	stage	partner	the	
American	dancer	Harry	Pilcer	in	the	revue	‘Paris	qui	Jazz’	at	the	Casino	de	Paris,	the	
song	copyrighted	in	France	by	Maurice	Yvain,	Albert	Willemetz	and	Jacques-Charles	
(Jacques	Mardochée	Charles)	in	1920.	This	song	was	in	the	same	vein	as	the	apache	
dance,	a	woman	singing	that	she	will	do	anything	for	her	lover	even	though	he	
mistreats	her.	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	Read	for	this	information	and	for	making	
the	connection	between	this	song	and	the	apache	dance.		
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[c]omic	performance	style	drew	from	and	contributed	to	a	larger	realm	

of	cultural	expression	known	between	1870	and	1910	as	hysteria,	

epilepsy,	double	consciousness,	and,	especially	in	the	last	decade	of	the	

period,	neurasthenia.	All	of	these	nervous	disorders	fell	under	the	rubric	

of	psychological	automatisms,	and	all	evoked	the	fear	of	unconscious	

imitation.288		

	

In	the	case	of	the	Hypnotique,	this	saw	the	performance	of	a	pathological,	

hysterical	cultural	expression	that	was	used	by	more	conservative	critics	as	

evidence	of	a	degenerate	society	and	the	debasement	of	dance	as	an	art	form.		

	

Returning	to	Andrew	Hewitt’s	notion	of	social	choreography,	it	is	useful	here	to	

draw	upon	the	notion	of	choreography	as	a	realm	in	which	social	order	is	

instilled	upon	the	body.	Whilst	L’Hypnotique	in	its	brutal	form	of	danse	des	

Apaches	relates	directly	to	the	realm	of	pathology	and	hysteria,	it	also	relays	the	

large	concern	around	the	turn	of	the	century	with	the	links	between	criminality,	

particularly	of	a	violent	nature,	and	psychology.	As	Robert	Nye	has	

demonstrated,	in	the	1890s	‘social	vagabondage’,	as	was	later	exemplified	by	

the	apache	gangs,	was	associated	with	‘alcoholics,	epileptics,	idiots,	and	general	

paralytics’.289	Moreover,	medical	themes	were	very	prominent	in	the	large	

amount	of	literature	on	vagrancy	between	1897	and	1908.290	As	a	couple	

																																																								
288	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	p.	xvii.		
289	Philippe	Tissié,	Troisième	congrès	national	du	patronage	des	libérés	(Bordeaux,	
1896),	pp.	225-226,	cited	in	Nye,	Crime,	Madness,	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	174.	
290	Nye,	Crime,	Madness	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	175.	
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danced	the	apache	routine,	they	re-enacted	and	thus	reinstated	not	only	a	

discriminatory	gender	hierarchy	but	also	the	ideological	trope	of	the	criminal	as	

psychologically	degenerate,	and	the	association	of	the	hysteric	or	nervous	

sufferer	as	a	suggestible	entity,	primed	for	the	fall	into	criminal	behaviour	and	

social	misconduct.	Areas	of	the	medical	domain	in	the	early	1900s,	such	as	the	

work	of	Louis	Schnyder,	classed	hysteria	as	a	lack	of	moral	judgement,	

Schnyder	developing	his	‘conception	morale’	of	the	condition.291	This	tied	in	to	

larger,	more	widely	publicised	medical	warnings	on	the	relation	between	‘clean’	

and	‘unsavoury’	forms	of	bodily	movement.	The	apache	dance	draws	on	and	

cements	particular	social	stereotypes	that	gained	currency	in	this	period	of	

history,	and	also	promotes	such	‘psychological	automatisms’292	as	ripe	for	the	

field	of	entertainment.		

	

The	Social	Dancer	in	Jeux	

	

As	explored	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	presence	of	social	dance	within	ballet	

productions	was	not	a	new	concept	in	1913.	Music-hall	ballet,	as	Sarah	Gutsche-

Miller	has	explored,	rarely	included	much	variety	of	social	dance,	but	one	form	

in	particular	was	a	necessary	component	in	every	ballet	created:	the	waltz.293	

No	matter	the	structure,	length,	setting	or	plot,	at	least	one	waltz	was	present	

and	was	always	the	longest	dance	within	the	scores	and	the	most	commented	

upon	in	reviews.294	Whilst	certain	productions	created	waltzes	at	specific	

																																																								
291	L.	Schnyder,	(Résumé),	p.	377.	
292	Gordon,	Why	the	French	Love	Jerry	Lewis,	p.	xvii.	
293	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	108.	
294	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	108.	
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moments	within	the	plot,	most	waltzes	were	simply	character	dances	

performed	by	soloists	or	by	an	ensemble.295	Significantly,	Gutsche-Miller	states,	

	

[a]	significant	number	of	waltzes	had	connections	to	love	or	seduction.	

Two	young	lovers	in	Le	château	de	Mac-Arrott	[1887]	dance	a	pas	de	

deux	to	waltz	rhythms	under	the	heading	valse	lente	duo	d’amour;	ladies	

emerging	from	the	waters	in	Bains	de	dames	beg	their	suitors	for	their	

clothing	to	the	sounds	of	a	waltz;	and	in	Merveilleuses	et	gigolettes	

[1894]	couples	attending	a	ball	coquettishly	flirt	their	way	through	a	

waltz	while	an	officer	declares	his	love	to	the	invited	ballerina	before	

spinning	her	around	the	dance	floor.296	

	

The	fact	that	the	waltz	was	often	associated	with	scenes	of	love	and	seduction	

complements	Sevin	Yaraman’s	analysis	of	the	waltz	in	opera	and	the	

Tchaikovsky	ballets,	in	which	waltzes	were	composed	for	coquettish,	

promiscuous	or	evil	characters,	discussed	in	Chapter	1.3.	The	waltz	thus	

retained	its	status	as	a	socially	provocative	activity	within	the	cultural	

imagination	of	French	society	throughout	the	nineteenth	century	and	into	the	

twentieth.		

	

References	to	social	dancing	are	also	apparent	in	Jeux.	The	irregular	rhythms	of	

the	emerging	ragtime	dances	in	early	twentieth-century	dance	halls	echo	critics’	

descriptions	of	clockwork	puppets	and	contorted	bodies	in	Nijinsky’s	‘modern’	

																																																								
295	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	108.	
296	Gutsche-Miller,	p.	108.	
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ballet.	Indeed,	Millicent	Hodson	incorporated	aspects	of	the	tango	and	even	the	

Turkey	Trot	into	the	historical	reproduction	of	Jeux,	justifying	these	decisions	

with	extracts	taken	from	press	articles	on	the	original	performances,	rhythms	

identified	in	Debussy’s	score	and	images	such	as	a	photograph	of	Schollar	in	

which	she	appears	to	adopt	a	posture	similar	to	that	of	the	Turkey	Trot.297	In	

the	recorded	Bois	de	Boulogne	conversation,	Nijinsky	mentions	the	tango	as	the	

movement	of	the	modern	man,	whilst	an	anonymous	author	in	The	New	York	

World	in	an	article	entitled	‘Nijinsky	says	the	old	ballet	has	passed’	wrote	on	16	

May	1913	what	appears	to	be	a	reworking	of	the	Bois	de	Boulogne	statement:		

	

[a]ll	the	sports,	says	Nijinski,	will	lend	themselves	to	ballet	

representations	and	art	will	not	recede	an	inch,	but	go	forward,	through	

the	introduction	of	modern	clothes	and	scenes	of	modern	life.	Each	age...	

produces	its	characteristic	gestures	for	the	dance	–	an	eighteenth	

century	beau	dancing	a	minuet,	and	the	man	of	the	present	day	hulking	

and	shuffling	and	bobbing	through	the	tango	and	the	turkey	trot.298	

	

It	must	be	stated	that	this	article	does	not	specifically	mention	that	such	

ragtime	dances	appeared	within	Nijinsky’s	choreography.	There	are	many	

photographs	surviving	for	Jeux	and	other	Ballets	Russes	performances	

displaying	a	variety	of	choreographed	postures,	yet	as	Dominique	Brun	

maintained	during	her	2014	‘historical	reconstitution’	of	Le	Sacre,	it	is	possible	

																																																								
297	Millicent	Hodson,	‘Nijinsky’s	Annotations	and	the	Chronology	of	Jeux’,	pp.	30-52	(p.	
37),	and	‘The	Eight	Episodes	of	the	Jeux	Dance	Score’,	pp.	53-229	(pp.	55,	137)	both	in	
Hodson.	
298	Anon.,	‘Nijinsky	says	the	old	ballet	has	passed’,	The	New	York	World,	16	May	1913,	in	
Hodson,	‘Nijinsky’s	Annotations	and	the	Chronology	of	Jeux’,	p.	37,	note	57.	
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that	surviving	images	of	the	production	were	‘tableaux’,	embodying	the	work	as	

a	whole.299	In	the	press	photographs	of	Jeux	it	is	clear	that	the	dancers	are	

posing	for	the	camera	rather	than	onstage,	thus	placing	a	question	mark	over	

the	hypothesis	that	the	postures	or	arrangements	depicted	were	in	fact	taken	

directly	from	the	choreography.	This	acts	as	a	caution,	therefore,	to	

assumptions	surrounding	the	postures	of	the	dancers	in	the	photographs.	

	

It	is	possible	that	Jeux	contained	elements	of	waltz-like	steps,	or	Nijinsky	

appears	to	have	desired	this	initially,	following	the	music-hall	ballet	tradition.	

His	manuscript	notes	detail	the	young	man	jumping	‘while	dancing	a	waltz’	and	

the	young	girls	who	at	one	point	‘run	to	one	side	in	a	waltz-like	way’.300	This	is	

reinforced	by	Nijinsky	and	Schollar’s	couple-dance	hold	depicted	in	one	of	the	

press	images.	Nijinska,	in	her	memoirs,	states	definitely	that	Debussy	did	not	

write	valses	for	Jeux,	contradicting	a	surviving	letter	written	by	Diaghilev	to	

Debussy	during	the	ballet’s	creation,	naming	Nijinsky’s	‘dance’	a	‘Scherzo-valse’.	

Diaghilev	also	mentions	‘lots	of	pointes	for	all	THREE’,	but	Nijinska	again	denies	

that	Nijinsky	danced	on	pointe.301	In	the	orchestral	score,	however,	‘Mouvement	

de	Valse’	appears	twice.	It	is	noted	firstly	when	the	jeune	homme	switches	dance	

partners	to	the	second	young	girl,	demonstrating	‘c’est	ainsi	que	nous	

danserons’,	and	again:	‘[r]evenir	progressivement	au	mouvement	de	valse’	

																																																								
299	Patrizia	Veroli,	‘New	Studies	on	Nijinsky’,	Review	of	Hanna	Järvinen,	Dancing	Genius:	
The	Stardom	of	Vaslav	Nijinsky	(New	York:	Palgrave	MacMillan,	2014),	Dance	Chronicle,	
39,	2,	(2016),	234-238	(p.	234).	
300	Nijinsky,	lines	565-567	and	174-177,	in	McGinness,	pp.	583,	577.	
301	Nijinska,	p.	468,	letter	dated	18	July	1912.		
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when	the	jeune	homme	chases	this	same	jeune	fille	about	the	garden.302	Whether	

specific	waltz	movements	were	danced,	however,	remains	unclear.		

	

The	fact	that	it	should	be	a	waltz	that	Nijinsky	mentions	in	his	annotations	and	

that	Diaghilev	also	refers	to	during	the	creative	process	is	significant	within	the	

wider	perceptions	of	the	waltz	as	a	provocative,	promiscuous	dance.	The	

cultural	status	of	the	waltz	complements	Nijinsky’s	scandalous	depiction	of	

overt	flirtation	in	the	nocturnal	garden,	as	his	characters	enter	into	the	games	of	

love	and	desire.	However,	if	there	were	choreographic	waltz	references	they	

were	arguably	disfigured	via	Nijinsky’s	stylisation,	recalling	its	earlier	

association	with	hysteria,	vertige,	and	other	disorders.	Perhaps	any	amount	of	

waltz	was	simply	unrecognisable	in	the	final	choreography.	In	a	more	

assumptive	interpretation,	Nijinsky	also	details	one	of	the	jealous	jeunes	filles	

performing	a	‘danse	grotesque’	and	a	‘danse	coquette’,	which	could	conceivably	

be	references	to	various	modern	dance	routines,	such	the	animal-themed	

dances.		

	

What	is	striking	in	Jeux	is	the	application	of	the	same	controversial	postures	to	

both	male	and	female	dancers.	In	the	nineteenth	century,	social	dancing	for	men	

had	been	a	method	not	only	of	meeting	the	opposite	sex,	but	also,	according	to	

Sophie	Jacotot,	to	‘accroître	leur	capital	culturel	et	de	briller	en	société’.303	

Dance	was	a	route	to	disciplining	and	fortifying	the	male	body,	developing	

																																																								
302	Claude	Debussy	Jeux,	pp.	61,	71.	
303	Sophie	Jacotot,	Danser	à	Paris	dans	l’entre-deux-guerres	:	lieux,	pratiques	et	
imaginaires	des	danses	de	société	des	Amériques	(1919-1939)	(Paris:	Nouveau	Monde	
éditions,	2013),	p.	360.		
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agility	and	dexterity,	dance	classes	given	to	any	men	willing	in	the	French	army	

in	the	nineteenth	century,	lasting	up	until	the	First	World	War.304	Around	this	

latter	period,	however	perceptions	of	the	male	dancer	began	to	decline,	and	it	

began	instead	to	connote	effeminacy,	corruption	and	seedy	seduction.305	

Nijinsky’s	own	fashionable	yet	rigid,	cramped	postures	thus	also	relate	to	the	

devirilising	effects	of	dance,	whose	corruptive	effects	were	visible	in	his	stylised	

postures.		

	

Nerves	and	Sport	

	

As	discussed	previously,	the	psychosomatic	relationship	proved	key	in	the	

regulation	and	improvement	of	the	social	body,	evident	in	the	social-dance	

scene	but	also	in	another	of	Jeux’s	major	themes.	The	juxtaposition	of	movement	

disorder	and	sport,	as	we	have	analysed	in	the	choreographed	postures	in	Jeux,	

related	directly	to	contemporaneous	theory	on	cultivating	the	mental	health	

and	morality	of	the	modern	individual	–	specifically	the	male	individual.	The	

popular	method	of	counteracting	the	worrying	degeneration	of	male	nerves	was	

sport,	which	–	much	studied	-	became	embroiled	in	pre-war	issues	surrounding	

national	strength,	virility,	health	and	eugenics.	

	

	Paul	Adam,	in	his	1907	publication	La	Morale	des	sports	wrote:	‘l’admiration	

pour	la	musculature	de	l’athlète	suscita	le	concepte	du	Beau	en	soi,	de	
																																																								
304	Hélène	Guilcher,	Jean-Michel	Guilcher,	«	L’enseignement	militaire	de	la	danse	et	les	
traditions	populaires	»,	Arts	et	traditions	populaires,	no.	1-2-3,	1970,	p.	273-328	;	Yves	
Guillard,	«	Les	brevets	de	danse	et	la	sociabilité	masculine	dans	le	sud	de	la	Sarthe	»,	
Danse	et	société,	Toulouse,	Éditions	de	l’Isatis,	«	Cahiers	d’ethnomusicologie	
régionale	»,	no.	1,	1992,	p.	84-95,	cited	in	Jacotot,	p.	361.		
305	Jacotot,	p.	361.	
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l’Harmonie,	de	la	Justice	et	de	la	Vérité’.306	However,	the	effects	of	sport	on	the	

individual	reached	beyond	a	merely	pleasing	aesthetic.	Adam	drew	upon	the	

philosophy	of	William	James,	the	influential	American	philosopher	and	

psychologist,	in	order	to	promote	sport	as	a	method	of	eliminating	undesirable	

emotions	and	promoting	those	considered	beneficial.	307	Gesture	and	

movement,	he	argued,	had	a	considerable	influence	on	morals.	If	sport	

regulated	gesture,	it	therefore	applied	that	sport	was	also	capable	of	regulating	

the	moral	compass	of	society.	Citing	James:	

	

[s]i	nous	voulons	nous	rendre	maîtres,	par	nous-mêmes,	de	tendances	

émotionnelles	peu	désirables	(peur,	chagrin	etc.),	nous	devons	nous	

livrer	assidûment,	tout	d’abord	et	de	sang-froid,	aux	mouvements	

extérieurs	correspondant	aux	dispositions	contraires	que	nous	

préférons	cultiver.308		

	

Movements	promoting	energy,	strength,	courage,	triumphant	joy	and	sureness	

of	character	were	to	be	placed	above	movements	which	‘condamnent	aux	

émotions	débilitantes	et	pénibles’.309	All	exercise	involving	speed,	such	as	

cycling,	automobiles,	horse	riding	and	running,	were	emotionally	as	well	as	

physically	beneficial,	whilst	nonchalance	led	to	melancholy.310	The	athlete	could	

thus	obtain	the	ideal	moral	compass	through	healthy	gesture.		

	

																																																								
306	Paul	Adam,	La	Morale	des	sports	(Paris:	La	Librairie	Mondiale,	1907),	p.	6.	
307	Nye,	Crime,	Madness	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	pp.	326-327.		
308	Adam,	p.	133.	
309	Adam,	p.	133.	
310	Adam,	pp.	132-4.	
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There	are	significant	parallels	to	be	drawn	between	Adam’s	theories	and	the	

turn	of	the	century	fascination	for	the	late	nineteenth-century	teachings	of	

François	Delsarte	(1811-1871),	along	with	the	movement	Delsartism	(c.1880-

1920).311	Whilst	Delsarte’s	theories	on	the	semiotics	of	gesture	would	be	

extremely	popular	in	North	America	around	the	turn	of	the	century,	his	

influence	has	been	acknowledged	in	Europe	in	the	domains	of	silent	film,	

performance	and	dance,	the	latter	notably	through	the	work	of	Isadora	

Duncan.312	According	to	Carrie	J.	Preston,	Delsarte	‘developed	a	performance	

theory	based	on	the	codification	of	gestures	seen	in	attitudes,	classical	

sculpture,	and	melodramatic	acting	styles’,	reading	‘bodily	gestures	and	

positions	as	meaningful	signs’.313	Each	gesture	related	to	a	specific	emotion,	

such	as	different	head	positions.	By	moving	the	body	into	the	ideal	positions	-	

those	which	did	not	encourage	the	unsavoury	emotions	-	his	students	could	

alter	their	‘emotional	state,	spiritual	life,	and	overall	health’.314	Henri	Bergson	

wrote	in	1913:		

	

[l]’action	est	voulue,	en	tout	cas	consciente	;	le	geste	échappe,	il	est	

automatique.	Dans	l’action,	c’est	la	personne	tout	entière	qui	donne	;	

dans	le	geste,	une	partie	isolée	de	la	personne	s’exprime,	à	l’insu	ou	tout	

au	moins	à	l’écart	de	la	personnalité	totale.315			

																																																								
311	Carrie	J.	Preston,	Modernism’s	Mythic	Pose:	Gender,	Genre,	Solo	Performance,	
Modernist	Literature	&	Culture	(New	York;	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2011),	p.	
58.	
312	Carrie	J.	Preston,	‘Posing	Modernism:	Delsartism	in	Modern	Dance	and	Silent	Film’,	
Theatre	Journal,	61,	2	(2009),	213–33	(esp.	p.	223).	
313	Preston,	Modernism’s	Mythic	Pose,	pp.	60-61.	
314	Preston,	Modernism’s	Mythic	Pose,	pp.	62-64.	
315	Henri	Bergson,	Le	Rire	:	essai	sur	la	signification	du	comique	(Paris:	Félix	Alcan,	
1913),	pp.	146-147.		
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In	regulating	posture	and	gesture	as	well	as	action,	we	may	consider	Delsartism	

and	the	sport	theory	of	this	era	as	forms	of	obtaining	and	conditioning	the	

otherwise	intangible	subconscious.	In	understanding	the	language	and	

semiotics	of	the	body,	one	had	more	control	over	the	individual	and	by	

extension	the	social	body.		

	

Analysts	in	early	twentieth-century	France	turned	to	the	domain	of	sport	in	

order	to	restore	the	energy	and	vitality	lacking	in	their	neurasthenic	society.	As	

Nye	has	demonstrated,	individuals	such	as	Victor	Margueritte	and	Baron	Pierre	

de	Coubertin	promoted	‘a	culture	of	energy’	through	sporting	activity,	

highlighting	the	links	between	psychology	and	physical	movement.316	In	1913	

Coubertin	argued:	‘[i]l	faut,	notamment,	établir	la	corrélation	entre	la	

psychologie	et	le	mouvement	physique’.317	He	states:	

	

[l]e	sport,	en	effet,	est	un	agent	psychique	incomparable	et,	soit	dit	en	

passant,	c’est	là	une	dynamique	à	laquelle	on	pourrait	avantageusement	

faire	appel	dans	le	traitement	de	bien	des	psycho-névroses.	Car,	très	

souvent,	les	psycho-névroses	se	distinguent	par	une	sorte	de	disparition	

du	sentiment	viril	et	il	n’est	rien	comme	le	sport	pour	le	faire	renaître	et	

l’entretenir.318		

	
																																																								
316	Victor	Margueritte,	‘L’Éducation	physique’	in	Dêpeche	de	Toulouse,	No.	9	(1908),	in	
Nye,	Crime,	Madness	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	326.	
317	Pierre	de	Coubertin,	Essais	de	psychologie	sportive	1	vol	(Lausanne;	Paris:	Payot,	
1913),	p.	79.	
318	Coubertin,	pp.	166,	79.	See	also	Nye,	Crime,	Madness	and	Politics	in	Modern	France,	p.	
327.		
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Healthy	sporting	activity	was	thus	the	antidote	to	the	nervous	body,	replacing	

the	virility	that	was	otherwise	considered	to	be	lost	within	the	figure	of	the	

(male)	nervous	sufferer.			

	

If	sport	enabled	the	regimentation	of	the	inner	and	outer	social	body,	Nijinsky’s	

rebellious	sportsman	and	women	were	as	yet	unregimented	-	distracted	by	

alternative	pleasures	in	their	nocturnal	garden.	Their	awkward	postures	

contradict	both	that	of	the	classical	dancer,	the	perceived	civilised	social	dancer	

and	the	ideal	sportsman,	falling	instead	into	the	realm	of	the	pathological,	into	

the	nosology	of	degeneration	and	psychoneuroses.	That	the	French	press	took	

against	this	performance	that	disregarded	the	rules	of	classical	ballet,	sport	and	

social	dance	reveals	an	ingrained	reaction	towards	specific	movement	

vocabulary	that	was,	in	both	the	medical	and	cultural	imagination,	aligned	all	

too	closely	with	the	sickness	of	modern	living,	and	the	consequent	ill	effects	of	

more	licentious,	debauched	lifestyles.		

	

Torque:	Reviewing	the	Psychic	Path	

	

In	spite	of	the	tendency	to	concentrate	exclusively	on	the	element	of	fracture	

and	disjuncture	created	by	the	abstracted	bodies	in	performances	such	as	Jeux	

and	Le	Sacre,	these	productions	also	illuminate	the	fascination	with	multiple	

viewpoints	and	the	relationship	between	the	inner	and	outer	body	–	a	search	

for	a	holistic	rather	than	segmented	perspective.	This	is	demonstrated	by	the	

preoccupation	with	healthy	mental	synthesis,	for	example.	As	Hillel	Schwartz	

has	argued	of	modern	industrial	life,	in	opposition	to	‘dissociated,	fetishized,	
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ultimately	empty	and	machinable	elements’,	there	was	a	correspondence	

between	‘the	bodiliness	of	the	inner	core	and	the	outer	expressions	of	the	

physical	self’.319	Schwartz	thus	perceives	the	kinaesthetic	of	the	early	twentieth	

century	as	a	‘torque’:	‘spiralling	outward	from	a	soulful	centre’.320	The	

hysterical	body	is	included	in	Schwartz’s	‘torque’	paradigm	as	movement	

unfolds	from	the	centre	of	the	body,	demonstrated	by	the	conversion	hysteria	of	

the	Freudian	hysteric:	the	‘psychic	path	from	some	inner	centre	to	account	for	

an	outwardly	symbolic	pantomime’.321	This	‘psychic	path’	is	of	great	

significance	when	evaluating	the	many	examples	of	fracture	that	we	encounter	

at	this	point	in	artistic	history,	as	this	path	becomes	a	connecting	thread	that	

enables	a	holistic	understanding	of	both	inner	and	outer	bodily	states.		

	

Scholars	now	characterise	the	early	twentieth	century	by	the	wider	artistic	

interpretation	of	scientific	theories	on	how	we	see,	relate	to	and	interact	with	

the	space	around	us.	This	period	saw	experiments	and	writing	on	multiple	

viewpoints,	intermediality,	involuntary	memory,	and	extra-temporal,	extra-

linguistic	expression,	such	as	has	been	identified	in	Cubism,	Dada	and	Proustian	

studies.	However,	building	on	Schwartz’s	kinaesthetic	spiralling	outwards,	one	

way,	from	the	centre,	in	light	of	this	chapter’s	analyses	I	argue	that	there	was	an	

artistic	and	medical	fascination	more	focused	on	a	two-way	conversation	

between	two	states:	the	tangible,	physical	world	and	the	hidden	psychological	

realm,	the	inner	and	the	outer	body.	As	we	have	identified	in	the	domains	of	
																																																								
319	Hillel	Schwartz,	‘Torque:	The	New	Kinaesthetic	of	the	Twentieth	Century’,	in	
Incorporations,	ed.	by	Jonathan	Crary	and	Sanford	Kwinter	(New	York:	Urzone,	Inc,	
1992),	pp.	70-128	(p.	104).	
320	Schwartz,	p.	108.	
321	Schwartz,	p.	92.	
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both	sport	and	social	dance,	it	was	thought	that	specific	forms	of	movement	

could	influence	the	inner	psychic	and	moral	mechanisms.	The	psychic	path	led	

in	both	directions,	as	mind	and	body	could	be	regulated	in	a	tidier	and	more	

productive	manner:	the	ideal,	healthy	mental	and	physical	synthesis.		

	

Coda	

	

Studies	of	Jeux,	of	which	there	are	remarkably	few	in	comparison	to	the	

canonical	Le	Sacre,	have	recognised	its	key	choreographic	relation	to	the	latter	

production,	and	its	cultural	links	with	early	twentieth-century	industry	and	the	

machine,	as	well	as	its	ties	to	avant-garde	art	movements	such	as	Cubism.322	

This	chapter	has	endeavoured	to	provide	an	alternative	reading	of	the	ballet,	

situating	its	fractured	forms	in	relation	to	the	broader	socio-medical	context	of	

health,	eugenics,	sport	and	in	particular	medical	dance	rhetoric	and	attitudes	

towards	the	dancing	body	in	1913.	The	aim	has	not	been	to	state	that	the	

overall	aesthetic	of	Jeux	is	purely	pathological,	nor	that	the	creators	of	the	ballet	

were	in	any	way	directly	influenced	by	the	medical	domain	during	the	making	

of	the	ballet,	of	which	there	is	no	archival	evidence.	Instead,	drawing	on	press,	

memoirs	and	photographic	evidence,	this	chapter	has	sought	Jeux	as	a	case	

study	from	which	to	explore	early	twentieth-century	perspectives	of	the	

dancing	body	in	relation	to	the	cultural	cult	of	nervous	disorders	and	the	

understanding	of	modernity	as	a	destabilising	sickness.	Dance	both	onstage	and	

in	the	dance	halls	became	an	aesthetic	embodiment	of	wider	cultural	and	

medical	ideals	or	concerns.	Certain	dance	forms	attempted	to	cement	specific	

																																																								
322	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	p.	61.	
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ideologies	such	as	male	virility,	a	gender	hierarchy	and	the	‘civilised’	west	in	a	

form	of	social	choreography,	in	Andrew	Hewitt’s	understanding	of	the	term.	

Jeux	represented	for	its	viewers	a	form	of	movement	deficiency,	as	if	the	bodies	

had	been	abstracted	too	far	leaving	them	disjointed	and	confusing.	Such	

perceptions	relate	closely	to	the	rhetoric	promoting	the	physical	and	nervous	

damage	to	the	modern	and	dancing	body,	Nijinsky’s	dancers	seeming	to	

exemplify	the	malformations	which	the	tight	gaze	of	institutions	such	as	the	A.	I.	

D.	forbade.	In	presenting	cramped,	rigid	bodies	with	limbs	bent	at	irregular	

angles	Jeux	certainly	achieved	Nijinsky’s	desire	to	represent	a	modern	

movement	vocabulary:	motion	that	exemplified	the	links	between	the	medical	

and	modern	life.	Jeux	thus	potentially	takes	up	an	intriguingly	liminal	position	

between	a	traditionalist	stance	on	the	promiscuous	games	of	love	and	desire	of	

its	protagonists,	and	a	progressive	avant-garde	spirit	that	celebrates	new	forms	

of	bodily	expression,	Jeux	paving	the	way	for	the	more	extreme	choreographic	

revolution	of	Le	Sacre	some	days	later.	Just	as	the	Jeux	trio	danced	somewhere	

in	between	half	and	full	pointe,	so	the	ballet	itself	occupies	a	curious	position	

between	the	neoclassical	and	the	outright	avant-garde,	interpretations	varying	

amongst	scholars	and	indeed	in	areas	of	the	press	that	identified	a	warped	

vision	of	the	Ancient	worlds	in	the	ballet.		

	

The	Ballets	Suédois	revived	Jeux	in	1920	to	much	kinder	critical	reviews.	With	

modernised	decor	by	Pierre	Bonnard,	much	more	akin,	now,	to	his	enchanting	

Le	Plaisir	:	panneau	décoratif	ou	Les	Jeux,323	and	the	ironing	out	of	Nijinsky’s	

																																																								
323	Bellow,	Modernism	on	Stage,	pp.	58-9.	
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jerky	postures,	this	became	a	successful	debut	for	the	Swedish	company.324	

Their	careful	adaptation	of	the	Ballets	Russes’	more	controversial	piece	may	be	

read	as	a	sly	method	of	proving	their	worth	against	the	rather	imposing	

reputation	of	the	Russian	company.	That	the	removal	of	Nijinsky’s	angular	

postures	led	to	the	ballet’s	success,	however,	accentuates	the	argument	that	it	

was	indeed	this	irrational	form	of	bodily	movement	which,	in	the	face	of	

institutional	education	bent	on	regulating	the	social	body,	proved	unwelcome.		

	

It	is	the	male	participation	in	the	atypical,	cramped	postures	in	Jeux	which,	in	

relation	to	the	fixation	with	the	male	athlete	and	the	social	and	military	

expectations	of	the	male	body,	render	Jeux	particularly	innovative.	Indeed,	

Nijinsky	himself	would	become	a	symbol	of	the	relationship	between	art,	

passion	and	madness	in	the	cultural	imagination	on	account	of	his	own	mental	

health.	This	was	epitomised,	after	the	First	World	War,	in	his	evocation	of	

warfare	in	his	last	public	performance	at	the	hotel	Suvretta	House,	St.	Mortiz,	

Switzerland	in	January	1919.	Although	this	production	departs	from	Nijinsky’s	

career	with	the	Ballets	Russes,	and	indeed	this	thesis’s	overall	focus	on	Paris,	it	

is	nevertheless	fruitful	to	allude	briefly	to	this	disturbing	performance,	all	the	

while	understanding	that	it	occurred	within	the	context	of	Nijinsky’s	own,	very	

real	mental	deterioration.		

	

																																																								
324	Mathias	Auclair	and	Frank	Claustrat,	‘Le	Répertoire’,	Les	Ballets	Suédois	:	Une	
compagnie	d’avant-garde	(1920-1925),	dir.	by	Mathias	Auclair,	Frank	Claustrat	and	Inès	
Piovesan	(Paris:	BnF,	Opéra	national	de	Paris,	Gourcuff	Gradenigo,	2014),	[Catalogue	
de	l’exposition,	Paris,	Opéra	Garnier,	Bibliothèque-musée	de	l’Opéra,	11	juin	–	28	
septembre	2014],	pp.	73-125	(p.	96).	
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Recorded	in	his	own	diary	and	in	Romola	Nijinsky’s	memoirs,	Nijinsky	informed	

his	rather	frightened	audience	that	he	would	dance	the	Great	War,	a	war	which	

they	did	not	prevent,	on	strips	of	fabric	that	formed	a	cross	on	the	ground.	

According	to	the	dancer’s	own	account,	in	his	wild	dancing	he	fell	down,	and	he	

describes	showing	an	audience	member	his	bloodied	foot.325	In	this	poignant	

moment,	Nijinsky	became	simultaneously	the	embodiment	of	two	different	

forms	of	avant-garde.	Nijinsky	represented	both	the	real,	psychologically	

damaged	avant-garde	dancer,	and	he	embodied	the	nervous,	injured	soldier	in	

the	original,	military	definition	of	avant-garde,	bleeding	on	the	cross.326	His	

depiction	of	the	war	(on	account	of	his	deteriorating	mental	health)	crossed	

over	into	the	darker,	psychologically	traumatic	states	that	France	and	the	rest	of	

the	warring	nations	were	struggling	to	come	to	terms	with	in	their	men.	

Terrifying	and	repellent	for	some	and	intriguing	for	others,	the	performance	at	

Suvretta	House	cynically	saw	Nijinsky	transform	into	his	own	sacrificial	maiden	

–	the	sacrificed	soldier	given	up	for	France,	his	wife	Romola	recalling	during	his	

dance	the	scene	in	Pétrouchka	where	the	puppet	attempts	unsuccessfully	to	

escape	his	fate.327	Nijinsky	became	a	very	public	example	of	male	mental	

instability	that	in	his	Suvretta	House	performance	held	an	important	relation	to	

the	drastically	altered	cultural	and	psychological	landscape	of	the	interwar	

period.		

	

																																																								
325	Acocella,	ed.,	pp.	XX,	6-7.	Romola	does	not	mention	the	bloodied	foot	in	her	account	
of	the	performance.	Romola	Nijinsky,	Nijinsky	by	Romola	Nijinsky	His	Wife	(London:	
Victor	Gollancz	Ltd,	1933),	pp.	406-408.	
326	See	Hewitt,	pp.	166-8	for	an	analysis	of	this	performance	and	the	image	of	Nijinsky	
as	the	injured	soldier.		
327	Romola	Nijinsky,	p.	408.	
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The	performance	at	Suvretta	House	and	its	depiction	of	the	traumatic	effects	of	

war	on	the	male	body	leads	us	on	to	the	Ballets	Suédois’	performance	of	Maison	

de	fous,	and	medical	and	public	perceptions	of	male	hysteria	and	the	male	

dancer,	this	time	in	the	interwar	period.	It	is	pertinent	that	the	Swedish	troupe	

chose	to	redress	Nijinsky’s	choreography	for	Jeux	to	public	acclaim,	then	

followed	this	in	the	same	season	with	a	ballet	that,	as	we	will	see,	centres	

around	a	mad	king	dancing	with	delusions	of	grandeur:	a	fallen	god	of	dance.	

Cruel	irony	aside,	what	was	essential	to	the	Ballets	Suédois’	arrival	was	the	

direct	portrayal	not	only	of	modern	life	but	also	of	the	discomfort	and	tension	

engendered	by	the	reversal	of	classical	ballet	and	its	traditionalist	themes.	

Aspects	that	some	of	the	public	disliked	in	Jeux	were	then	amplified	later	in	Le	

Sacre	and	again	in	Maison	de	fous,	driving	forward	a	more	Expressionist	form	of	

dance	less	concentrated	on	aesthetic	beauty,	and	one	more	concerned	with	

socially-challenging	intermedial	art	forms	in	order	to	provoke	questioning	and	

critique	of	the	world	around.		

	

	

	

	

	

	



Chapter	3:	‘Un	Ballet	Pathologique’:	Representations	of	Hysteria	in	

the	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous	

	
	
	
‘[...]	 rationalism,	 when	 taken	 to	 an	 extreme,	 inevitably	 extrudes	 its	 own	

grotesque	irrationalities’.	

-	Amelia	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	16.	
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3.1	Contextual	Analysis:	Hysteria	in	the	Interwar	Period:	Suggestion	and	Social	

Sins	

	
The	issue	of	health	was	one	of	extreme	concern	in	the	interwar	period	in	Paris.	

A	variety	of	maladies	and	fears	had	sprung	up	during	the	Great	War	that	saw	

society	in	the	capital	crippled,	not	only	by	its	decreased	population	but	also	by	

France’s	weakened	national	defences	and	worrying	risks	to	personal	health.	By	

1918	the	statistics	concerning	the	French	armed	forces	were	harrowing:	

1,385,000	dead,	700,000	seriously	wounded	and	446,000	prisoners	or	missing.1	

Furthermore	the	Spanish	Influenza,	which	famously	took	more	lives	than	the	

war	itself,	would	kill	21	million	people	between	1917	and	1927.2	Fears	

surrounding	syphilis	also	persisted	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	the	First	

World	War	seeing	a	huge	rise	in	sufferers.3	As	Micale	states,	the	terror	of	this	

disease	was	due	to	its	associated	shame,	the	long	incubation	period,	horrific	

symptoms	and	the	fact	that	there	was	no	cure,4	until	the	1940s	and	the	

scientific	breakthroughs	with	penicillin.5	‘La	syphilophobie’	took	hold	of	the	

French	nation,	infecting	the	public	consciousness.6	Another	contagious	and	

widespread	infection	at	this	time	was	known	as	the	sleeping	sickness,	or	

encephalitis	lethargica,	which	either	took	or	severely	impaired	5	million	lives	

between	1917	and	1927.7	This	was	then	an	unknown	virus	which	was	the	

subject	of	over	five	hundred	articles	in	medical	journals	between	1919	and	
																																																								
1	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	75-76.		
2	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	79.	
3	Quétel,	p.	223.	
4	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	167.	
5	Quétel,	pp.	307-308.		
6	Alain	Corbin,	‘La	grande	peur	de	la	syphilis’,	in	Jean-Pierre	Bardet	et	al.	eds.,	Peurs	et	
terreurs	face	à	la	contagion:	choléra,	tuberculose,	syphilis	XIXe-XXe	siècles	(Paris:	Fayard,	
1988),	pp.	328-348	(p.	345).		
7	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	79.	
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1921	in	France.8	Its	symptoms	included	delirium,	hallucination,	agitation	and	

movement	such	as	trembling,	tics	and	spasms	caused	by	viral	damage	to	the	

nervous	system.9	

	

There	was	thus	widespread	concern	over	a	number	of	predominantly	

contagious	illnesses	which	all	appeared	to	flummox	the	medical	authorities.	

These	concerns,	along	with	their	pessimistic	influence	on	perceptions	of	a	

strong	French	nation,	were	in	no	way	aided	by	the	numerous	political	and	

military	defeats	and	scandals	that	France	had	suffered	over	the	past	few	

decades.	After	the	disastrous	Franco-Prussian	war	of	1870,	as	Micale	has	

illustrated,	there	was	a	distinct	need	for	improved	strength	and	virility.	Instead,	

however,	France	suffered	a	series	of	politically	embarrassing	losses,	in	

particular	the	annexation	of	Alsace-Lorraine,	often	referred	to	between	1870	

and	1914	as	a	form	of	castration	on	account	of	the	loss	of	honour	entailed.10	

Added	to	this	was	the	Dreyfus	affair,	a	low	birth-rate	and	incidents	such	as	the	

Fashoda	crises,	in	which	France	surrendered	to	other	colonial	powers,	which	

did	not	help	its	reputation	abroad.11	In	comparison	to	Britain’s	empire,	

Germany’s	growing	military	and	industrial	strength	and	the	USA’s	leap	for	

global	power,12	France’s	political	self-confidence	was	at	a	significant	low.		

	

	

	
																																																								
8	Etienne	Trillat,	Histoire	de	l’hystérie	(Paris:	Seghers,	1986),	in	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	
Starts,	p.	79.	
9	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	79.	
10	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	168.	
11	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	168-170.	
12	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	p.	168.	
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The	First	World	War:	Male	Hysteria	
	
	

The	fears	over	effeminacy	and	low	self-confidence	appeared	to	culminate	in	the	

nervous	disorder	that	had	occupied	medical	thought	to	such	an	extent	in	the	

latter	years	of	the	previous	century:	hysteria.	Now,	however,	despite	female	

hysteria	remaining	a	recognised	malady,	the	serious	issue	for	the	French	nation	

was	that	the	principal	hysterical	patients	were	no	longer	of	the	perceived	

weaker	sex.	Hysteria	was	widely	affecting	men	-	men	whom	France	needed	to	

stand	up	and	fight	for	their	country	in	the	first	of	the	global	wars.	Male	war	

neurosis,	today	recognised	as	Post-Traumatic	Stress	Disorder,	was	rife	in	the	

trenches	and	hospitals,	continuing	well	after	the	First	World	War	and,	indeed,	

the	Second.		As	Marc	Roudebush	has	illustrated,	war	trauma	in	France	during	

the	First	World	War	was	equated	with	hysteria.	Whilst	English	doctors	coined	

the	term	‘shellshock’,	‘the	French	readily	drew	on	the	lexicon	of	hysteria	and	its	

associated	conditions	(hystéro-traumatism,	pithiatism,	etc.)’.13	There	had	

historically	been	a	general	effort	to	conceal	male	hysteria	under	the	guise	of	

different	conditions:	a	variety	of	terms	such	as	neurospasmia,	neuropalia,	

spasmodic	encephalitis	and	acute	cerebro-pneumogastric	neuropathy	were	

employed	in	the	fin-de	siècle,	and	Lucien	Israël	has	explored	the	‘camouflage’	

attributed	to	male	hysterical	symptoms,	hiding	them	‘sous	une	autre	étiquette	

diagnostique’.14	Continuing	this	sense	of	shame,	war	hysterics	were	described	

by	the	wartime	medical	authorities	as	the	‘	“sores	of	the	neuro-psychiatric	

centres	[...]	fabulations,	and	mythical	stories”	[romans	mensongers]’	due	to	

																																																								
13	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	p.	254.	
14	Lucien	Israël,	L’Hystérique,	le	sexe	et	le	médecin,	(Paris:	Masson,	Collection	Médecine	
et	Psychothérapie,	1979),	pp.	59-62;	Micale,	Hysterical	Men,	pp.	197-198.		
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“vanity,	cupidity,	eroticism”.15	The	disorder	was	a	form	of	deviancy.	Just	as	

historically	the	female	hysteric	had	been	a	manipulative	liar,	so	now	was	the	

male	soldier,	simulating	illness	in	order	to	escape	his	patriotic	duty.	Roudebush	

states	that	according	to	monthly	reports	filed	by	neurological	and	neuro-

psychiatric	centres	during	the	war,	the	proportion	of	patients	suffering	‘	

“hysterical,”	“hystero-traumatic,”	or	“functional”	symptoms’	exceeded	ten	

percent	in	every	French	region,	and	had	even	risen	to	fifty	or	sixty	percent	in	

certain	areas.16	In	the	fin-de-siècle,	hysteria	had	risen	as	a	symbol	of	moral	

disintegration	and	the	breakdown	of	social	order17	seen,	for	example,	in	the	

assimilation	of	female	promiscuity	with	the	disorder.	With	male	wartime	

hysteria,	however,	it	was	not	simply	the	gender	hierarchy	that	was	at	risk.	The	

condition	represented	everything	that	the	French	authorities	feared	concerning	

the	strength	of	their	nation	and	the	associated	virility	of	their	men.		

	

Gregory	M.	Thomas	has	observed	that	male	hysteria	was	not	the	most	prevalent	

neuropsychiatric	condition	amongst	troops.	He	states	‘[p]sychiatrists	saw	cases	

ranging	from	depression,	anxiety,	and	mania	to	precocious	dementia,	mental	

retardation,	and	alcoholism	(which	was	included	among	mental	illnesses)’.18	

																																																								
15	Science	et	Devouement,	Le	Service	de	Santé	:	La	Croix	Rouge,	les	Œuvres	de	Solidarité	
de	Guerre	et	d’Après	Guerre	(Paris:	Aristide	Quillet	editeur,	1918,	204,	in	Roudebush,	‘A	
Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	p.	253,	Roudebush’s	
parentheses.	
16	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts’,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	pp.	
253-254.	Roudebush	states	that	he	bases	these	figures	‘on	the	percentage	of	incoming	
patients	categorized	as	“neurotic,”	“traumatized,”	or	“functional”	in	the	monthly	
reports	filed	by	the	heads	of	the	neurological	and	neuropsychiatric	centres	during	the	
war’,	p.	254,	note	6.	
17	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts’,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	p.	256.	
18	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	Treating	the	Trauma	of	the	Great	War:	Soldiers,	Civilians,	and	
Psychiatry	in	France,	1914-1940	(Louisiana:	Louisiana	State	University	Press,	2009),	p.	
21.		
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The	concern	for	soldiers’	mental	health	naturally	went	beyond	this	one	

condition.	Nevertheless,	hysteria	was	feared	during	wartime	for	its	potentially	

contagious	nature.	The	concern	that	irrational	behaviour	might	spread	through	

the	French	troops	was	the	root	of	the	vicious	desperation	to	quench	male	

hysteria,	with	quick	and	effective	treatment	in	centres	close	to	the	front.19		

	

The	Suggestible	Model	

	

Prior	to	the	drastic	rise	of	male	hysteria	with	the	onset	of	war,	peacetime	had	

seen	a	large	fascination	with	the	male	soldier	and	his	susceptibility	to	neuroses.	

As	Gregory	M.	Thomas	has	noted,	in	the	early	1900s	investigations	into	the	

presence	of	mental	illness	in	French	soldiers	revealed	that	the	military	was	

denying	the	fact	that	large	numbers	of	their	men	were	suffering.	This	

culminated	in	the	1909	congress	for	francophone	neurologists	and	alienists	(a	

prior	term	for	psychiatrists)	at	which	doctors	outlined	their	plans	for	a	system	

of	psychiatric	screening	to	be	put	in	place	for	soldiers.20	Not	willing	to	associate	

their	soldiers	with	perceived	mental	deficiency,	however,	the	implementation	of	

the	system	was	refused	by	military	leaders.21	It	was	this	fear	over	the	tainted	

masculinity	of	the	French	troops	that	would	persist	well	into	the	First	World	

																																																								
19	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	10,	21.	
20	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	32;	Congrès	des	médecins	aliénistes	et	neurologistes	de	
France	et	des	pays	de	langue	française,	Revue	neurologique	18	(1909),	pp.	1026-32,	
1032-43.		
21	Docteur	Granjux,	‘L’Aliénation	mentale	dans	l’armée’,	XIXme	Congrès	Alienistes	et	
Neurologistes	de	France	(Paris:	Masson,	Août	1909),	p.	3,	in	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	32-
33.	
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War,	compromising	the	treatment	and	financial	compensation	of	soldiers	

suffering	war	neuroses	and	stunting	the	progression	of	French	psychiatry.22	

	

Rather	than	accept	the	need	to	respond	in	new	ways	to	the	large	numbers	of	

apparently	hysterical	men	that	the	war	brought	on,	French	medical	authorities	

remained	firmly	rooted	in	the	theories	of	the	past,	principally	that	of	la	

suggestion.	Charcot	had	outlined	the	role	of	suggestion	in	hysterical	patients	

back	in	the	late	1800s	in	his	work	on	faith	healing,	asserting	that	the	hysteric’s	

environment	could	influence	their	behaviour,	as	could	autosuggestion23	–	

patients	influenced	by	their	own	thoughts	and	ideas.	The	Nancy	school	under	

Hippolyte	Bernheim	also	recognised	the	role	of	suggestion	in	hysteria,	believing	

that	this	was	not	purely	a	hysterical	symptom	but	that	everybody	had	the	

potential	to	suffer	from	this	condition,	as	will	be	explored	further	on.24		

	

It	was	through	the	work	of	Joseph	Babinski	that	the	theory	of	suggestion,	and	its	

major	role	in	wartime	hysteria	study,	took	flight.	Previously	a	faithful	student	of	

Charcot,	Babinski	departed	radically	from	his	teacher’s	ideas	in	his	quest	to	

quench	the	thus-far	intangible	hysteria	diagnosis	with	its	innumerable	list	of	

symptoms.		Babinski	invented	the	term	pithiatisme,	literally	meaning	‘la	

possibilité	de	les	guérir	sous	l’influence	de	la	persuasion’.25	The	principal	

symptom	was	being	open	to	‘suggestion’,	a	susceptibility	to	irrational	beliefs	
																																																								
22	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	112-114.	
23	J-M	Charcot,	‘La	Foi	qui	guérit’,	La	Revue	Hebdomadaire	(1892)	7,	112-132,	in	Jacques	
Poirier	and	Christian	Derouesné,	‘Criticism	of	Pithiatisme:	Eulogy	of	Babinski’,	in	
Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	pp.	139-148	(p.	142).	
24	Hippolyte	Bernheim,	Hypnotisme,	suggestion,	psychothérapie	:	études	nouvelles	avec	
considérations	nouvelles	sur	l’hystérie	(Paris:	O.	Doin,	1903),	pp.	212-218.	
25	Joseph	Babinski	and	Jules	Froment,	Hystérie-Pithiatisme	et	troubles	nerveux	d’ordre	
réflexe	en	neurologie	de	guerre	(Paris:	Masson,	1917),	p.	20.	
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and	choices,	the	cure	for	which	was	‘persuasion’	that	the	doctor’s	rational	idea	

was	right,	prevailing	over	the	irrational	idea.26	As	Jacques	Poirier	and	Christian	

Derouesné	have	stated	in	their	‘Eulogy	of	Babinski’,	whilst	Babinski	initially	set	

out	to	form	a	distinction	between	‘pithiatics’	and	simulation,	he	nevertheless	–	

ambiguously	–	made	his	pithiatics	‘semi-malingerers’.27	Progressing	into	

wartime,	via	Babinski’s	theory	hysteria	became	a	pretence	that	could	be	

extinguished	by	proving	its	fictitious	nature.		

	

Inevitably,	one	of	the	principal	feared	suggestible	irrationalities	was	female,	or	

feminisation.	On	15	November	1916	the	Under-Secretary	of	State	of	the	Health	

Service	decreed	that	no	women	should	enter	certain	neurological	facilities,	

fearing	their	‘decadent	and	corrupting	influence’.28	The	treatment	of	male	

hysteria	was	above	all	a	masculinising	affair.	This	was	also	propounded	in	

Babinski’s	specific	‘persuasion’	for	the	‘cultivated’	man:	the	patient	should	be	

informed	that	he	suffers	from	an	état	névropathique,	and	if	this	proves	

embarrassing	he	is	to	be	reassured	that	this	state	of	mind,	following	the	

commotions	suffered,	is	the	sign	of	‘une	intelligence	très	saine,	un	excellent	

moral	et	une	grande	vaillance’.29	Persuasion,	equating	to	flattery,	here,	assumed	

a	particular	masculine	pride	that	could	be	pandered	to	in	order	to	succeed	in	

changing	patient	mentality.	This	was,	however,	a	relatively	mild	form	of	

persuasion.	The	large	numbers	of	casualties	during	the	war	led	to	the	desire	for	

a	quick	turnover	of	patients,	thus	the	hysteria	diagnosis	acted	quickly	and	often	

																																																								
26	Edelman,	p.	272.	
27	Poirier	and	Derouesné,	‘Criticism	of	Pithiatism’,	in	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	
ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	pp.	139,	144.	
28	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	p.	266.		
29	Babinski	and	Froment,	p.	212.	
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cruelly	as	a	moralising	treatment	to	pressure	men	back	to	the	front.	Clovis	

Vincent’s	torpillage,	electric	shocks	applied	to	the	body,	caused	a	retrospective	

guilty	malaise	amongst	the	medical	community	after	the	Great	War	as	it	was	so	

torturous.30		

	

Gregory	M.	Thomas,	in	his	detailed	study	of	French	war	trauma	and	its	

ramifications	in	wider	French	society,	concludes	that	war	trauma	did	not	

change	psychiatry:	the	French	persisted	with	the	same	pre-war	medical	

models.31	A	stream	of	nationalism	born	during	the	war	may	also	have	

encumbered	the	welcoming	of	foreign	theory,	resisting	psychiatric	progress	in	

France	in	this	period.32	The	defining	belief	was	that	if	people	were	suffering	

mental	trauma,	it	was	because	they	were	pre-disposed	to	do	so.	The	war	did	not	

cause	symptoms	itself,	but	simply	brought	out	a	pre-existing	problem.	At	the	

1916	Neurology	Society	of	Paris	conference,	Ernest	Dupré	summarised	the	

following	conclusions	from	the	psychiatric	community:		

	

[l]a	guerre,	en	effet,	n’a	pas	crée	d’affections	mentales	nouvelles	:	mais,	

véritable	épidémie	de	traumatismes,	physiques	et	psychiques,	

individuels	et	collectifs,	elle	a	multiplié	certaines	formes	morbides,	prêté	

une	couleur	spéciale	au	contenu	et	à	l’expression	de	quelques	délires	;	

elle	a	surtout	révélé,	en	les	accélérant	ou	en	les	aggravant,	certains	états	

																																																								
30	Trillat	in	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	75	and	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	84.	
31	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	12.	
32	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	78.	
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psychopathiques	qui	étaient	jusqu’alors	latents	et	ignorés	de	

l’entourage.33		

	

Echoing	this,	André	Léri	reported	‘[l]es	névroses	de	guerre	sont	presque	toutes	

des	manifestations	hystériques	[...]	elles	comptent	pour	plus	de	50%	dans	la	

totalité	des	malades	envoyés	dans	les	centres	neurologiques	d’armée’.34	The	

society	concluded	that	pithiatics	–	these	malingering	shirkers	of	national	duty	–	

should	not	be	humoured	or	sympathised	with,	including	financially	by	the	

pensions	attributed	to	the	war	wounded	and	their	families.	Only	in	exceptional	

circumstances	did	war	neurosis	lead	to	any	compensation,	and	even	in	the	1919	

revised	laws	on	war	pensions	neuroses	did	not	fare	well,	despite	the	fact	that	

Britain,	Germany	and	the	US	all	financially	compensated	their	shell-shocked	

soldiers.35		

	

Neurology	vs.	Psychiatry	

	

Moving	into	the	interwar	period,	hysteria	theory	was	characterised	by	the	

battle	for	its	identity	as	a	neurological	or	psychiatric	condition,	a	debate	that	

threatened	to	compromise	the	authority	of	the	psychiatric	discipline.36		As	Noel	

Evans	has	explored,	psychiatry	was	split	between	its	roots	in	its	‘parent	

																																																								
33	M.	E.	Dupré,	‘Réforme,	Incapacités,	Gratifications	dans	les	États	Psychopathiques	de	
Guerre’,	Revue	Neurologique,	2	(1916),	790-799,	cited	in	English	in	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	
p.	108.	
34	M.	André	Léri,	‘Réforme,	Incapacités,	Gratifications	dans	les	Névroses	de	guerre’,	in	
Revue	neurologique,	2	(Paris:	Masson,	Réunion	du	15	décembre	1916),	763-764,	cited	
in	English	in	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	107.		
35	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	112-114.		
36	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	80-81.		
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discipline’	neurology	(Charcot),	and	its	roots	in	psychology	(Janet).37	Neurology	

also	had	its	own	split,	with	neurologists	arguing	amongst	themselves	as	to	

whether	or	not	they	should	follow	the	theory	set	out	by	Babinski.	Advances	in	

the	neurological	approach	to	mental	disorder	and	new	psychoanalytic	concepts	

were	only	marginally	integrated	into	French	psychiatry	in	the	interwar	period.	

This	was	because	these	new	theories	stated	that	‘will	and	rationality	were	not	

the	supreme	faculties	of	man;	other	forces	ruled	his	life	and	being’.38	

Neurologists,	for	example,	were	developing	theories	in	the	interwar	period	that	

involuntary	and	voluntary	reactions	were	controlled	by	the	smooth	functioning	

of	the	subcortical,	extra-pyramidal	nervous	centres	and	cortical,	pyramidal	

brain	centres	respectively.	Damage	to	these	pyramidal	centres	caused	physical	

and	psychological	symptoms	‘exactly	similar	to	those	associated	with	hysteria’,	

and	human	emotions	were	related	to	the	‘function	of	the	automatic	nervous	

system’.39	These	theories,	arising	from	the	study	of	both	encephalitis	lethargica	

and	hysteria,	promoted	the	idea	that	emotion	and	human	will	were	not	

controlled	independently	by	human	behaviour,	and	thus	threatened	the	

foundations	of	traditional	French	psychiatry.	Hysteria,	for	some	neurologists,	

was	linked	to	a	more	general	disability	in	the	nervous	system	and	‘retardation	

of	intelligence	as	well	as	emotional	and	motor	dysfunction’.40		

	

																																																								
37	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	80-81.	
38	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	78.	
39	Papastratigakis,	X.,	‘Hystérie	et	syndromes	extra-pyramidaux’,	Encéphale	I	(1928),	
116-27	and	Radovici,	A.,	‘La	Conception	actuelle	de	l’hystérie’,	La	Semaine	des	hôpitaux	
de	Paris	13	(1937),	493-503,	in	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	81-82	(p.	81).	
40	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	82.	
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Psychiatrists	blamed	hysteria	and	mental	disorder	on	‘intra-psychic	causes’,	

basing	their	discipline	in	Cartesian	dualism.41	Their	principal	task,	in	the	

aftermath	of	the	war,	was	to	weed	out	the	malingerers	as,	in	Noel	Evans’s	

words,	‘[t]he	legacy	of	Babinski	had	led	French	psychiatrists	to	regard	the	

hysterical	symptoms	of	men	from	the	front	as	self-induced	phenomena’.42	

Uneasy,	after	the	Great	War,	with	the	accusation	that	French	soldiers	were	

malingerers,	psychiatrists	thus	set	about	distinguishing	the	real	hysterics	from	

the	fake.		

	

Female	Hysteria:	A	Persistent	Threat		
	
	
	
It	is	a	crucial	nod	to	the	fears	surrounding	the	traditional	gender	hierarchy	in	

this	era	that	the	answer	to	how	to	distinguish	between	real	hysterics	and	

malingerers	became	the	separation	of	sincere	and	fake	(mythomania,	explored	

below)	into	the	categories	of	male	and	female	respectively.43		This	meant	that	

psychiatrists	could	redeem	the	virility	and	courage	of	male	soldiers	in	the	

aftermath	of	the	war	whilst	women,	otherwise	growing	all	too	powerful	with	

the	social	presence	of	the	New	Woman,	were	once	more	hampered	down	by	

their	medical	diagnoses	as	sexually	manipulative	beings.44	This	is	the	same	

theme	of	discourse	that	may	be	found	in	response	to	the	female	flapper	dancer	

of	the	interwar	period,	or	the	racier	fashions	of	the	New	Woman:	female	

																																																								
41	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	82.	
42	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	83-84	(p.	84).	
43	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	76,	84-85.	
44	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	85.		
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sexuality	was	a	persistent	threat	to	the	perceived	healthy	continuation	of	the	

French	people.		

	

As	will	be	explored	in	the	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous,	the	female	hysterical	

stereotype	remained	steadfast	within	the	French	cultural	imagination.	One	

domain	in	which	female	hysteria	was	regularly	drawn	upon	was	the	criminal	

justice	system.	Originating	in	late	nineteenth-century	Lombrosian	theories	on	

the	female	degenerate	criminal	type,	throughout	the	early	twentieth	century	

hysteria	was	linked	closely	to	criminal	behaviour	in	women.45	Hysteria	was	

thought	to	have	created	immoral	and	fallacious	female	characters,	which	led	

them	to	crimes	such	as	false	accusations	and	poisoning.46	As	Elissa	D.	Gelfand	

explores	in	her	study	of	women’s	writing	in	French	prisons	across	the	

nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries,	the	words	hysteria	and	

‘hypersuggestability’	along	with	‘somnambulist’	and	‘mythomaniacal’	were	key	

terms	in	relation	to	the	female	criminal	from	1900	onwards,	and	particularly	in	

the	1920s	and	30s.47	Marguerite	Steinheil,	for	example,	was	jailed	in	1908	for	

the	murder	of	her	husband	and	mother,	and	was	attributed	the	traits	of	the	

hysteric,	the	somnambulist	and	the	liar	as	newspapers	named	her	defence	a	

‘hallucination’.48	More	generally,	as	Gelfand	observes,	these	character	traits	of	

the	lying,	hysterical,	fantasising	female	allowed	‘fear	of	female	sexuality	and	

assertiveness	to	masquerade	as	theories	about	“antisocial”	“personality”	

																																																								
45	Elissa	D.	Gelfand,	Imagination	in	Confinement:	Women’s	Writing	from	French	Prisons	
(Ithaca:	Cornel	University	Press,	1983).	
46	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	86.		
47	Gelfand,	p.	56.	
48	Gelfand,	pp.	57,	176.		
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disorders’.49	It	is	noteworthy	that	women	of	Steinheil’s	era,	and	not	men,	were	

obliged	to	undertake	a	psychiatric	examination	on	entering	the	prison	to	

determine	their	cell	allocation.50	Female	criminal	behaviour	was	therefore	

based	in	psychological	deficiency,	as	mental	instability	remained	an	inherently	

feminine	attribute.		Key	to	the	analysis	of	the	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous	in	

this	chapter	are	the	theatrical	roles	that	social	characters	took	on	in	the	eyes	of	

medicine.	In	both	the	medical	and	popular	press,	criminals	were	role	players	as	

specific	personality	types	were	amalgamated	with	immoral	conduct.51		

	

Theories	such	as	Ernest	Dupré’s	mythomanie	continued	to	be	applied	into	the	

1920s	as	his	major	work	on	the	subject,	Pathologie	de	l’imagination	et	de	

l’émotivité,	was	published	posthumously	in	1925.52	Mythomanie	was	the	

‘tendance	constitutionnelle	à	l’altération	de	la	vérité,	à	la	fabulation,	au	

mensonge,	à	la	simulation,	et	[Dupré]	fait	rentrer	l’hystérie	dans	ce	cadre’.53	For	

Dupré,	if	the	lying	was	involuntary	or	unconscious,	it	was	hysteria,	stating	that	

in	contrast	to	the	mythomane,	‘l’hystérique	ment	surtout	avec	son	corps’.54	If	the	

lying	was	conscious	and	voluntary	it	was	a	perversity,	the	subject	was	a	

simulateur.55	He	admitted,	however,	that	distinguishing	between	conscious	and	

																																																								
49	Gelfand,	p.	179.	
50	Gelfand,	p.	192.	
51	Gelfand,	p.	179.	
52	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	85.		
53	Edouard	Trubert	(referencing	Ernest	Dupré),	‘Contribution	à	l’étude	de	l’hystérie	et	
de	la	mythomanie’	(Thèse	de	doctorat	en	médecine,	Faculté	de	Médecine	de	Paris,	
Amédée	Legrand,	1929),	p.	21.	
54	Ernest	Dupré	&	Logre,	‘Hystérie	et	Mythomanie’,	Revue	Neurologique,	Société	de	
Neurologie	de	Paris,	deuxième	semestre	(Paris:	Masson	et	Cie,	1911),	286-288	(p.	288).		
55	Ernest	Dupré,	Clinique	des	maladies	mentales.	Institut	de	médecine	légale	et	de	
psychiatrie.	La	Mythomanie,	étude	psychologique	et	médico-légale	du	mensonge	et	de	la	
fabulation	morbides,	par	M.	le	Dr	Ernest	Dupré,...	Ouverture	du	cours	de	psychiatrie	
médico-légale	(2e	année,	1905)	(Paris:	impr.	de	J.	Gainche,	1905),	p.	58.	
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unconscious	motivation	was	extremely	difficult,	and	thus	advised	simply	

treating	the	symptom,	aligning	hysteria	and	mythomania	as	connected	

disorders.56	Dupré	believed	that	in	the	vast	majority	of	cases,	adult	sufferers	of	

mythomania	were	female,	and	if	they	were	male	then	they	displayed	some	form	

of	‘infantilisme’	or	‘féminisme’.57	Women,	without	proper	control,	were	thus	

predisposed	to	criminality,	permitting	a	form	of	male	policing.58	As	Edouard	

Trubert	writes	in	his	thesis	on	la	mythomanie:	‘[i]l	est	certain	que	dans	la	

plupart	des	cas	on	retrouve	l’érotisme,	l’égoïsme,	la	cupidité,	la	malignité	et	

parfois	la	cruauté’.59	The	erotic	element	of	mental	illness	thus	persisted	in	the	

early	1900s,	entangled	in	perceptions	of	inappropriate	and	predominantly	

female	behaviour.		

	

The	New	Woman	and	the	Medical	Gaze	

	

Female	health	was	thoroughly	embedded	in	concerns	surrounding	the	evolving	

social	role	of	women.	Authors	such	as	Mary	Louise	Roberts	have	analysed	the	

medical	repression	that	the	flappers	and	garçonnes	received	in	the	early	

twentieth	century,	demonstrating	a	clash	of	cultural	constructions	of	identity	-	

the	mother	versus	the	New	Woman.60	Debates	on	the	mother	and	the	single	

woman	continued	throughout	the	period	1917	to	1927.61	July	1920	saw	a	bill	

passed	in	France	(which	became	known	as	la	loi	scélérate)	ensuring	heavy	

																																																								
56	Ernest	Dupré,	Pathologie	de	l’imagination	et	de	l’émotivité	(Paris:	Payot,	1925),	p.	53,	
in	Noel	Evans,	p.	86.	
57	Dupré,	Clinique	des	maladies	mentales,	pp.	28-29.	
58	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	86.	
59	Trubert,	p.	123.	
60	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	14,	89-119.	
61	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	12.		
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penalisation	for	any	form	of	propaganda	or	the	sale	of	objects	encouraging	the	

use	of	contraceptive	devices	or	the	abortion	of	a	pregnancy.62	There	was	a	

strong,	natalist	drive	for	women’s	maternal	role,	whilst	the	hedonist	generation	

of	the	années	folles	had	other,	more	autonomous	ideals.	Roberts	demonstrates	

that	the	dispute	between	these	two	female	identities	culminated	in	the	concerns	

over	the	declining	birth	rate	in	France	and	led	to	the	pathologising	of	the	

modern	female.	Shorter	skirts	and	boyish	fashions	provoked	a	disfiguring,	

degenerate	masculinisation	that,	it	was	feared,	would	sterilise	her	reproductive	

capacity.	Meanwhile,	her	thin	figure	represented	her	corrupted	health	and	

barren	womb,	thus	compromising	future	French	generations.63	From	1920	the	

beauty	industry	flourished	with	a	variety	of	pills	and	products	appearing	on	the	

market	to	aid	dieting	in	order	to	achieve	la	garçonne	look,64	equally	

contributing	to	this	alignment	of	the	modern	female	and	the	medical	and	health	

sciences.		

	

Roberts	has	illustrated	that	during	the	First	World	War,	the	investigations	of	

the	Académie	de	Médecine	into	the	depopulation	crisis	concluded	that	women	

who	did	not	have	at	least	one	child	suffered	from	the	formation	of	‘fibroma’	

tumours	–	and	the	more	offspring	produced	the	better	the	woman’s	health.65	It	

was	thought	that	the	uterus	hypertrophied	(enlarged	via	cell	growth)	at	birth,	

																																																								
62	Paul	Coquemard,	‘Vote	de	la	loi	réprimant	la	propagande	malthusienne’,	1	September	
1920,	La	Femme	et	l’enfant,	p.	1229,	for	the	text	of	the	law;	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	
Sexes,	pp.	93-94,	referencing	Angus	McLaren,	Sexuality	and	the	Social	Order:	The	Debate	
over	the	Fertility	of	Women	and	Workers	in	France,	1770-1920	(New	York:	Holmes	and	
Meier,	1983),	p.	1,	&	Françoise	Thébaud,	Donner	la	vie	:	Histoire	de	la	mère	en	France	
entre	les	deux	guerres	(Thèse	du	troisième	cycle,	Université	de	Paris	VII,	1982),	p.	59.		
63	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	pp.	63-87.		
64	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	83.		
65	Martin	de	Torina,	Mère	sans	être	épouse	(Paris:	Author,	1918),	chap.	8,	in	Roberts,	
Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	168.	
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and	whilst	this	process	would	also	occur	outside	pregnancy	it	would	do	so	

abnormally,	causing	a	variety	of	maladies	within	and	around	the	uterus.66	

Conveniently,	amongst	fears	over	a	declining	birth	rate,	failure	to	reproduce	

was	now	medically	dangerous.	Furthermore,	there	was	a	desire	to	discourage	

the	emerging	phenomena	of	career-minded	women,	less	concerned	with	the	

mothering	role.	Indeed,	the	Catholic	Church	preached	that	female	celibacy	

would	lead	to	the	selfishness	and	materialism	that	were	aligned	with	the	New	

Woman,	who	stereotypically	desired	a	freer	life	of	luxury	rather	than	maternal	

responsibility.67		

	

Social	Hysteria:	A	World	Gone	Mad	

	

In	1918,	La	Salpêtrière	hospital	stated	that	many	cases	of	mental	trauma	were	

brought	on	by	the	stresses	of	the	war	and	the	German	bombing	of	Paris,	which	

caused	physical	exhaustion	and	mental	stress.	These	were	generally,	however,	

mild,	short-term	cases.68	As	Gregory	M.	Thomas’s	research	has	demonstrated,	

there	was	statistically	no	mass	epidemic	of	psychiatric	stress	and	mental	illness	

brought	on	during	the	First	World	War	amongst	civilians.69	Indeed,	numbers	of	

mental-asylum	patients	decreased	during	the	war,	though	this	was	perhaps	also	

on	account	of	population	movement	towards	the	countryside	where	these	

facilities	were	not	available,	and	the	closure	of	certain	establishments	as	

																																																								
66	‘Le	dernier	mot	du	professeur	Pinard’,	Le	Matin,	1925	cited	in	Roberts,	Civilization	
Without	Sexes,	p.	168.	
67	Roberts,	Civilization	Without	Sexes,	p.	165.	
68	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	80,	citing	Philippe	Chaslin,	Préfecture	du	département	de	la	
Seine,	Direction	des	affaires	départementales,	Rapport	sur	le	service	des	aliénés	du	
département	de	la	Seine	(Paris:	Imprimerie	Nouvelle,	1918),	p.	264.	
69	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	15.		



	

	

263	

doctors	were	called	for	military	service.70	Thomas’s	study	reveals	that	there	

was	no	drastic	increase	in	hysterical	patients	at	the	home	front	that	had	been	

brought	on	by	war	stress,	in	spite	of	approximately	39	million	mourners	and	

the	huge	numbers	of	psychologically	traumatised	soldiers.71	Hysterics	were	not	

treated	in	asylums	but	in	outpatient	services,	whose	statistics	show	that	cases	

of	hysteria	did	begin	to	rise	during	the	First	World	War	–	in	Paris	the	Sainte-

Anne	asylum’s	outpatient	service	saw	a	seven	to	seventeen	per	cent	increase	in	

hysteria	amongst	their	total	number	of	patients	between	1913	and	1915,	but	

this	then	declined.72		

	

Whilst	contagious	disease	was	a	major	concern	in	the	wartime	and	interwar	

period,	then,	psychiatric	concerns	brought	on	by	the	war	amongst	French	

civilians	were	seemingly	not	as	prevalent.	The	relatively	low	numbers	of	non-

military	mental	illness	accepted	by	the	medical	fraternity	at	this	time	are	

therefore	inconsistent	with	the	importance	placed	on	the	preservation	of	

physical	and	mental	health	in	other	ostensibly	non-medical	domains,	such	as	

the	social-dance	and	fashion	scenes.	Even	if	mental	institution	numbers	were	

relatively	low,	the	threat	of	mentally	degenerative	activity	–	often	constructed	

																																																								
70	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	73.		
71	Historians	Leonard	V.	Smith,	Stéphane	Audoin-Rouzeau	and	Annette	Becker	estimate	
that	the	ripple	effect	of	the	grief	created	by	a	single	death,	touching	extended	families,	
friends	and	neighbours,	could	have	left	39	million	people	in	some	degree	of	mourning	
after	France’s	total	military	death	toll	of	1.3	million.	This	figure	is	based	on	the	
calculation	that	each	of	the	1.3	million	Frenchmen	killed	in	the	Great	War	left	behind	
thirty	people	in	various	degrees	of	mourning.	Leonard	V.	Smith,	Stéphane	Audoin-
Rouzeau,	Annette	Becker,	France	and	the	Great	War,	1914-1918,	‘New	Approaches	to	
European	History’	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2003),	pp.	68-71	(esp.	p.	
71);	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	p.	80.	
72	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	91-92.	
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in	the	interest	of	maintaining	perceived	moral	decency	–	remained	

comparatively	high,	as	the	study	of	female	criminality	illustrates.73		

	

The	theories	of	hysteria	centred	on	suggestion,	persuasion,	and	perceived	social	

rebellion	provide	an	essential	historical	context	for	this	chapter’s	balletic	case	

study.	There	was	an	increasing	preoccupation	in	this	interwar	period	with	the	

notion	of	a	deteriorating	society,	and	the	understanding	that	social	discord	

related	to	mental	debilitation.	Of	principal	concern	since	the	Belle	Époque	was	

the	human	proclivity	to	imitate	and	spread	immoral,	inappropriate	behaviour.	

Neurologists	such	as	Babinski	and	Bernheim	were	preoccupied	with	the	

concept	of	suggestion,	adapting	the	term	within	their	own	theories	of	hysteria.	

What	constituted	this	irrational	behaviour	fell	into	the	category	of	the	anti-

social.	As	Nicole	Edelman	in	her	study	of	hysteria	has	stated,	there	existed	‘une	

hystérique	publique	qui,	entre	foule	et	femme,	devient	métaphore	d’attitudes	

outrancières,	de	réactions	excitées,	de	comportements	excessifs’.74	Hysteria	

now	had	social	implications.		

	

Around	the	turn	of	the	century	the	theory	of	suggestion	had	targeted	what	

doctors,	alienists	and	neurologists,	including	Bernheim,	termed	les	foules	of	

French	society.75	Les	foules	were,	for	Bernheim,	impulsive,	uncontrollable,	

suggestible	collectives	such	as	violent	revolutionaries,	anti-Semites	and	

																																																								
73	It	is	important	to	note	that	just	because	medical	institutions	did	not	acknowledge	or	
even	receive	as	many	mental-health	patients	this	does	not	mean	that	French	citizens	
did	not	suffer	any	mental	trauma	during	wartime	–	the	horrors	of	asylums	did	not	
render	them	enticing	solutions	to	problems.	See	Gregory	M.	Thomas,	pp.	189-190.	
74	Edelman,	p.	307.	
75	Edelman,	p.	314.		
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boulangistes,	who	suffered	from	‘aberrations	instinctives	suggérées’.76	

Bernheim	suggested	in	1903:	

	

l’anarchisme,	le	boulangisme,	l’antisémitisme,	tous	les	fanatismes	

religieux,	sociaux,	politiques,	nationaux,	antireligieux,	toutes	les	passions	

populaires	soulevées	par	la	presse,	les	affiches,	les	réunions	[...]	ne	sont-

ce	pas	là	des	folies	instinctives	suggérées	?77			

	

In	words	previously	stated	by	Maupassant,	evidencing	the	cross-fertilisation	

between	medicine	and	literature,	Bernheim	concludes	‘nous	sommes	tous	

hystériques	dans	une	certaine	mesure’.78	Later,	for	Schnyder,	cases	of	hysteria	

in	men	of	the	proletariat	could	be	aligned	with	a	form	of	protest	against	social	

injustice.79	Male	hysteria	was	also	associated	with	degeneration	linked	to	

alcoholism	and	syphilis,80	thus	condemning	the	debauched	or	illicit	activity	that	

those	ills	entailed.	The	hysterical	model	could	be	applied	to	society	at	large,	as	it	

represented	the	cause	of	many	of	the	evils	and	immoralities	that	plagued	

civilisation.		

	

Theories	of	suggestion	were	not	purely	reserved	for	the	medical	journals,	and	

were	also	circulating	in	the	public	imagination.	On	16	March	1914	Mme	

Caillaux,	married	to	the	Ministre	des	finances,	entered	the	office	of	M.	Gaston	

																																																								
76	Hippolyte	Bernheim,	Hypnotisme,	suggestion,	psychothérapie,	p.	212.	
77	Bernheim,	Hypnotisme,	suggestion,	psychothérapie,	p.	212;	Edelman,	p.	312,	states	
that	these	lines	are	already	in	an	1891	edition.		
78	Bernheim,	Hypnotisme,	suggestion,	psychothérapie,	p.	218.		
79	L.	Schnyder,	(Résumé),	p.	376.			
80	Edelman,	p.	326.		
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Calmette,	director	of	Le	Figaro,	and	fired	four	shots	that	later	killed	him.	This	

brutal	murder	led	to	the	following	comment	in	L’Écho	de	Paris:			

 
[m]ais	son	acte	même	n’est-il	pas,	en	quelque	sorte,	une	des	

conséquences	fatales	de	ce	régime	d’anarchie	morale	et	de	

désorganisation	sociale	?	On	a	sapé	toutes	les	croyances,	bafoué	toutes	

les	traditions,	brisé	tous	les	liens,	méconnu	les	sentiments	de	l’honneur	

et	du	devoir.	Peu	à	peu	on	arriverait	à	faire	de	ce	peuple	qui	résiste	

encore,	qui	demeure	dans	son	ensemble	si	noble	et	si	fier,	un	peuple	de	

détraqués,	d’affolés	et	d’amoraux.	Déjà	le	mal	monte.	Il	est	en	haut	

maintenant	comme	en	bas.81	

	

For	this	journalist,	the	murder	is	representative	of	a	moral	degeneration	that	

French	society	was	suffering	more	generally.	In	particular,	the	lack	of	honour	

and	duty	and	the	ruination	of	traditions	and	morals	is	now	‘en	haut’	as	well	as	

‘en	bas’:	what	had	been	contained	previously	in	the	lower	rungs	of	society,	and	

with	which	revolt	and	other	misdemeanours	were	more	generally	associated,	

was	now	infecting	the	supposedly	civilised	end	of	the	social	spectrum	too.	

Society	as	a	whole,	particularly	during	and	after	a	war	that	brought	men	of	all	

classes	to	the	same	fate,	was	now	further	united	in	the	fear	that	the	world	

around	them	was	disintegrating.	Artistic	movements	such	as	Dada	expressed	

the	nonsensical	progression	of	civilisation,	whilst	Expressionism	depicted	

emotional	trauma	and	found	inspiration	in	the	artwork	of	the	mentally	ill.	The	

idea	of	a	world	gone	mad	also	circulated	outside	medical	discourse,	in	other	

																																																								
81	Marcel	Hutin,	‘Mme	Caillaux,	femme	du	ministre	des	finances,	tire	quatre	coups	de	
browning	sur	M.	Gaston	Calmette’,	L’Écho	de	Paris,	17	March	1914,	p.	1.	
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domains	such	as	the	criminal	justice	system	and	critiques	of	fashion,	lifestyle	

and	the	social-dance	scene,	as	their	critics	adopted	medical	terminology	as	a	

dissuasive	technique.	The	definition	of	hysteria	became	even	looser	and	gained	

further	significance	when	adopted	by	society	and	the	arts.	Artistic	depictions	of	

psychological	turbulence	embodied	a	growing	socio-cultural	irrationalism	and	

the	evolution	of	new	forms	of	expression,	as	this	chapter	will	now	explore	in	

relation	to	the	ballet	stage.	
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3.2	The	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous:	A	Forgotten	Scandal	

	

Halfway	through	the	twenty-year	reign	of	the	Ballets	Russes	there	came,	

splintered	from	the	Royal	Opera	of	Stockholm,	another	dance	troupe	with	

similar	intermedial,	interdisciplinary	values	and	the	financial	backing	to	see	

them	realised.	The	Ballets	Suédois,	active	in	Paris	from	1920	to	1925,	provided	

a	commercial	and	artistic	rival	for	Diaghilev.	They	operated	under	the	

leadership	and	financial	support	of	Rolf	de	Maré,	a	wealthy	Swedish	aristocrat	

with	a	keen	passion	for	modern	art.	The	company’s	principal	dancer,	teacher	

and	choreographer	was	Jean	Börlin	who,	alongside	a	wealth	of	artistic	

collaborators,	built	on	the	intermedial	performances	of	the	Ballets	Russes,	

creating	their	own	syntheses	of	painting,	poetry,	dance,	costume	and	music.	The	

Swedish	company	was	often	perceived	as	less	elitist	than	the	Ballets	Russes.82	

They	performed	with	the	art	form	as	their	principal	objective	rather	than	

pandering	to	audience	tastes,	as	Diaghilev	was	accused	of	doing	as	early	as	

1910,	a	lack	of	institutional	financial	security	requiring	the	creation	of	box-

office	successes.83	In	spite	of	the	Swedes’	anti-elitist	reputation,	however,	it	was	

arguably	and	ironically	the	financial	security	from	de	Maré’s	wealth	that	

permitted	them	to	experiment	so	boldly.	The	Ballets	Suédois	provoked	varied	

reactions	amongst	both	audience	and	critics,	not	always	positive,	but	their	

original	and	varied	work	merits	an	analysis	that	separates	them	from	their	

Russian	rivals,	acknowledging	their	marked	influence	on	modern	dance.		
																																																								
82	Erik	Näslund,	‘Rolf	de	Maré	and	Ballets	Suédois’,	Pierre	Berger	and	Erik	Näslund	
interviewed	by	Thomas	Persson,	in	Acne	Paper,	6th	issue	(Paris:	Mikael	Schiller,	
summer	2008),	110-119	(p.	118).	
83	Garafola,	Diaghilev’s	Ballets	Russes,	p.	287.	Garafola	states	that	this	charge	was	raised	
in	the	St.	Petersburg	press	by	Vladimir	Telyakovsky,	Director	of	the	Imperial	Theaters:	
V.	Serov,	Letter	to	the	Editor,	Rech’,	22	September	1910.	
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The	Ballets	Suédois’	opening	night	on	25	October	1920	at	the	Théâtre	des	

Champs-Élysées	in	Paris	was	a	success.	Nuit	de	Saint-Jean	was	particularly	

enjoyed,	with	its	classic,	Swedish	scenes	of	maypole	dancing	and	cheerful	

colours.84	It	portrayed	the	traditional	aspects	of	Nordic	culture	that	the	Parisian	

public	had	been	waiting	to	see,	on	account	of	the	Ballets	Russes’	triumph	with	

traditional	scenes	of	Russian	culture,	such	as	their	Russian	fairy-tale	ballet	

L’Oiseau	de	feu.	There	were	also	many	and	varied	Franco-Scandinavian	cultural	

exchanges	across	the	early	twentieth	century,	from	music	and	theatre	to	the	

numerous	artists	who	had	been	flocking	to	Paris	from	the	Nordic	countries,	

particularly	since	the	1870s,	forming	clubs	and	societies.85	There	was	thus	a	

fascination	for	Nordic	culture	that	the	Ballets	Suédois	capitalised	on.	Added	to	

Nuit	de	Saint-Jean	were	French	designer	Jeanne	Lanvin’s	costumes	for	Jeux,	

exoticism	in	the	form	of	the	Spanish	gypsy	setting	in	Ibéria	and,	finally,	

Derviches,	a	ballet	inspired	by	an	Indian	miniature	with	traditional	costumes.86	

The	Ballets	Suédois	presented	themselves	to	Parisian	society	as	a	multicultural	

display	of	colourful	design	and	celebrated	their	host	country,	too.		

	

																																																								
84	Paris,	BnF,	‘Recueil	factice	de	programmes	et	articles	de	presse	concernant	les	ballets	
suédois	de	Rolf	de	Maré,	nov.	1920-mars	1921’,	cote:	R83659	[hereafter	BnF,	Recueil	
factice].	
85	Laurence	Campa	and	Peter	Read,	‘L’attrait	du	nord.	Apollinaire	&	les	artistes	
scandinaves’,	in	La	Place	d’Apollinaire,	sous	la	direction	d’Anja	Ernst	et	Paul	Geyer	
(Paris:	Classiques	Garnier,	2014),	pp.	221-240	(p.	221-2).	
86	Nancy	Van	Norman	Baer,	‘The	Ballets	Suédois:	A	Synthesis	of	Modernist	Trends	in	
Art’,	in	Paris	Modern:	The	Swedish	Ballet	1920-1925,	ed.	by	Nancy	Van	Norman	Baer	
(New	York,	Texas,	San	Francisco:	University	of	Washington	Press,	1996),	published	in	
conjuction	with	the	exhibition:	Nancy	Van	Norman	Baer,	Jan	Torsten	Ahlstrand	
(curators),	Fashion	Institute	of	Technology,	New	York;	Marion	Koogler	McNay	Art	
Institute,	San	Antonio;	Fine	Arts	Museums	of	San	Francisco,	‘Paris	Modern:	
The	Swedish	Ballet	1920-1925’,	1995-1996,	pp.	10-38	(pp.	14-16).	
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The	second	set	of	performances,	however,	on	8	November	1920,	broke	

drastically	away	from	the	relative	timidity	of	the	first,	with	a	ballet	that	would	

not	only	dissolve	the	idealised	image	of	Swedish	pastoral	scenes,	but	would	also	

place	Börlin’s	choreography	further	within	the	realms	of	modern,	Expressionist	

dance.	Maison	de	fous	was	created	and	choreographed	by	Börlin,	with	music	by	

Viking	Dahl,	sets	and	costumes	by	Nils	Dardel	and	the	orchestra	directed	by	Nils	

Grevillius,	head	of	the	orchestra	at	the	Royal	Opera	of	Stockholm.	With	its	

challenging	aesthetic	this	ballet	would	provoke,	for	some	critics,	an	even	

greater	scandal	than	that	of	Vaslav	Nijinsky’s	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	in	1913.87		

	

There	is	no	definitive	libretto	remaining	for	Maison	de	fous	that	is	known	to	

have	been	used	in	rehearsals	for	the	ballet,	but	there	are	various	summaries	of	

the	ballet’s	plot	that	appeared	in	the	Parisian	press	after	the	dress	rehearsal	and	

first	performances,	which	all	differ	slightly	as	to	which	choreographic	elements	

the	journalists	choose	to	relay.	The	magazine	La	Danse,	one	of	four	magazines	

owned	by	de	Maré,88	contains	the	official	plot	summary	of	the	ballet	[see	Figure	

6	further	on].	As	this	is	a	product	of	the	Ballets	Suédois’	direction,	this	summary	

constitutes	the	most	definitive	libretto	available,	which	may	then	be	enhanced	

with	information	from	the	press	reviews.		

	

Börlin	created	a	dark,	pathological	performance.	The	ballet	depicted	a	young	

girl,	La	Fille	de	bon	sens,	who	finds	herself	lost	in	a	madhouse	of	patients	who	

each	symbolise	a	different	human	sin:	

																																																								
87	Lucien	Dubech,	[n.	pub.],	15	November	1920,	BnF,	Recueil	factice.	
88	Erik	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré:	Art	Collector,	Ballet	Director,	Museum	Creator,	trans.	by	
Roger	Tanner	(Alton:	Dance	Books:	2009),	p.	236.	
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[l]a	scène	est	chez	les	fous.		

Une	jeune	fille	survient,	que	le	spectacle	inattendu	de	cette	foule	

aux	gesticulations	désordonnées	surprend	et	épouvante.		

Son	attitude	craintive,	son	hésitation	attirent	l’attention	des	fous	

et	redoublent	leur	agitation	qui	met	le	comble	à	son	horreur.		

Leur	sarabande	de	possédés	l’hallucine.	En	quel	enfer	a-t-elle	

pénétré	?	En	vain	elle	tente	de	résister	à	l’emprise	de	la	folie	par	laquelle	

elle	se	sent	gagnée.		

Son	esprit	s’égare,	elle	n’est	plus	maîtresse	de	sa	volonté.		

Inconsciemment,	elle	se	prend	à	imiter	les	gestes	des	insensés	qui	

l’entourent.	Leur	ronde	se	précipite,	elle	perd	toute	conscience	et	bientôt	

s’exalte	jusqu’à	sombrer	dans	une	démence	encore	plus	frénétique	que	la	

leur.		

Et	les	fous,	épouvantés	à	leur	tour	par	ses	gestes,	reculent	surpris,	

tremblants	;	cherchent	en	désordre	une	issue	et	s’enfuient,	pris	de	

panique.		

Elle	est,	maintenant,	seule	avec	le	prince.		

Ils	sont,	tous	deux,	en	proie	à	un	énervement	invincible.	Et,	tout	à	

coup,	le	prince	est	saisi	du	désir	d’étrangler	la	jeune	fille.		

Celle-ci	a	recouvré	ses	sens.	Elle	voudrait	s’enfuir.	Mais	elle	tombe	

morte.		
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Une	affreuse	sorcière,	qui	depuis	le	départ	des	fous	se	tenait	

accroupie	dans	une	immobilité	de	statue,	lève	les	yeux,	ricane	et,	se	

traînant	vers	la	jeune	fille,	lui	crache	au	visage.89		

	

This	violent,	ugly	ballet	constituted	a	crucial	moment	in	the	founding	of	modern	

dance.	However,	Maison	de	fous	has	not,	I	argue,	received	due	critical	attention.	

Attacked	or	dismissed	at	the	time	of	its	performance,	this	icy	reception	

somehow	foreshadowed	more	recent	critical	oubli.	The	few	works	that	allude	to	

the	ballet	do	not	provide	extensive	detail	or	analysis.90	Therefore,	as	far	as	is	

known,	Dardel’s	sketches	that	appear	in	this	chapter,	along	with	

correspondence	and	much	of	the	press	surrounding	this	ballet,	have	not	

previously	been	reproduced	in	publication.		

	

Erik	Näslund	has	written	expansively	on	the	material	in	the	Ballets	Suédois	

archives	at	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Study	Center	in	Stockholm,	such	as	in	his	

publication	Rolf	de	Maré:	Art	collector,	Ballet	Director,	Museum	Curator.	Here,	

Näslund	provides	the	most	comprehensive	account	available	of	the	creation	of	

Maison	de	fous,	including	key	information	on	its	conception.	Näslund’s	study	is	

predominantly	factual,	leaving	room	for	further	critical	analysis.	Maison	de	fous	

was	the	ballet	that	incited	‘les	plus	violentes	discussions’,	and	Börlin’s	dance	

and	its	complex	choreography	was	praised	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	

																																																								
89	‘Maison	de	fous’,	in	La	Danse,	ce	numéro	est	entièrement	consacré	aux	Ballets	Suédois	
(Paris:	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	November	1920)	[hereafter	La	Danse,	November	
1920].	Please	see	Appendix	B	for	a	full	character/cast	list.		
90	See	Pascale	de	Groote,	Ballets	Suédois,	Studies	in	Performing	Arts	and	Film	4	
(University	of	Ghent:	Academia	Press,	2002)	pp.	30-31,	and	Sally	Banes,	Writing	
Dancing	in	the	Age	of	Postmodernism	(Hanover;	London:	Wesleyan	University	Press,	
1994)	p.	74.	
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contemporain	as	‘sans	conteste	l’une	de	ses	meilleures	créations’.91	The	ballet	

merits	the	level	of	analysis	that	the	scandalous	Le	Sacre	du	printemps	received,	

not	only	for	its	choreographic	innovation,	but	also	on	account	of	the	work’s	

socio-cultural	influences.	We	may	situate	the	ballet	within	the	broader	cultural	

context	of	the	perceived	links	between	dance	and	mental	illness	and	the	

ramifications	of	an	overt	portrayal	of	such	illness	in	a	public	setting.	The	

representation	of	madness	and	hysteria,	both	female	and	male,	intersects	with	

the	large	quantity	of	medical	discourse	and	the	high	level	of	public	concern	

surrounding	mental	health	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Furthermore,	the	

ballet’s	critique	of	society’s	false	sense	of	rationalism	may	be	viewed	as	a	direct	

attack	on	the	recent	war	and	indeed	the	bourgeois	audience	they	performed	to.	

Whilst	the	ballet	appears	subversive,	however,	it	also	contains	traditionalist	

elements	that	caution	imposing	a	wholly	modernist,	progressive	interpretation	

onto	avant-gardist	works.		

	

Section	3.2	will	firstly	examine	Maison	de	fous	as	an	Expressionist	ballet,	

drawing	on	this	movement’s	fascination	with	the	pathological	body.	We	will	

analyse	the	origins	of	Maison	de	fous	and	the	ballet	as	an	Expressionist	form	of	

Gesamtkunstwerk,	before	expounding	on	the	press	reaction	followed	by	the	

music	and	the	set	and	costume	designs.	This	chapter	will	then	form	a	close	

analysis	of	the	ballet	in	relation	to	its	varied	interpretations	in	the	press	and	its	

wider	critique	of	rationalism.	The	medical	history	will	be	brought	into	the	
																																																								
91	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain.	Texte	de	:	Fokine,	Haquinius,	de	Maré,	
Rémon,	Tansman,	Tugal,	contributions	de	:	Claudel,	Catelle,	Cendrars,	Cocteau,	
Inghelbrecht,	Milhaud,	Pirandello,	Picabia,	Roland.	Manuel.	Hors-texte	en	couleurs	de	:	
Bonnard,	Chirico,	Colin,	Dardel,	Foujita,	Gladky,	Hellé,	Hugo,	Lagut,	Laprade,	Léger,	
Murphy,	Nerman,	Pair,	Perdriat,	Steinlen,	64	pl.	en	héliogravure,	couverture	dessinée	par	
Fernand	Léger	(Paris:	Éditions	du	Trianon,	1931),	pp.	43,	44.		
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analysis	of	3.3	as	we	examine	Maison	de	fous	and	the	representation	of	hysteria	

on	the	intermedial	stage.		

	

An	Expressionist	Gesamtkunstwerk	

	

As	elaborated	in	Chapter	2,	the	pathological	body,	and	in	particular	the	nervous	

sufferer,	was	celebrated	on	the	painted	canvas	from	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	

century,	and	was	particularly	prevalent	in	Expressionism	as	authors	such	as	

Patrick	Werkner,	Nathan	J.	Timpano	and	Leslie	Topp	and	Gemma	Blackshaw	

have	demonstrated.	Roughly	crystallising	in	the	work	of	Vincent	Van	Gogh,	

Europe	was	home	to	a	wave	of	international	artists	and	groups	including	

Edvard	Munch,	Henri	Matisse,	Georges	Rouault,	Chaim	Soutine,	Egon	Schiele,	

Oskar	Kokoschka,	Die	Brücke,	and	many	more,	particularly	in	German-speaking	

Europe,	all	experimenting	with	the	depiction	of	inner	states	and	outer	turmoil.	

Fighting	against	tradition	and	‘bourgeois	rule’	as	‘savages’,	in	the	words	of	

Hermann	Bahr	and	Franz	Marc	respectively,92	Expressionism,	particularly	with	

the	onset	of	war,	responded	to	a	growing	nervous	culture	and	listened	to	the	

‘inner	voice’,	the	unconscious	mind.93	In	the	words	of	Bahr,	whose	1916	

publication	Expressionism	was	widely	read,	

	

																																																								
92	Franz	Marc,	‘The	“Savages”	of	Germany’,	in	K.	Lankheit	(ed.),	The	Blaue	Reiter	
Almanac,	English	version	(London:	1974);	Hermann	Bahr,	Expressionism,	trans.	by	R.	T.	
Gribble	(London,	1920),	both	in	Art	in	Theory	1900-2000:	An	Anthology	of	Changing	
Ideas,	ed.	by	Charles	Harrison	and	Paul	Wood,	second	edition	(Malden	Mass.;	Oxford:	
Blackwell,	2003),	pp.	94,	116-121	(pp.	94,	119).	
93	Oskar	Kokoschka,	‘On	the	Nature	of	Visions’,	Heidi	Medlinger	&	John	Thwaites	in	
Edith	Hoffmann,	Kokoschka.	Life	and	Work	(London:	1947),	pp.	285-287,	in	Art	in	
Theory,	ed.	by	Harrison	and	Wood,	pp.	97-99	(p.	98).		
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[n]ever	has	the	world	been	so	silent	[...].	Never	has	man	been	more	

insignificant.	Never	has	he	felt	so	nervous.	[...]	this	whole	pregnant	time	

is	one	great	cry	of	anguish.	Art	too	joins	in,	into	the	great	darkness	she	

too	calls	for	help,	she	cries	to	the	spirit:	this	is	Expressionism.94	

	

The	visual	signs	of	mental	trauma	were,	logically	for	the	visual	nature	of	

painting,	most	interesting	to	these	artists,	identifiable	in	the	twisted,	arthritic	

bodies	of	the	sitters	of	Kokoschka,	and	the	pained,	diseased	or	skeletal	bodies	of	

Munch,	Schiele	and	Soutine,	for	example.	Expressionism	also	encompassed	the	

media	of	literature	and,	of	particular	interest	here,	dance.		

	

It	is	in	particular	towards	Timpano’s	analysis	of	the	Viennese	modern	body	and	

its	gestures	that	we	will	now	return	and	build	on	throughout	this	chapter	

within	the	French	context.	For	Timpano,	in	his	most	recent	publication,	the	

modern	body	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century	‘tended	to	appear	uniformly	

as	a	pathological	or	hysterical	figure’,	manipulated	in	the	paintings	of	the	

Viennese	Expressionist	artists	as	if	a	‘metaphorical	puppet	controlled	by	the	

hand	of	the	modern	artist’.95	This	same	modern	aesthetic	characterises	Maison	

de	fous,	particularly	in	relation	to	its	character	of	the	female	hysteric	that	will	

receive	more	detailed	analysis	in	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.	The	fact	that	the	

Ballets	Suédois	created	a	production	that	may	be	heavily	aligned	with	

																																																								
94	Bahr,	Expressionism,	in	Art	in	Theory,	ed.	by	Harrison	and	Wood,	p.	119.		
95	Timpano,	pp.	3-4.		
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Expressionism	and	its	tenets96	forms	part	of	the	wider	leaning	towards	what	

Itzhak	Goldberg	has	termed	‘spontaneous,	unpredictable	body	language	[....]	the	

only	guarantee	of	authentic	artistic	expression,	a	term	that	replaced	beauty’.97	

Delving	deeper	than	surface	aesthetics,	the	Expressionist	movement	as	seen	in	

painting	and	dance	in	this	era	performed	pathology	as	a	method	of	commenting	

upon	the	nature	of	the	modern	body	and,	in	the	case	of	Maison	de	fous,	the	

modern	value	system.		

	

*	

	

As	Gabriele	Brandstetter	has	stated,	the	term	Expressionist	dance	has	often	

been	confused	as	comprising	all	dance	post-1900	that	is	not	classical.98	

Regulating	this	wide-ranging	definition,	Brandstetter	argues	that	‘free	dance’	

came	chronologically	prior	to	Expressionist	dance	with	the	‘reform	initiatives’	

of	Loie	Fuller	and	Isadora	Duncan	around	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century	and	

into	the	1920s,	characterised	principally	by	a	‘	“natural,”	simple	manner	of	

moving	from	the	center	of	the	body’.99	Expressionist	dance,	on	the	other	hand,	

designates	‘that	emphatic-expressionist	school	of	modern	dance’,	beginning	

																																																								
96	When	Dahl	approached	the	Ballets	Suédois	in	March	1920	he	offered	to	compose	
music	for	them	with	Expressionist	dance	in	mind.	Stockholm,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	
Maré	Study	Center,	Archives	of	Les	Ballets	Suédois,	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	
approximate,	unpublished	translations	by	Petter	Hammarbäck	[hereafter	Maison	de	
fous	correspondence],	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	March	28	1920.	The	
ballet	was	also	heavily	influenced	by	Pär	Lagerkvist’s	Expressionistic	play	Himlens	
Hemlighet,	discussed	shortly.		
97	Itzhak	Goldberg,	‘Talking	Hands’,	in	Klimt,	Schiele,	Moser,	Kokoschka:	Vienna	1900,	ed.	
by	Serge	Lemoine	&	Marie-Amélie	zu	Salm-Salm	(Paris:	Editions	de	la	Réunion	des	
musées	nationaux,	2005),	pp.	75-85	(p.	76).	
98	Brandstetter,	p.	19.		
99	Brandstetter,	p.	19.	
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with	the	movement	theory	of	Rudolf	von	Laban.100	Brandstetter	identifies	the	

first	phase	of	Expressionist	dance	between	1914	and	1917,	before	the	term	

German	Expressionist	dance	emerged	in	the	1920s.	Important	pioneers	

included	Mary	Wigman	and	Kurt	Jooss	amongst	others.101	Central	to	this	style	of	

dance	for	Brandstetter	is	what	she	terms	the	‘aesthetics	of	ugliness’102	that	we	

find	to	be	the	principal	aesthetic	and	thematic	objectives	of	Maison	de	fous.	The	

beauty	and	grace	that	characterised	the	classical	tradition	and	the	‘natural’	

aesthetic	of	free	dance	were	rejected	in	favour	of	the	‘truth’	–	the	expression	of	

the	inner	and	outer	reality	of	mankind	in	an	embrace	of	‘ugliness’.	In	opposition	

to	the	light	ethereality	of	classical	ballet,	Expressionist	dance	focused	instead	

upon	weight	and	tension,	and	emotions	such	as	fear	and	grief.103	Modernity	

signified	nerves,	jarring	emotion,	and	the	recognition	that	the	world	around	

was	not,	in	reality,	as	beautiful	as	art	had	attempted	to	portray	it	for	so	long	

previously.	Wigman’s	Hexentanz	(Witch	Dance),	first	created	in	1914,	

exemplifies	this	rejection	of	the	classical	aesthetic,	as	does	Laban’s	

incorporation	of	social	themes	into	his	chorography.	Maison	de	fous,	through	its	

characterisation	of	La	Femme	en	deuil,	a	plausible	reference	to	the	cost	of	the	

Great	War,	foreshadows	Kurt	Jooss’	(a	student	of	Laban)	anti-war	ballet	The	

Green	Table	(1932),	for	example.104	Börlin	had	already	demonstrated	an	

interest	in	Ausdruckstanz	in	his	choreographed	piece	Dervishes,	reminiscent	of	

the	whirling	dances	that	Mary	Wigman	and	Ruth	Saint	Denis,	amongst	others,	

																																																								
100	Brandstetter,	p.	19.	
101	Brandstetter,	pp.	19-20.		
102	Brandstetter,	p.	20.	
103	Brandstetter,	p.	20.	
104	Kurt	Jooss,	The	Green	Table:	a	dance	of	death	in	eight	scenes,	written	and	compiled	
by	Anna	Markard,	ed.	by	Anna	Hutchinson	Guest,	Language	of	Dance	Series	no.	8	(New	
York;	London:	Routledge,	2003).		
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were	also	performing.105	As	Pascale	de	Groote	has	stated,	in	his	choreography	

for	Maison	de	fous	Börlin	joined	the	Expressionist	modern	dance	of	Mary	

Wigman.106	Indeed,	I	posit	that	the	Swedes’	La	Sorcière,	who	sits	in	one	corner	

of	the	stage	until	the	ballet’s	close	wearing	a	frightening,	skull-like	mask,	could	

even	be	an	homage	to	Wigman’s	famous	Witch	Dance	[see	Figure	6].	As	

Margaret	Lloyd	explains,	from	a	seated	position	Wigman	‘crawled	and	crept,	the	

body	dragging	forward	on	the	haunches,	the	face	masked,	the	effect	eerie’.107	It	

is	not	unreasonable	to	imagine	that	the	character	looking	on	over	the	

proceedings	of	Maison	de	fous	might	be	a	reference	to	one	of	the	major	figures	

of	the	German	Expressionist	dance	movement.	The	presence	of	such	a	figure	

might	also	be	seen	as	a	Primitivist	impulse,	reflecting	the	crouching	women	

depicted	in	paintings	by	Gauguin,	for	example.108		

	

Börlin	had	been	greatly	inspired	by	Michel	Fokine,	from	whom	he	received	

private	lessons	in	the	summer	of	1918,	and	who	favoured	expressivity	and	

elasticity.109	The	Opera	in	Stockholm,	in	spite	of	its	high	technical	standard	of	

teaching,	struggled	to	produce	an	inspiring	repertoire,	its	dancers	mainly	

accompanying	operas	or	taking	walk-on	parts.110	Fokine	on	the	other	hand,	

with	his	vision	that	all	the	arts	should	dance	together	as	one	intermedial	whole,	

revolutionised	all	that	Börlin	had	previously	been	exposed	to.111	In	addition	to	

																																																								
105	Brandstetter,	p.	212.	
106	de	Groote,	p.	83.	
107	Margaret	Lloyd,	The	Borzoi	Book	of	Modern	Dance	(New	York:	Dance	Horizons,	
1949),	pp.	13-14.	
108	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	Read	for	the	Gauguin	connection	here.		
109	Näslund,	‘Animating	a	Vision:	Rolf	de	Maré,	Jean	Börlin,	and	the	Founding	of	the	
Ballets	Suédois’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	Norman	Baer,	pp.	38-56	(pp.	44-45).	
110	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	136.	
111	See	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	pp.	136-144.	
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Fokine’s	teaching,	the	Stockholm	performances	of	Isadora	Duncan	and	Emile	

Jacques-Dalcroze	supplied	Börlin	with	an	alternative	understanding	of	

movement	vocabulary.112		

	

Maison	de	fous	is	credited	to	Börlin	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	

contemporain,	having	imagined	‘entièrement	la	donnée	du	ballet	et	sa	

réalisation	chorégraphique’.113	In	spite	of	this	attribution,	the	painter	Nils	

Dardel	and	his	friend,	the	Swedish	writer	Pär	Lagerkvist,	were	also	undoubtedly	

highly	influential	in	the	ballet’s	creation.	Dardel	worked	with	Börlin	on	Maison	

de	fous,	correspondence	revealing	that	he	sent	the	choreographer	his	costume	

designs	for	approval,114	and	that	Börlin	asked	Dardel	for	his	costume	sketches	

in	order	that	he	could	begin	choreographing.115	Erik	Näslund	has	revealed	that	

Maison	de	fous	originated	from	Pär	Lagerkvist’s	one-act	play	Himlens	hemlighet	

(Heaven’s	Secret)116	published	in	his	collected	works	in	1919.	It	is	necessary	to	

expand	on	Näslund’s	revelation	here,	in	an	analysis	of	Lagerkvist’s	work,	in	

order	to	reach	the	heart	of	what	the	collaborators	were	aiming	to	achieve	in	

Maison	de	fous.		

	

																																																								
112	de	Groote,	p.	7.	
113	Les	Ballets	suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	p.	43.	
114	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Nils	Dardel,	September	4,	
1920.	
115	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	from	Jean	Börlin	to	Nils	Dardel	“Kära	Nils”,	
no	date	(also	regarding	Nuit	de	St	Jean).	
116	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	197.	
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Lagerkvist	aimed	to	represent	the	‘modern	experience’	in	his	works	in	a	defiant	

rejection	of	naturalistic	realism.117	Naturalism	on	the	stage,	as	he	wrote	in	1918,	

was	‘a	denial	that	theatre	ought	to	be	theatre’.118	He	sought	an	immediate,	

expressive	form,119	‘simple	thoughts,	and	uncomplicated	feelings	in	confronting	

the	eternal	powers	of	life:	sorrow	and	happiness,	reverence,	love	and	hate’.120	

This	vision	resonates	with	that	of	the	German	Expressionists	of	the	era,	

rejecting	Impressionism	which	they	perceived	as	lowering	man	‘to	the	position	

of	a	gramophone	record	of	the	outer	world’,121	desiring	instead,	in	Max	

Pechstein’s	words,	‘[w]ork!	Intoxication!	Brain	racking!	Chewing,	eating,	

gorging,	rooting	up!	Rapturous	birth	pangs!	Jabbing	of	the	brush,	preferably	

right	through	the	canvas.	Trampling	on	paint	tubes...’122	Lagerkvist	had	studied	

Cubism	and	Expressionism,	and	wrote	the	manifesto	Ordkonst	och	bildkonst,	

‘World-art	and	Picture-art’	in	1913.123	As	Näslund	states,	Lagerkvist	advocated	

‘an	art	uniting	form	and	content	into	an	inseparable	whole	that	would	be	a	true	

expression	of	the	times’.124	Lagerkvist	may	be	seen	as	a	central	influence	on	the	

Ballets	Suédois,	particularly	as	the	notion	of	the	arts	creating	an	‘inseparable	

whole’	complements	the	idea	of	the	total	work	of	art,	the	Gesamtkunstwerk,	

something	fundamental	to	the	collaborative	creation	of	the	Swedish	ballets.		

	

																																																								
117	Thomas	R.	Buckman,	‘Introduction	by	Thomas	R.	Buckman’,	in	Pär	Lagerkvist,	
Modern	theatre:	seven	plays	and	an	essay,	trans.	by	Thomas	R.	Buckman	(Lincoln:	
University	of	Nebraska	Press,	1966),	pp.	ix-1	(p.	ix).		
118	Pär	Lagerkvist,	‘Modern	Theatre:	Points	of	View	and	Attack’	in	Modern	theatre,	pp.	
1-39	(p.	11).	
119	Pär	Lagerkvist,	‘Modern	Theatre:	Points	of	View	and	Attack’	in	Modern	theatre,	p.	38.	
120	Pär	Lagerkvist,	Ordkonst	och	bildkonst	(Stockholm:	Bröderna	Lagerströms	Förlag,	
1913),	pp.	46-47,	in	Buckman,	in	Modern	theatre,	p.	ix.	
121	Bahr,	Expressionism,	in	Art	in	Theory,	ed.	by	Harrison	and	Wood,	p.	119.	
122	Max	Pechstein	(1920)	in	Norbert	Wolf,	Expressionism	(Cologne:	Taschen,	2004),	p.	8.	
123	Näslund	‘Animating	a	Vision’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	Norman	Baer,	p.	38.	
124		Näslund	‘Animating	a	Vision’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	Norman	Baer,	p.	40.	
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Lagerkvist’s	Himlens	hemlighet	was	initially	meant	to	be	transposed	directly	

into	ballet	format.125	This	short	play	depicts	the	conversations	between	mad	or	

confused	characters	inhabiting	a	Lilliputian	planet.	The	play	revolves	around	a	

Young	Man	attempting	to	discover	the	meaning	of	life	and	the	love	of	Miss	

Judith,	who	herself	desires	a	golden	guitar	string	which	will	bring	eternal	

happiness	and	beauty.	Ultimately,	Miss	Judith	chooses	to	remain	mad	with	a	

Dwarf	rather	than	accept	the	Young	Man,	who	kills	himself	as	a	result	of	his	

rejection.126	As	Buckman	has	observed,	the	play	enacts	a	conflict	between	

‘selfishness,	small-mindedness,	[...]	absurd	vanity	[...and]	youthful	earnestness	

and	desire’,	127	the	principal	characters	searching	for	a	world	in	which	love	and	

happiness	are	possible.	Lagerkvist	created	a	strange	and	disfigured	set	of	

characters,	including	an	old	woman	with	a	toothless	grin,	an	unhinged	red-

headed	girl	(Miss	Judith),	a	man	dressed	in	flesh	coloured	tights	lopping	off	the	

heads	of	dolls,	a	large	blind	man	and	a	young	man,	lost.128	There	are	certainly	

similarities	to	be	found	here	with	the	characters	of	Maison	de	fous.	The	ballet’s	

La	Sorcière,	with	her	wide	grin,	resembles	Lagerkvist’s	old	woman,	whilst	

L’Aveugle	also	has	a	literary	match	in	Himlens	hemlighet.		

	

																																																								
125	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	197.	
126	Buckman,	in	Modern	theatre,	pp.	xviii,	73-93.	
127	Buckman	in	Modern	theatre,	p.	xviii.	
128	Pär	Lagerkvist,	‘The	Secret	of	Heaven’,	in	Modern	Theatre,	pp.	73-93.		
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Figure	5:	Nils	Dardel,	The	Waterfall,	1921,	Photo	Bukowskis	auctions			
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The	connections	between	ballet	and	play	are	also	relayed	in	Dardel’s	1921	

painting	The	Waterfall	129	[Figure	5],	which	was	being	completed	as	Maison	de	

fous	was	still	touring.130	Dardel	had	visited	the	Kegon	waterfall	near	Nikkō	in	

Japan	in	1917,	and	this	site	as	well	as	its	history	of	young	despairing	lovers	

throwing	themselves	into	its	rapids	may	well	have	inspired	Dardel	in	this	

creation.131	As	Karl	Asplund	and	Näslund	have	observed,	the	work	depicts	many	

of	Lagerkvist’s	characters	from	Himlens	hemlighet.132	In	the	foreground	of	the	

painting,	a	man	in	red	falls	into	the	abyss,	similar	to	the	suicide	of	the	Young	

Man	in	the	play,	whilst	the	painting	also	depicts	many	women	with	red	hair	who	

might	resemble	Miss	Judith,	one	even	playing	a	guitar.	However,	there	is	also	an	

evident	crossover	between	Lagerkvist’s	characters	and	those	in	Maison	de	

fous.133	In	the	bottom	right-hand	corner	of	the	canvas	sits	an	old	woman	reading	

																																																								
129	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	197.	
130	The	last	performance	of	Maison	de	fous	in	Paris	appears	to	have	been	either	24	June	
1921	during	the	third	Paris	season,	or	16	January	1922	during	the	fourth	Paris	season,	
within	the	wider	1st	[1920-1921]	and	2nd	[1921-1922]	seasons	of	the	Ballets	Suédois.	
(Boris	Courrège	in	his	chronology	of	their	productions	states	that	Maison	de	fous	was	
not	represented	in	the	fourth	Paris	season	(p.	135)	though	the	production	is	listed	one	
more	time	in	January	1922).	Maison	de	fous	was	certainly	removed	from	the	repertory	
ahead	of	the	company’s	Third	Season	(1922-1923).	The	ballet	was	initially	destined	for	
the	Third	Season’s	Scandinavian	tour	between	September	and	October	1922	but	it	was	
then	removed	(See	Courrège	and	also	Näslund	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	316).	The	ballet’s	last	
public	performance	thus	appears	to	have	been	in	Stockholm,	16	May	–	2	June	1922	
towards	the	end	of	the	Second	Season.	Boris	Courrège,	‘Chronologie	des	spectacles	des	
Ballets	Suédois’,	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois:	Une	compagnie	d’avant-garde	(1920-1925),	dir.	
by	Auclair,	Claustrat,	Piovesan,	pp.	126-151.	
131	Karl	Asplund,	Nils	Dardel.	I.	Ungdomstiden	1888-1921	(SAK:	1957),	pp.	215-218,	Erik	
Näslund,	‘Dardel’,	1988,	p.	147,	
<https://www.bukowskis.com/en/auctions/569/152A-nils-von-dardel-
vattenfallet?from_language=sv>	[accessed	5	December	2017].		
132	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	197;	Asplund	&	Näslund,	
<https://www.bukowskis.com/en/auctions/569/152A-nils-von-dardel-
vattenfallet?from_language=sv>	[accessed	5	December	2017].	
133	Karin	Bergqvist-Lindegren,	ed.,	Cinquantenaire	des	Ballets	Suédois	1920-1925,	
Collections	du	Musée	de	la	Danse	de	Stockholm,	avec	la	collaboration	de	Benght	Häger,	
trans.	by	Jean	Heyum,	Exposition:	Musée	d’Art	Moderne	de	la	Ville	de	Paris	3	novembre	
1970	–	17	janvier	1971,	Théâtre	National	de	Belgique,	Centre	Rogier,	Bruxelles	17	
février	–	3	avril	1971,	p.	47.	
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a	book.	This	is	surely	not	the	Old	Woman	of	Himlens	hemlighet	but	La	Sorcière	of	

Maison	de	fous.	The	painted	figure	with	her	skeletal	head	appears	with	her	spell	

book	and	is	in	the	same	seated	position	as	La	Sorcière	on	the	ballet	stage,	who	

reads	in	a	corner	until	the	close	of	the	ballet.	The	Waterfall	contains	exact	

painted	matches	for	Dardel’s	costume	designs	for	Maison	de	fous,	which	

illustrated	the	ballet’s	libretto	printed	in	the	November	1920	edition	of	La	

Danse	[Figure	6].134	Both	magazine	and	painting	depict	La	Sorcière,	La	Fille	qui	

prend	des	papillions,	and	a	boy	with	a	lantern	leading	La	Fille	de	bon	sens	to	the	

insane.	The	Waterfall	also	contains	a	violinist	playing	on	a	grave	mound	with	a	

stone	cross:	a	scene	from	Maison	de	fous.	The	parallels	between	ballet,	play	and	

painting	introduce	the	interdisciplinary	aesthetic	of	the	ballet,	and	display	the	

remarkable	influence	of	Lagerkvist’s	work	on	Dardel	and,	by	extension,	on	

Maison	de	fous.	

	

	

	

																																																								
134	‘Maison	de	fous’,	in	La	Danse,	November	1920.		
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Figure	6:	Nils	de	Dardel,	Maison	de	fous	illustrated	libretto,	in	La	Danse	November	1920,	Source	
gallica.bnf.fr/BnF			
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Whilst	the	development	of	Expressionist	dance	was	clearly	influential	in	the	

conception	of	Maison	de	fous,	it	would	appear	from	the	above	sources	that	

Expressionist	visual	arts	and	literature	had	the	most	profound	influence	on	this	

balletic	production.	There	is	no	correspondence	remaining	that	details	desires	

to	follow	Laban	movement	theory,	for	example;	much	of	the	aesthetic	

complements	the	themes	and	visuals	of	the	German	and	Viennese	Expressionist	

painters	and,	clearly,	Lagerkvist’s	work.	This	theory	is,	however,	necessarily	

impacted	by	the	fact	that	there	is	no	surviving	choreography	for	the	ballet,	and	

thus	any	true	analysis	of	how	much	Maison	de	fous	was	influenced	by	the	

movement	theory	of	Expressionist	dance	is	sadly	not	possible	to	determine.		

	

‘Ce	n’est	pas	un	décor,	c’est	une	hallucination’	135	

	

The	sets	and	costumes	for	Maison	de	fous	proved	controversial	amongst	critics,	

and	provide	key	evidence	of	the	creators’	experimental	vision.	Erik	Näslund	

describes	their	designer	Nils	Dardel	as:	

	

an	insecure,	sensitive	and	beautiful	youth	[...].	Due,	perhaps,	to	his	

insecurity,	Nils	also	had	a	need	to	shock	and	challenge,	épater	les	

bourgeois,	and	the	dandy	role	[...]	offered	him	a	mask	that	helped	him	to	

overcome	his	insecurity	and	to	pose	flirtatiously	with	elegance,	wit	and	

demonic	spirit.136	

	

																																																								
135	Paul	Souday,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	–	«	Les	Bonaparte	»	«	Les	Conquérants	»	-	Au	
Grand-Guignol	–	Les	Concerts’,	Paris-Midi,	9	November	1920,	p.	3.	
136	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	84.	
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As	Näslund	has	elucidated,	Dardel’s	paintings	have	often	been	perceived	as	

overtly	homosexual,137	and	his	need	to	épater	les	bourgeois	rendered	him	an	

obvious	choice	for	Maison	de	fous.	An	apprentice	to	Matisse	in	his	formative	

years,	the	painter	travelled	back	and	forth	to	Paris	throughout	the	1910s	and	

20s	in	order	to	develop	his	skills	and	was	introduced	to	Post-Impressionists,	

Fauvists,	Cubists	and	the	Naïvist	Rousseau.138	Key	to	his	artistic	development	

were	the	friendships	he	formed	with	artists	such	as	Pierre	Bonnard,	Georges	

Braque,	Jean	Cocteau,	Marie	Laurencin,	Fernand	Léger	and	Erik	Satie.139	The	

painter	was	thus	firmly	centred	in	the	avant-garde	circles	of	the	early	decades	

of	the	twentieth	century,	seeking	to	tread	new	ground.	Both	Dardel	and	

Lagerkvist	shared	‘a	hankering	after	the	naively	innocent	and	the	bizarre,	

uncanny	and	cruel’,140	aiming	to	shock	and	provoke,	favouring	exotic	fantasy	

and	raw	emotional	pain.		

	

																																																								
137	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	84.		
138	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	pp.	84,	92-94.	
139	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	pp.	92-100.	
140	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	118.	
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Figure	7:	[Top	image]	Isabey,	Maison	de	fous,	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	de	Rolf	de	Maré	1920-1924,	
Source	gallica.bnf.fr/BnF	
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Dardel’s	set	design	for	Maison	de	fous	[Figure	7]	was	entirely	monochrome,	the	

backdrop	depicting	a	huge	figure	writhing	in	anguish,	looming	out	over	the	

demented	dancers	on	the	stage	below.	As	we	can	see	from	the	stage	photos,	the	

giant	figure’s	ugly,	long,	pointed	finger	and	toenails	have	a	monstrous	quality,	

its	one	visible	eye	raised	heavenwards,	its	large	hands	with	splayed	fingers	

constricted	in	the	convulsion	that	overpowers	it.	Painted	in	sombre	colours	the	

figure	has	a	ghostly,	gothic	quality.	However,	its	foetal	position	and	its	hands	

raised	to	the	sky	as	if	in	supplication	provoke	a	curious	mixture	of	horror	and	

sympathy	in	the	viewer.	The	facial	expression	is	arguably	not	one	of	malice	but	

one	of	fear.		This	human	element	complements	the	ballet’s	questioning	of	where	

the	monster	truly	lies	in	civilised	society,	a	theme	we	will	expand	on	later	in	the	

chapter.	The	painting	appeals	to	an	audience	whose	perceptions	of	mental-

health	patients	were	gradually	evolving	to	incorporate	more	humanist	values,	

also	examined	further	in	3.3.	This	sympathetic	reading	does,	however,	appear	

ambiguous	in	relation	to	Le	Prince’s	act	of	cold-blooded	murder	at	the	close	of	

the	ballet;	there	is	no	sympathy	here.	Perhaps	the	painted	figure	relates	instead	

to	the	degradation	of	La	Fille	de	bon	sens,	and	her	fear	at	her	inexorable	path	to	

destruction.		

	

The	backdrop	stirred	up	a	frenzy	in	the	French	press	on	account	of	its	perceived	

barbarity,	yet	also	its	curious	androgyny.	One	journalist	deciphers	a	breast	and	

thus	assumes	he	is	looking	at	a	female	convulsing,	another	clearly	thinks	that	

the	figure	is	male,	and	others	believe	that	the	painted	body	is	la	folie	
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personified.141	This	subversive	figure,	then,	dwells	outside	clear	gender	

definitions,	an	arguably	deliberate	decision	on	behalf	of	the	artist,	the	

androgyny	refraining	from	a	gendered	interpretation	of	madness	so	that	the	

ballet	applies	mental	pathology	to	all	areas	of	society,	without	exemption.		

	

Dardel’s	costumes	also	predominantly	followed	the	monochrome	theme,	but	

with	flashes	of	green,	blue	and	purple.142	The	colours	selected	provided	an	

important	aspect	of	the	theatrical	experience:	such	sombre	settings	were	not	

habitual,	audiences	by	then	accustomed	to	the	colour	and	light	of	the	exotic	

ballets.	The	darkened	setting	left	the	public	needing	to	adjust	their	eyes	to	the	

scenes	unfolding	in	front	of	them,	as	is	evoked	by	Bidou:	

	

[i]l	faut	accoutumer	nos	yeux	à	cette	prédominance	du	blanc	et	du	noir,	

si	fréquente	dans	les	tableaux	cubistes.	[...]	Il	faut	enfin	accepter	la	

couleur	disposée	en	tâches,	sans	cette	harmonie	et	cette	graduation	des	

valeurs	qui	étaient	le	plaisir	de	nos	yeux.	Je	dois	confesser	que	pour	le	

moment	un	costume	vert	électrique	sur	un	fond	noir	ne	me	donne	qu’un	

médiocre	plaisir.143		

	

																																																								
141	See,	for	example,	Paul	Souday,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	–	«	Les	Bonaparte	»	«	Les	
Conquérants	»	-	Au	Grand-Guignol	–	Les	Concerts’,	Paris-Midi,	9	November	1920,	p.	3;	
Henri	Bidou,	‘La	Musique.	Le	second	spectacle	des	ballets	suédois’,	[n.	pub.],	20	
November	1920, in	Stockholm,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Study	Center,	The	Rolf		
de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	[hereafter	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books],	
Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-107.tif).	
142	Bidou,	‘La	Musique’,	[n.	pub.]	20	November	1920,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	
Press	Clip	Books,	Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-107.tif).	
143	Bidou,	‘La	Musique’,	[n.	pub.]	20	November	1920,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	
Press	Clip	Books,	Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-107.tif).	
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This	comparison	to	the	Cubist	canvases	aligns	the	ballet	with	their	oft-

perceived	barbarity.	Kenneth	E.	Silver	states	that	Daniel-Henry	Kahnweiler	and	

Wilhelm	Uhde,	important	collectors	of	Cubism,	had	their	collections	confiscated	

as	‘enemy	goods’	by	the	French	government	during	the	First	World	War,	and	

that	Cubism	in	particular	‘was	seen	as	the	advance	guard	of	the	enemy’.144	An	

illustrator	named	Léka,	for	example,	during	1914-15	created	a	series	of	Cubistic	

portraits	of	the	Germans,	La	Famille	impériale	boche	kubistée.145	Spelling	Cubist	

with	a	‘K’	made	it	‘ostentatiously	Germanic’:	the	letter	‘K’	is	rare	in	the	French	

language	and,	as	Silver	explains,	it	makes	a	subtle	reference	to	Kub-brand	

bouillon	cubes,	then	of	German	manufacture,	banned	in	France	during	the	

war.146	Returning	to	Bidou,	the	mention	of	needing	to	adjust	one’s	eyes	

references	lighting	choices,	but	also	recalls	the	‘trouble	rétinien’	suffered	by	the	

critics	of	Matisse’s	canvases,	unable	or	unwilling	to	synthesise	illogical	

information.	Maison	de	fous	was	a	performance	that	attacked	the	senses,	

disorientating	and	confusing,	plunging	the	spectator	-	de	bon	sens	-	into	an	

unfamiliar	world	in	a	similar	way	to	Hasselqvist’s	initially	sane	character.		

	

	

	

	

																																																								
144	Kenneth	E.	Silver,	Esprit	de	Corps:	The	Art	of	the	Parisian	Avant-Garde	and	the	First	
World	War,	1914-1925	(Princeton,	Princeton	University	Press,	1989),	pp.	10,	11.	See	
Malcolm	Gee,	Dealers,	Critics,	and	Collectors	of	Modern	Paintings:	Aspects	of	the	Parisian	
Art	Market	Between	1910	and	1930	(New	York,	1981)	and	Malcolm	Gee,	‘The	Avant-
Garde,	Order	and	the	Art	Market,	1916-1923’,	Art	History,	2,	1	(March	1979),	pp.	95-
106,	on	the	confiscation	of	the	Uhde	and	Kahnweiler	collections,	referenced	in	Silver.		
145	Silver,	p.	11.	
146	Silver,	p.	11	and	pp.	403-4,	note	12	for	more	on	the	wartime	attack	on	Cubism,	
Léka’s	series	and	the	Kub-brand	bouillon.			
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Musical	Dissonance	

	

The	dark,	disorientating	atmosphere	that	was	sought	after	in	Maison	de	fous	

was	enhanced	by	the	music.	Viking	Dahl	had	offered	to	compose	music	for	the	

company	with	an	Expressionist	ballet	in	mind,	and	had	studied	dance	under	

Isadora	Duncan,	which	perhaps	influenced	his	modern	vision.147	Dahl	was	not	

acquainted	with	the	Ballets	Suédois	before	his	work	on	Maison	de	fous,	but	his	

interest	in	art,	dance	and	music	harmonised	with	the	Ballets	Suédois’	

intermedial	aims.148	Souday	in	the	French	press	saw	the	influence	of	Stravinsky	

on	the	young	composer,	such	as	a	similarity	with	Pétrouchka.149	Dahl’s	score	is	

characterised	by	moments	of	quiet	before	sudden	breaks	of	fast	tempo,	as	if	to	

signify	the	deteriorated	mind,	and	sounds	which	reflect	the	act	of	downward	

spiralling.150	Within	Peter	M.	Boenisch’s	definition	of	what	he	terms	sonic	

intermediality,	dance	and	music	reinforce	each	other	in	order	to	‘twist	

mediations	of	clear-cut	meaning	and	one-dimensional	interpretations’.151	The	

music	was	clearly	a	major	source	of	the	disorientating	effect	of	this	macabre	

performance.		

	

																																																								
147	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	198;	Cinquantenaire	des	Ballets	Suédois,	p.	45;	Maison	de	
fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	March	28	1920.	
148	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	198.	
149	Souday.		
150	This	thesis	refers	to	the	following	recording:	Swedish	Radio	Symphony	Orchestra,	
Svenska	Baletter	–	Viking	Dahl	Maison	de	Fous/Moses	Pergament	Krelantems	och	
Eldeling	(Modern	Classics),	cond.	by	Ole	Kristian	Ruud	&	Stig	Westerberg	(Musica	
Sveciae:	June	1999)	[on	CD].	I	am	grateful	to	Ole	Kristian	Ruud	for	correspondence	in	
which	he	remembers	that	neither	he	nor	the	musicians	had	heard	of	the	handwritten	
score	before.	It	remains	uncertain	as	to	whether	this	is	the	only	recording	and	how	
close	it	is	to	the	original	score.		
151	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished’,	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	162.	
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Näslund	cites	Dahl’s	first	letter	to	Börlin	from	March	1920	in	his	biography	of	

Rolf	de	Maré.152	However,	as	far	as	is	known,	no	further	correspondence	that	

survives	concerning	the	music	of	Maison	de	fous	has	been	officially	translated	

into	English	or	French,	or	has	been	referenced	in	an	English	or	French	language	

publication.	Dahl’s	score	would	benefit	from	a	full	analysis	under	the	expertise	

of	a	music	scholar.	In	anticipation	of	the	latter,	this	thesis	concentrates	on	his	

Expressionist	vision	and	involvement	in	the	ballet	as	detailed	in	the	little-

known	correspondence.		

	

The	letters	from	Dahl	to	both	Börlin	and	de	Maré	expose	a	seemingly	difficult	

collaboration.	Dahl	did	not	hesitate	to	suggest	choreographic	and	even	plot	

changes	to	Maison	de	fous,153	for	which	there	is	no	evidence	of	them	having	

been	accepted.	Dahl’s	most	audacious	yet	intriguing	request	comes	in	August	

1920,154	when	the	composer	writes	to	Börlin	saying	that	he	does	not	see	

enough	motivation	behind	the	murder	of	La	Fille	de	bon	sens.	He	proposes	that,	

after	the	girl	and	the	man	(presumably	Le	Prince)	have	danced	together,	the	

man	should	sneak	up	and	mortally	wound	her	with	a	shining	dagger.	He	

elaborated	alongside	music	notation	his	idea	of	the	man	passionately	pressing	

himself	closer	to	the	girl	and	slowly	drawing	out	the	dagger.	As	she	leans	

backwards,	abulic,	the	man	slowly	plunges	the	dagger	into	her	chest.155	This	

eroticised	death,	via	a	dagger	over	the	original	strangulation,	heightens	the	

																																																								
152	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	198.	
153	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	“Bäste	Herr	
Börlin.	Härmed	noterna,”	no	date,	list	of	dances	and	texts,	3	pages.	
154	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	on	music-
paper	with	notes,	August	20,	1920.	
155	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	on	music-
paper	with	notes,	August	20,	1920.	



	294	

notion	of	hysterical	contagion	with	its	reference	to	abulia.	Abulia	had	been	

perceived	as	a	central	component	of	hysteria	in	the	nineteenth	century,	a	term	

utilised	for	the	absence	of	rational	willpower.156	Dahl’s	dagger	adds	an	element	

of	class	and	power	to	the	murder,	whereas	strangulation	heightens	the	

atmosphere	of	crazed	horror.	The	preference	for	the	latter	in	Maison	de	fous	

was	perhaps	reason	enough	not	to	accept	Dahl’s	idea.		

	

There	are,	in	all	of	Dahl’s	letters,	hints	that	he	became	too	involved	in	the	

creation	of	Maison	de	fous,	always	giving	pride	of	place	to	the	music	and	thus	

relegating	the	notion	of	the	total	work	of	art.	The	composer	began	to	cast	blame	

for	the	ballet’s	lack	of	success	in	Spain	on	Désiré-Emile	Inghelbrecht,	citing	

‘sloppy	conductorship’157	and	a	lack	of	respect	for	the	music.	Dahl	then	asked	

for	the	suppression	of	Maison	de	fous,	at	least	until	the	situation	improved	and	

the	‘personal	emotions	and	intrigue	against	my	person,	that	some	competitors	

have	managed,	is	somewhat	reduced	to	more	tasteful	forms’.158	In	subsequent	

letters	the	situation	escalates:	the	composer	asks	for	the	rights	to	Maison	de	fous	

(the	entire	ballet,	including	sets	and	costumes,	rather	than	the	music	alone)159	

offering	either	15,000	kroner	(then	an	enormous	sum	of	money)	or,	

																																																								
156	Chandak	Sengoopta,	Otto	Weininger:	Sex,	Science,	and	Self	in	Imperial	Vienna,	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2000),	p.	211;	Pierre	Janet,	Névroses	et	Idées	fixes	
I	:	Études	expérimentales	sur	les	troubles	de	la	volonté,	de	l’attention,	de	la	mémoire,	sur	
les	émotions,	les	idées	obsédantes	et	leur	traitement	(Paris:	Alcan,	1898,	Réédité	en	1990	
selon	de	le	texte	de	la	4e	édition	par	les	soins	de	la	Société	Pierre	Janet),	p.	2.		
157	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	from	Viking	Dahl	to	Rolf	de	Maré,	July	9,	
1921.		
158	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	from	Viking	Dahl	to	Rolf	de	Maré,	July	9,	
1921.	
159	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	from	Viking	Dahl	to	Rolf	de	Maré,	May	21,	
1922.	
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alternatively,	a	new	ballet	he	had	composed	as	payment.160	De	Maré,	we	assume	

having	chosen	the	money,	provokes	a	backtracking	from	Dahl	and	an	

arrangement	is	not	apparently	realised,	though	Maison	de	fous	was	only	

performed	for	the	first	two	of	the	Ballets	Suédois	seasons.161	

	

After	a	tense	collaboration	and	fairly	heated	correspondence,	the	small	

sentence	on	Dahl’s	composition	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain	is	

rather	telling	of	the	composer’s	status	within	the	dance	troupe:		

	

Börlin	 avait	 imaginé	 entièrement	 la	 donnée	 du	 ballet	 et	 sa	 réalisation	

chorégraphique.	 Il	 indiqua	au	compositeur	Viking	Dahl	 la	musique	qu’il	

désirait,	 mais	 celui-ci	 ne	 put	 exprimer	 exactement	 tout	 ce	 qu’aurait	

voulu	l’inspirateur,	ce	qui	ne	fut	pas	sans	influencer	défavorablement	la	

mise	en	scène	définitive.162	

	

Despite	Dahl’s	efforts,	he	clearly	could	not	live	up	to	Börlin’s	vision,	and	the	

Ballets	Suédois	did	not	work	with	Dahl	again,	despite	his	writing	to	Börlin	for	

the	opportunity	to	do	so.163	Much	of	the	press	surrounding	Maison	de	fous	

admits	Dahl’s	talent,	stating	that	the	twenty-four	year	old	could	only	improve	

with	age.	However,	the	young	composer	left	Paris,	retreating	to	the	tiny	

																																																								
160	Maison	de	fous	correspondence	Letter	from	Viking	Dahl	to	Rolf	de	Maré,	May	15,	
1922.		
161	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	p.	194.	
162	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	p.	43.	
163	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	December	
30,	1920.	
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Swedish	town	of	Varberg,	where	he	worked	as	conductor,	organist	and	music	

teacher	in	a	school,164	fading	into	near	anonymity.		

	

The	Reception	of	Maison	de	fous	

	

The	archival	material	that	survives	for	Maison	de	fous,	which	will	be	examined	

in	detail	throughout	this	chapter,	is	not	extensive,	perhaps	further	explaining	

the	lack	of	academic	literature	concerning	this	ballet.	The	most	detailed	account	

of	the	ballet,	indeed	the	only	account	I	have	found	of	the	action	onstage	that	did	

not	come	from	the	press	or	material	from	the	dance	troupe	itself,	exists	only	in	

Swedish	publication.	At	the	time	of	Maison	de	fous,	Nils	Dardel	was	acquainted	

with	Thora	Dardel	(born	von	Klinckowström),	whom	he	would	marry	in	July	

1921,	and	together	they	became	an	active	part	of	the	Parisian	avant-garde	art	

and	literature	scenes.	Thora	was	immortalised	in	oil	by	Amedeo	Modigliani,	and	

through	her	work	as	a	photographer	and	journalist	for	the	Swedish	magazine	

Bonniers	Vekotidning	she	commissioned	photographs	from	Man	Ray.165	The	

Dardels	were	also	acquainted	with	Tristan	Tzara,	whom	Thora	

photographed,166	and	there	are	evident	links	between	Maison	de	fous	and	

Dada’s	provocative	spirit	as	will	be	explored	in	Part	Three	of	this	chapter.	The	

life	and	work	of	this	extraordinary	creative	couple	has	been	heavily	neglected	in	

scholarship	outside	Sweden.	Thora	had	worked	under	the	sculptor	Antoine	

																																																								
164	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	from	Viking	Dahl	to	Rolf	de	Maré,	July	4,	
1927.		
165	Billy	Klüver	and	Julie	Martin,	‘Dardel,	Thora’,	in	Dictionary	of	Artists’	Models,	ed.	by	
Jill	Berk	Jiminez	(Chicago;	London:	Fitzroy	Dearborn	Publishers,	2001),	pp.	142-143.		
166	Klüver	and	Martin,	‘Dardel,	Thora’,	in	Dictionary	of	Artist’s	Models,	ed.	by	Berk	
Jiminez,	p.	143.	
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Bourdelle	in	Paris,	and	eventually	made	the	transition	to	writing.167	It	is	her	

autobiography	Jag	for	till	Paris	[I	went	to	Paris],	which	not	only	details	a	wealth	

of	information	about	life	in	the	artistic	cohorts	of	the	1920s,	but	also	provides	a	

full	description	of	the	action	in	Maison	de	fous	as	observed	from	the	audience.168		

	

An	approximate	English	translation	of	the	relevant	pages	are	provided	in	

Appendix	C:	please	refer	to	this	for	the	quotations	here.	Thora	relays	the	pages	

from	her	notebook	that	she	had	with	her	on	the	night	of	the	ballet’s	premiere.169	

She	describes	the	huge,	painted	madman	looming	over	an	otherwise	bare	stage,	

and	the	entrance,	one	by	one,	of	the	various	lunatics.	La	Femme	au	miroir,	the	

‘cocotte’,	the	Mourning	woman,	the	Blind	boy:	they	dance	onto	the	stage	

erratically	before	the	arrival	of	Le	Prince	and	La	Fille	de	bon	sens.	The	latter	

dances	before	the	Prince	of	fools	as	the	orchestra	plays	‘a	languishing	little	

waltz’.	The	orchestra	rouses,	the	fools	depart	and	the	Prince	strangles	the	young	

girl.	She	rises	again	with	her	hand	to	her	throat,	attempting	to	reach	the	old	

woman,	presumably	La	Sorcière	sat	at	the	side	of	the	stage	with	a	skull	for	a	

face.	Batted	away,	the	girl	stretches	upwards	before	falling	dead	and	the	old	

lady	moves	towards	her	and	hovers	trembling	hands	over	the	body.	As	the	

curtain	closes	slowly	the	Prince	returns	to	the	stage	with	a	large	black	

handkerchief,	weeping	for	the	dead.	Interestingly,	Thora	Dardel	does	not	make	

any	reference	to	the	old	woman	spitting	on	La	Fille	de	bon	sens.	We	also	find	

again	a	waltz	melody	in	relation	and	reference	to	mental	instability	and	the	

																																																								
167	Klüver	and	Martin,	‘Dardel,	Thora’,	in	Dictionary	of	Artist’s	Models,	ed.	by	Berk	
Jiminez,	pp.	142-3.	
168	Thora	Dardel,	Jag	for	till	Paris	(Stockholm:	Albert	Bonniers	Förlag,	1941).	
169	Dardel,	pp.	68-71.	
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dance	of	death.	Just	as	Giselle	enjoys	waltzing	but	eventually	suffers	from	her	

passion	for	dance,	and	Nijinsky’s	notes	for	Jeux	mention	waltzing	in	line	with	

the	theme	of	promiscuity,	La	Fille	de	bon	sens	appears	as	an	updated	version,	

and	echoes	both	Giselle	and	perhaps	Le	Sacre’s	virgin	maiden.	Like	Giselle,	La	

Fille	de	bon	sens	suffers	in	her	aristocratic	love	affair,	the	mad	Prince’s	

makeshift	crown	his	own	form	of	identity	fraud,	and	tragedy	ensues.		

	

*	

	

Theatre	semiotician	Keir	Elam	reveals	the	effect	of	the	contract	that	is	

metaphorically	signed	between	performer	and	spectator	on	the	purchasing	of	a	

ticket	to	the	theatre.	He	states:	

	

[i]n	sponsoring	the	performance,	the	audience	issues	[…]	a	collective	

“directive”	to	the	performers,	instructing	them	to	provide	in	turn	a	bona	

fide	product	(or	production)	[…].	If	the	delegated	initiative	appears	to	be	

abused,	the	audience	is	entitled	to	withdraw	from	the	contract.170	

	

Withdraw	they	did:	neither	did	they	exit	quietly.	A	huge	number	of	press	

clippings	have	been	preserved	in	the	Rolf	de	Maré	collections	at	the	

Dansmuseet,	Stockholm,	and	it	is	via	these	passionate	reviews	that	we	may	now	

rediscover	the	larger	impact	of	this	controversial	performance.	For	certain	

critics	the	ballet,	‘cette	espèce	de	grand	style	barbare’,171	this	‘cauchemar	

																																																								
170	Elam,	p.	86.	
171	Lucien	Dubech,	[n.	pub.],	15	November	1920,	BnF,	Recueil	factice.	
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angoissant’,172	was	not	a	ballet.	Elam’s	‘collective	“directive”	’	was	chosen	in	

advance,	indeed	inscribed	into	the	history	of	ballet	performance,	rendering	

Maison	de	fous	a	poor	rendition	of	what	dance	‘should’	be,	meriting	painful	

derision.	Antoine	Banès	wrote	in	Le	Figaro:	

	

[c]’est	[Börlin]	un	tout	jeune	homme,	[...]	avec	le	ferme	dessein	de	

bouleverser	le	monde.	Il	n’est	parvenu	encore	qu’à	se	rendre	ridicule.	

Pendant	trois	soporifiques	et	déments	quarts	d’heure	ses	personnages	et	

sa	musique	se	sont	misérablement	contorsionnés	devant	un	auditoire	si	

débonnaire	qu’il	n’eut	le	courage	de	se	fâcher	qu’à	la	chute	du	rideau.173	

	

Banès	illustrates	one	of	the	principal	barriers	to	the	ballet’s	success,	that	of	the	

separation	between	the	avant-garde	performers	and	the	‘débonnaire’,	

bourgeois	audience	which	the	newly	constructed	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	

would	have	attracted.	Bodies	twisted	and	convulsed	in	a	demented	frenzy,	

repulsive	in	their	ragged	costumes	and	wild	make	up.174	Börlin’s	depiction	

associated	madness	with	squalor	and	morbid	fantasy,	so	that	it	became,	for	

many	viewers,	a	type	of	pathological	horror	show.	The	choreographer	appeared	

as	a	provocateur	whose	aesthetic	choices	aimed	purely	to	offend.		

	

The	ballet	was	denounced	by	the	newspapers	in	every	city	in	which	it	was	

performed.	In	Madrid,	it	was	‘la	vulgarísima	[obra]’,	whilst	in	London	Maison	de	
																																																								
172	Guillot	de	Saix,	‘Maison	de	fous	Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-
Élysées’,	[n.	pub.],	18	November	1920,	BnF,	Recueil	factice.	
173	Antoine	Banès,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	:	second	spectacle:	
Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin	et	Maison	de	Fous’,	Le	Figaro,	10	November	1920,	p.	4.	
174	Bidou,	‘La	Musique’,	[n.	pub.]	20	November	1920,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	
Press	Clip	Books,	Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-107.tif).	
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fous	suffered	its	biggest	defeat,	replaced	on	popular	demand	by	the	more	

amiable	El	Greco.175	There	were	unfounded	rumours	in	the	British	press	that	

the	ballet	had	caused	a	fight	to	break	out	at	the	French	premiere.176	However,	

the	addition	to	the	title	in	the	London	programme:	‘The	MUCH-DISCUSSED	

ballet	Maison	de	Fous’,	suggests	the	Ballets	Suédois	took	full	advantage	of	such	

rumours.177	The	British	press	maligned	it	as	‘unholy	horror’,178	‘painful	in	its	

realism’,179	and	‘a	dance	of	disease’.180	It	was	stated	in	an	American	newspaper	

that	‘no	stage	production	–	whether	play,	opera	or	ballet’	had	been	set	entirely	

in	a	mental	asylum	before,	and	whilst	some	critics	appreciated	the	significance	

of	a	world	gone	mad,	in	general	the	ballet	required	what	the	journalist	termed	

‘a	specially	constituted	person	to	tolerate	it’.181	Jenny	Hasselquist	remarked	that	

the	ballet	would	be	well	received	in	Berlin,	and	Näslund	states	that	the	Ballets	

Suédois	were	perhaps	more	German	than	French	in	their	taste,	and	were	most	

successful	in	Germany.182		

	

	

																																																								
175	Anon.,	‘Swedish	Ballet’s	Last	Performances’,	The	Times,	5	January	1921,	
Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-31.tif).	
176	G.	Ward	Price,	‘A	Dreadful	Dance	for	London’,	The	Daily	Mail,	6	December	1920,	
Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-02.tif).		
177	Small	Ballets	Suédois	programme	(c.	Dec.	1920/Jan.	1921),	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	
Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-24.tif).	
178	Anon.,	‘Amazing	Swedish	Ballet.	Will	it	be	produced	in	London	at	the	Palace	
Theatre?’,	The	Daily	Graphic,	7	December	1920,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	
Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-02.tif).	
179	I.	H.,	‘The	Madhouse.	Gruesome	Episode	in	Swedish	Ballet’,	The	Daily	Herald,	01	
January	1921,	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-
24.tif).	
180	Anon.,	‘Swedish	Ballet.	Maison	de	Fous’,	Morning	Post,	1	January	1921,	Dansmuseet,	
The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-26.tif).		
181	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	
Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-42.01.tif).	
182	Letter	from	Jenny	Hasselquist	to	Wilhelm	Kåge,	2.12.1920,	Dansmuseet,	in	Näslund,	
Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	201.	
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Interpreting	Maison	de	fous		

	

An	art	form	brazenly	presenting	the	contortions	of	the	mentally	ill,	and	the	

unsuspecting,	predominantly	bourgeois	and	upper-class	audiences	of	the	

société	du	spectacle,	were	not	two	entities	that	were	expected	to	collide	in	

respectable	society.	However,	medical	contortions	had	long	been	a	subject	of	

theatrical	intrigue,	from	the	hysterical	and	epileptic	singers	and	dancers	of	the	

cabarets	in	the	nineteenth	century,	to	Charcot’s	amphitheatre	that	had	attracted	

so	many	non-medical	members	of	the	public.	Even	Nijinsky’s	convulsing	Le	

Sacre	du	printemps,	revived	by	Leonide	Massine	in	December	1920,	would	

become	more	socially	and	artistically	acceptable.	Maison	de	fous	did	receive	

some	favourable	reviews	for	its	originality,	and	Landret,	for	example,	states	that	

given	a	few	years	the	scandalous	ballet	would	most	likely	become	a	

masterpiece,	as	Le	Sacre	or	Pétrouchka	did	after	their	initial	rejection.183	One	of	

the	principal	points	of	interest	surrounding	Maison	de	fous	is	why	the	ballet	

provoked	such	angry	discussion	in	the	press	in	a	city	known,	even	praised,	for	

its	modern	art	scene.	Paris	was	by	this	time	famous	as	the	birthplace	of	

subversive	movements	such	as	Impressionism	and	Cubism,	and	indeed	for	a	

more	general	experience	of	avant-garde	living.	So	why	was	Maison	de	fous	so	

horrifying?	Many	newspapers	compared	Börlin’s	choreography	to	the	

performances	of	the	Grand	Guignol,184	the	naturalistic	horror-show	theatre	

whose	name	in	turn	became	standardised	as	a	term	for	explicit,	immoral	horror	

																																																								
183	Landret,	‘Deuxième	spectacle	des	Ballets	Suédois	:	Maison	de	Fous,	Le	Tombeau	de	
Couperin’,	La	Rampe,	21	November	1920,	p.	14.		
184	See,	for	example,	Souday,	and	Pierre	Lalo,	‘La	Musique’,	Feuilleton	du	Temps,	Le	
Temps	16	November	1920,	p.	3.	
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entertainment.	Was	it	simply	the	lack	of	idealised	fantasy	in	Börlin’s	medical	

subject	that	was	difficult	to	digest	here?		

	

Nancy	Van	Norman	Baer	suggests	of	Maison	de	fous	that	much	of	the	public	

were	not	quite	ready	for	such	a	‘range	of	emotion’	in	a	ballet,	that	this	

performance	represented	an	important	step	in	placing	current	horrors	onstage,	

dance	no	longer	adhering	to	its	romantic,	aesthetically	pleasing	tradition.185	It	

would	certainly	appear	that	this	was	the	first	ballet	staged	in	a	French	theatre	

to	extend	the	traditional	mad	scene	of	opera	to	an	entire	ballet.	Journalist	

Lucien	Dubech	argued:		

	

[s]i	la	danse	n’est	pas	fait	pour	nous	montrer	les	beaux	rythmes,	où	

pourrons-nous	bien	les	aller	chercher	en	ce	monde	?	Aucun	des	ballets	

russes,	pas	même	les	plus	audacieux,	pas	même	Le	sacre	du	printemps	

n’avait	transgressé	cette	loi.186	

	

For	Dubech,	then,	the	art	of	ballet	was	aligned	with	beauty,	yet	a	specific	

perception	of	beauty:	the	classical	elegance	that	the	retour	à	l’ordre	was	

promoting	in	the	interwar	period.	Maison	de	fous,	however,	represented	an	

affront	to	tradition;	for	Dubech	the	ballet	was	a	modernist	rebuke.	It	stole	

something	from	the	spectator,	denying	access	to	a	Romantic	beauty	that,	in	a	

society	recovering	from	war,	was	difficult	to	find	elsewhere.	

	

																																																								
185	Van	Norman	Baer,	‘The	Ballets	Suédois’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	Norman	Baer,	p.	
17.		
186	Lucien	Dubech,	[n.	pub.],	15	November	1920,	in	BnF,	Recueil	factice.		
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The	Ballets	Russes,	praised	by	Dubech	for	remaining	within	the	realms	of	good	

taste,	were	arguably	just	as	affected	by	the	scandal	of	Maison	de	fous,	yet	for	

commercial	reasons.	On	6	December	1920,	Le	Journal	announced	Diaghilev’s	

decision	to	revive	not	only	Le	Sacre	du	printemps,	their	most	famous	scandal,	

but	also	Pétrouchka	and	the	highly	controversial	Parade	within	a	set	of	ten	

performances,	less	than	a	month	after	the	Ballets	Suédois’	first	performance	of	

Maison	de	fous.187	Perhaps	the	Russian	impresario	saw	in	the	Swedish	scandal	

something	of	his	own	from	1913,	a	scandal	that,	as	ever,	provided	a	competitive	

market	rival.	Indeed,	from	correspondence	between	Jacques	Hébertot,	the	

administrative	force	behind	the	Swedish	troupe,	and	de	Maré,	it	is	revealed	that	

Diaghilev	attempted	to	dissuade	members	of	the	group	of	composers	Les	Six	

from	working	with	the	Ballets	Suédois.188	Maison	de	fous	may	have	been	

scandalous,	but	it	pushed	boundaries,	triggering	Diaghilev’s	attempt	to	reclaim	

his	territory	in	the	field	of	modern	dance.		

	

However,	in	spite	of	its	ugliness,	Maison	de	fous’s	complete	submission	to	the	

Grand	Guignol	horror-show	style	is	subject	to	debate.	In	spite	of	the	perceived	

nightmarish	subject	matter,	Jenny	Hasselqvist	(La	Fille	de	bon	sens)	and	Börlin	

(Le	Prince)	were	both	praised	for	their	talent;	the	latter	in	particular	much	

appreciated	for	his	‘molle	souplesse’	in	such	‘contorsions	frénétiques’.189	The	

spectacle	aimed	at	more,	then,	than	raw	horror	out	to	shock.	The	portrayal	of	

																																																								
187	Anon.,	‘Ici	on	joue:	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées,	Les	Ballets	Suédois	nous	quittent’,	
La	Liberté,	7	December	1920,	in	BnF,	Recueil	factice.	
188	Correspondence	Hébertot-de	Maré	1923,	Dansmuseet,	in	de	Groote,	p.	92.	
189	Louis	Laloy,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	“Maison	de	Fous”,	
drame	de	M.	Jean	Börlin,	musique	de	M.	Viking	Dahl,	“Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin”,	
musique	de	M.	Maurice	Ravel,	chorégraphie	de	M.	Jean	Börlin’,	Comœdia,	10	November	
1920,	p.	1.	
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the	fous,	despite	certain	aesthetic	choices,	was	not	so	much	a	naturalistic	horror	

show	as	it	was	a	poetic	rendering	of	the	various	states	of	man.	As	historian	Hans	

Alin	observed	of	Börlin’s	wider	collection	of	choreographic	works:	

	

[t]he	Swedish	Ballet	departs	entirely	from	the	Asiatic,	gorgeous,	half-

barbaric	and	decidedly	erotic	style	[of	the	Russian	Ballet]	as	much	as	it	

does	from	conventional	platitude…	It	desires	something	more	than	

merely	dancing,	technical	capacity	and	masterly	execution;	it	desires	to	

give	expression	to	a	thought,	an	idea.	It	also	desires	to	interpret	the	

inner	life	–	the	emotion	of	the	human	soul.190		

	

Börlin’s	vision	in	Maison	de	fous	was	to	display	the	different	folies	of	human	

nature,	the	‘inner	life’,191	aiming	to	present	a	more	philosophical,	emotive	

interpretation	of	beauty	that	reached	beyond	the	superficial.	Interviewed	by	

The	Daily	Graphic,	Börlin	stated	of	his	ballet:		

	

[t]here	is	[...]	a	good	deal	of	misconception	regarding	its	meaning.	The	

theme	is	that	all	the	world	is	mad,	and	innocence	coming	into	contact	

with	this	madness	is	affected	by	it.	It	is	not	a	picture	of	raving	lunatics,	

																																																								
190	Hans	Alin,	‘The	Swedish	Ballet’,	Scandinavia	(1923),	pp.	66-67,	in	Van	Norman	Baer,	
‘The	Ballets	Suédois’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	Norman	Baer,	p.	14,	parentheses	are	
Van	Norman	Baer’s.	
191	Hans	Alin	in	Van	Norman	Baer,	‘The	Ballets	Suédois’,	in	Paris	Modern,	ed.	by	Van	
Norman	Baer,	p.	14.	
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but	rather	a	mental	study	of	a	tragedy	which	manifests	itself	in	life’s	

history	through	the	ages.192		

	

In	the	interwar	era,	the	domination	of	madness	over	innocence	on	a	global	scale	

takes	on	a	specific	significance.	The	male	protagonist	in	Maison	de	fous	is	Le	

Prince	(Börlin),	who	rules	over	the	mad	band	of	characters	as	a	form	of	

ringleader.	He	is	fuelled	by	his	own	power,	tyrannical,	and	conceivably	a	

reference	to	the	bellicose	commanders	of	the	Great	War,	foreshadowing	the	rise	

of	the	dictators.	The	ballet	also	depicts	a	woman	driven	mad	by	mourning,	La	

Femme	en	deuil,	plausibly	referring	to	the	huge	loss	of	life	suffered.		

	

																																																								
192	Jean	Börlin	interviewed	in	anon.,	‘	“Madhouse	Ballet”.	Tragedy	of	innocence	in	
contact	with	the	world’,	Daily	Graphic,	8	December	1920,	in	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	
Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-05.tif).	
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Figure	8:	Fernand	Léger,	Femme	au	miroir,	1920,	©ADAGP,	Paris	and	DACS,	London	2019193	

	
	

																																																								
193	This	appears	to	have	been	a	preparatory	painting;	a	more	polished	version	(still	
dated	1920)	hangs	in	the	Moderna	Museet,	Stockholm.		
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However,	the	ballet	also	presented	more	personalised	depictions	of	madness	

that	formed	a	direct	attack	on	the	debonair	theatre	audience	out	for	the	

evening.	There	was	the	vanity	of	La	Femme	au	miroir,	obsessed	with	looking	at	

her	beautiful	reflection,	which	was,	potentially,	not	even	there,	an	American	

journalist	stating	that	the	mirror	had	no	‘back’.194	Her	act	of	vanity	recalls	the	

notion	of	feminine	self-obsession	via	the	popular	juxtaposition	of	the	woman	

and	the	mirror	in	painting.195	Speculatively,	we	might	align	this	Ballets	Suédois	

character,	played	by	one	of	the	more	well-known	ballerinas	Carina	Ari,	with	

Fernand	Léger’s	1920	painting	also	entitled	Femme	au	miroir	[Figure	8].	Given	

the	coincidence	of	the	dates	–	both	ballet	and	painting	were	created	in	1920	–	

and	the	friendship	that	existed	between	the	ballet	troupe	and	the	artist:	Léger	

would	provide	designs	for	Skating	Rink	(1922)	and	La	Création	du	monde	

(1923),	it	is	not	inconceivable	that	some	influence	existed	between	the	two	

works.	Blaise	Cendrars	wrote	the	script	for	La	Création	du	monde,	one	of	many	

collaborations	between	him	and	Léger,	exemplifying	the	close	artistic	collective	

behind	the	Ballets	Suédois’	productions.		Ari’s	interpretation	of	the	role	was	

particularly	popular	amongst	the	more	forgiving	critics,	and	her	long	dark	hair	

and	round	mirror	is	evident	in	Léger’s	creation.	The	painting’s	Cubistic	style	

fractures	the	mirror,	perhaps	a	reference	to	its	lack	of	a	‘back’.		

	

As	well	as	La	Femme	au	miroir,	the	Ballets	Suédois	portrayed	La	Femme	à	

l’éventail,	who	‘thinks	she	is	a	fashion	plate,	but	is	really	a	fright’,	perhaps	a	

																																																								
194	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-42.01.tif).		
195	Bram	Dijkstra,	Idols	of	Perversity:	Fantasies	of	Feminine	Evil	in	Fin-de-Siècle	Culture	
(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1986),	p.	141.		
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comment	upon	consumerist	addiction,	whilst	the	girl	picking	flowers	referred	

to	‘imbecility’.196	Börlin	transformed	everyday	obsessions	into	asylum	patients,	

in	doing	so	commenting	on	the	increasing	loss	of	innocence	and	traditional	

values	in	society.	Perhaps,	given	that	the	victimised	Fille	de	bon	sens	wears	a	

Christian	cross	around	her	neck,	the	ballet	may	be	interpreted	as	the	rejection	

of	God	in	favour	of	man’s	gluttony	and	sinfulness.	The	girl’s	body	is	violated,	by	

being	spat	upon,	and	left	alone	on	the	stage	unburied,	all	pointing	towards	an	

abuse	of	religious	tradition.		

	

Janet	Wolff	states	that	dance	‘can	only	be	subversive	when	it	questions	and	

exposes	the	construction	of	the	body	in	culture’,	a	trait	that	she	finds	mainly	in	

postmodern	productions.197	Maison	de	fous	is	arguably	a	proto-postmodern	

ballet	within	the	framework	of	Wolff’s	definition.	Börlin	exhibited	a	variety	of	

social	bodies,	exalted	by	modern	consumer	society,	exposing	them	as	selfish,	

senseless,	murderous	and	mad,	empty	of	true	human	goodness.	The	ballet	

deconstructs	society	into	an	array	of	vain,	cruel	character	types,	revealing	the	

empty	values	that	hold	society	together,	criticising	the	loss	of	innocence.		

Maison	de	fous	denigrates	social,	consumerist	figures	as	were	sat	in	the	

audience;	it	is	a	direct	and	personal	attack.		By	presenting	figures	constructed	

as	social	ideals	yet	framed	in	their	harsher	reality,	the	ballet	enters	into	this	

‘subversive’	realm	of	questioning	and	exposing.		

	

																																																								
196	Citations	from	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	
March	1921,	in	Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).	
197	Janet	Wolff,	Feminine	Sentences,	Essays	on	Women	and	Culture	(Cambridge:	Polity	
Press,	1990),	p.	137.	
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However,	exactly	what	were	the	Ballets	Suédois	critiquing	here?	Their	general	

aesthetic	desire	to	push	boundaries,	as	well	as	their	choice	to	shock	and	

scandalise	via	the	dark	depiction	of	social	insanity	in	Maison	de	fous,	

demonstrates	a	refutation	of	tradition	that	would	suggest	their	opposition	to	

the	interwar	retour	à	l’ordre.		Nevertheless,	had	Dubech	and	others	desired	to	

read	further	into	Börlin’s	aims	for	his	ballet,	they	might	have	interpreted	his	

vision	of	society	gone	mad	in	a	manner	that	in	fact	promoted	the	very	values	

they	perceived	to	be	lost.	The	premise	of	the	ballet	suggests	that	various	mad	

character	types,	found	within	modern	society,	corrupt	and	murder	the	

representation	of	pure	innocence.	What	better	promotion	of	the	retour	à	l’ordre	

than	to	recreate	in	a	terrifying	and	macabre	setting	a	collection	of	sins	

personified,	whose	malicious	activity	brings	to	an	end	the	only	goodness	left	in	

their	depraved	society?	Could	the	ballet	in	fact	be	interpreted	as	working	within	

this	implementation	of	order,	promoting	the	necessity	for	the	regulation	of	

society’s	moral	madness	in	order	to	protect	the	fading	notions	of	religious	

purity	and	innocence?	How	are	we	to	interpret	this	seeming	contradiction	of	a	

potentially	traditionalist	message	and	an	avant-garde,	scandalous	mise	en	

scène?		
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As	with	other	works	such	as	Apollinaire’s	Les	Mamelles	de	Tirésias	(1917),198	

assuming	and	imposing	a	fully	progressive,	anti-traditional	interpretation	onto	

an	artwork	purely	because	it	is	labelled	‘avant-garde’	is	not	always	appropriate.	

With	Maison	de	fous	one	must	consider,	for	example,	the	interwar	malaise	

concerning	the	depths	of	human	nature	and	the	atrocities	suffered,	lending	

nostalgia	to	past,	particularly	Catholic	values,	which	were	being	fervently	

promoted	in	this	epoch.	In	order	to	clarify	the	Ballets	Suédois’	aims	as	much	as	

possible,	it	is	useful	to	turn	to	Börlin’s	interview	in	an	American	newspaper	in	

1921.	Here	the	dancer	expanded	on	his	vision	of	Maison	de	fous,	stating	that	

self-consciousness	leads	to	madness	as	we	all	imagine	ourselves	to	be	

something	we	are	not:		

	

[t]he	ugly	people	imagine	themselves	beautiful,	the	clowns	of	the	world	

hide	their	mental	deficiencies	by	aping	cleverness,	and	women	who	

ought	to	be	respectable	matrons	are	mad	with	coquetry	and	desire	for	

luxury.	Thus	the	madhouse	is	the	best	type	of	our	abnormal	civilised	

society	[sic].199	

	

																																																								
198	Les	Mamelles	de	Tirésias	was	Apollinaire’s	drame	surréaliste	inspired	by	the	conflict	
over	the	role	of	women	and	the	birth	rate.	The	work	depicts	a	wife	and	mother,	
Thérèse,	leaving	her	household	with	a	new	male	identity,	Tirésias,	in	order	to	join	the	
army.	In	her	absence,	her	husband	gives	birth	to	40049	children	in	a	single	day,	yet	in	
spite	of	the	subversive	swapping	of	gender	roles,	Thérèse	returns	home	at	the	end	of	
the	play	no	longer	desiring	her	social	success	if	it	means	sacrificing	the	joys	of	home	
life.	The	play	thus	embodies	the	conflict	between	the	traditional	and	the	avant-garde.	
Guillaume	Apollinaire,	Les	Mamelles	de	Tirésias,	avec	six	portraits	inédits	par	Picasso	
(Paris:	Éditions	du	Bélier,	1946).	See	Peter	Read,	Apollinaire	et	Les	Mamelles	de	
Tirésias:	la	revanche	d’Éros	(Rennes:	Presses	Universitaires	de	Rennes,	2000).	
199	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).		
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Börlin	appears	to	criticise	the	‘madness’	of	a	specific	strand	of	society:	‘civilised	

society’,	hypocritical	individuals	feigning	moral	or	admirable	qualities.	The	fact	

that	he	references	intellectuals,	matrons,	and	those	desperately	desiring	beauty	

where	there	is	none	would	appear	to	draw	influence	from	a	society	desperately	

trying	to	restore	a	form	of	ordre,	yet	merely	providing	a	false	façade	of	

rationality,	hiding	ugly	truths.	This	points	the	finger	at	those	society	figures	

attempting	to	simulate	traditional	values	that	are	in	fact	no	more	than	strategic	

methods	of	manipulation.	Society	had	seen	political	reason	descend	into	war	

and	international	scandals	such	as	the	Dreyfus	affair;	the	beauty	industry	boom	

saw	increasingly	complex	methods	of	eradicating	anything	natural;	consumer	

society	was	creating	empty	values	and	a	need	for	material	goods.	In	denigrating	

such	falsity,	Börlin	advocates	via	his	avant-garde	ballet,	a	more	honest,	

Expressionist	approach	to	the	self	and	society	–	a	rejection	of	the	self-

consciousness	instilled	by	a	social	preoccupation	with	class	and	fashion.	

Cleverly,	the	ballet	appears	as	a	critique	of	false	rationalism,	achieved	by	a	false	

irrationalism:	underneath	its	barbarity,	Maison	de	fous	arguably	espoused	more	

logical,	moralistic	objectives.	

	

A	direct	example	of	this	critique	of	civilised	society	appears	in	the	form	of	a	

large	brooch	attached	to	Börlin’s	Prince	costume.	Thora	Dardel	noted	in	her	

memoirs	that	Börlin	wore	a	‘great	order’	on	his	chest.200	This	star–shaped	

brooch	with	a	rounded	centre	is	evident	in	photographs	of	Börlin	in	costume	for	

the	ballet,	attached	to	his	jacket.	The	brooch	does	not	resemble	one	of	the	

traditional	French,	German	or	British	military	medals,	which	would	usually	

																																																								
200	See	Appendix	C,	p.	69.		
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have	taken	the	form	of	a	cross,	disc	or	laurel	wreath	with	a	ribbon,	and	which	

would	have	implied	a	heavier	war-themed	narrative.	Instead,	the	star	shape	

more	accurately	resembles	an	order	from	the	nineteenth	or	early	twentieth	

centuries,	which	were	more	exclusive	in	nature	and	often	reserved	for	

diplomats	or	aristocrats,	awarded	by	the	ruling	monarch,	president,	or	a	foreign	

head	of	state.	These	orders	were	commonly	worn	by	European	diplomats,	

knights	and	other	dignitaries	in	the	pre-war	decades.201	Börlin’s	brooch	

resembles,	for	example,	the	Prussian	Order	of	the	Black	Eagle,	also	awarded	to	

Wilhelm	II,	which	tallies	with	a	comparison	made	in	the	Anglophone	press	

between	the	character	of	the	Prince	and	the	Kaiser.	The	article	states	that	many	

people	believed	that	the	Kaiser	suffered	from	‘the	“folie	des	grandeurs”	’,	and	

spies	the	same	affliction	in	Börlin’s	Prince.202	The	precise	nature	of	the	order	is	

perhaps	less	important,	however,	and	it	is	possible	that	it	was	not	designed	as	a	

specific	reference.		Indeed,	in	the	gloom	of	the	auditorium	it	would	have	been	

highly	unlikely	that	audience	members	could	have	identified	any	specific	

symbol	on	the	dancer’s	moving	body.	The	aim	may	well	have	been	to	form	a	

more	general	association	between	the	Prince	and	the	great	statesmen	and	

aristocrats	who	would	have	worn	such	insignia.	This	association	renders	

society’s	key	political	and	social	figures	unstable	and	tyrannical,	condemning	

the	civilised	and	ordered	rungs	of	the	social	ladder.		

	

																																																								
201	I	am	grateful	to	Dr	Edward	Madigan,	lecturer	in	Public	History	at	Royal	Holloway	
University	of	London,	for	identifying	the	brooch	as	a	possible	order	and	for	his	helpful	
information	on	these	awards.		
202	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).	
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It	would	thus	appear	that	the	condemnation	of	a	perceived	corrupt	or	

hypocritical	society	was	at	the	heart	of	the	ballet’s	aim.	Fittingly,	the	ballet	

contained	elements	of	a	Dada-like	spirit	such	as	the	witch,	who	spits	on	the	

innocent	girl’s	body	at	the	close	of	the	ballet	and	thus	performs	an	act	that	

renders	literal	Tristan	Tzara’s	notion	of	spitting	on	humanity.203	However,	as	

will	be	explored	over	the	course	of	this	chapter,	there	are	elements	of	the	

ballet’s	aesthetic	that	skew	a	firm	definition	as	to	its	meaning,	which	may	well	

have	been	desirable.	Journalist	Henry	Bidou’s	conclusion	on	the	matter	of	the	

ballet’s	artistic	interpretation	was	the	following:	

	

[i]l	n’est	pas	nécessaire	et	il	ne	peut	être	mauvais	qu’un	poème	

symbolique	ait	un	sens	;	il	doit	seulement	être	fait	de	telle	sorte	que	des	

sens	divers	puissent	s’y	adapter,	sans	qu’aucun	d’eux	doive	être	

préféré.204		

	

It	is	of	course	fitting	that	a	‘mad’	ballet	should	promote	no	conclusive,	logical	

interpretation.		

	

A	Political	Madhouse	

	

The	juxtaposition	of	the	two	balletic	works	that	the	Ballets	Suédois	presented	

on	their	second	night	of	performances	may	lead	us	to	a	more	in-depth	analysis	

																																																								
203	Tristan	Tzara,	'Manifeste	de	Monsieur	Antipyrine',	in	Tristan	Tzara	œuvres	
complètes	tome	1,	1912-1924,	texte	établi,	présenté	et	annoté	par	Henri	Béhar	(France:	
Flammarion,	1975),	pp.	357-358	(p.	357).	
204	Bidou,	‘La	Musique’,	[n.	pub.]	20	November	1920,	in	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	
Press	Clip	Books,	Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-107.tif).		
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of	the	socio-political	connotations	and	ramifications	of	Maison	de	fous.	

Journalist	Louis	Schneider	states	that	the	audience,	after	the	curtain	had	fallen	

on	Maison	de	fous,	this	‘ballet	pathologique’,	were	then	led	happily	into	‘le	

domaine	heureux	de	la	santé	et	de	la	beauté’	with	Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin.205	

The	latter	was	a	suite	of	six	dances	with	music	composed	by	the	renowned	

French	composer	Maurice	Ravel.	A	letter	reprinted	in	the	press	displayed	a	

rising	concern	with	the	use	of	French	music	–	or	lack	of	it	–	in	French	

theatres.206	Composers	such	as	Gabriel	Fauré,	André	Messager	and	Albert	

Roussel	were	some	of	the	eleven	names	that	signed	the	letter,	which	stated	

their	horror	at	the	scandal	of	all	those	foreigners	and	compatriots	‘qui	

méconnaissent	courtoisie	et	patriotisme’	in	ignoring	French	music.	They	openly	

implore	concert	organisers,	venue	owners	and	the	State	itself	to	impose	at	least	

one	French	score	within	each	production,	and	that	those	who	ignore	French	

music	should	even	be	subject	to	a	special	form	of	tax.	It	is	a	reaction	which	

implies	a	strong	sense	of	nationalism,	indeed	xenophobia,	in	the	interwar	era,	

the	musicians	unsurprisingly	citing	mainly	German	names	such	as	Schumann,	

Beethoven	and	Bach.		Thus	it	would	appear	that	at	a	time	when	Russians	and	

Swedes	were	dominating	the	theatre	bills,	the	choice	to	include	work	by	French	

collaborators	was	not	simply	a	polite	gesture,	but	also	a	political	tactic,	

pandering	to	the	host	country.	Some	journalists	attributed	the	darker,	morbid	

theme	of	Maison	de	Fous	to	a	certain	Swedish	temperament,	relating	madness	to	

the	‘other’	rather	than	admitting	it	into	their	own	polite	society.		

																																																								
205	Louis	Schneider,	‘Musique	:	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	–	le	2e	spectacle	des	
Ballets	Suédois’,	[n.	pub.],	11	November	1920,	in	BnF,	Recueil	factice.		
206	J.	V.	‘Courrier	des	Théâtres	:	Une	protestation	des	compositeurs	français’,	La	
République	française,	24	November	1920,	in	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	
Books,	Book	4,	CD	2,	(04-94.tif).		
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Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin	saw	the	stage	set	with	a	beautiful	garden	scene,	

dancers	in	costumes	styled	after	the	Rococo	and	Directoire	periods,	performing	

courtly	dances	in	pretty	arrangements.207	From	the	costume	designs	by	Pierre	

Leprade,	it	is	clear	that	the	stage	was	awash	with	harmonious,	light,	bright	

colours:	pinks,	pale	blues	and	yellows.208	This	traditional	aesthetic	departed	to	

such	an	extent	from	Maison	de	fous	that	it	appears	as	an	antidote	to	help	recover	

from	the	shock	of	the	first	ballet.	Indeed,	Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin	was	so	

popular	that	the	Ballets	Suédois	gave	one	hundred	and	sixty-seven	

performances	of	it,	compared	to	only	thirty-seven	performances	of	Maison	de	

fous.209	The	anarchy	of	Maison	de	fous	followed	by	the	Directoire	period	relates	

to	the	historical	juxtaposition	of	the	Revolution	before	the	Empire,	or	the	

madness	of	war	before	the	retour	à	l’ordre.	However,	this	deliberate	

juxtaposition	is	also	a	highly	ironic	gesture.	Civilised	society	is	heavily	criticised	

before	being	served	to	the	public	in	the	most	saccharine	format	possible.	

Perhaps	this	is	a	call	to	the	nostalgic	values	of	the	past,	or	perhaps	this	is	a	

deliberate	joke,	the	Ballets	Suédois	toying	with	the	audience	whose	reactions	

were	so	easy	manipulated.		

	

Much	irony	surrounds	Maison	de	fous	and	its	interpretations,	particularly	with	

regard	to	its	political	status.		Börlin	defined	his	ballet	as	a	madhouse	that	served	

as	an	analogy	for	the	world,	a	world	full	of	people	who,	unbeknown	to	

																																																								
207	de	Groote,	p.	33.		
208	Costume	designs	for	Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin,	Dansmuseet,	Archives	of	Les	ballets	
suédois.		
209	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	p.	194.	
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themselves,	are	mad	in	the	eyes	of	others.210	This	description,	combined	with	

the	dictatorial	figure	of	Le	Prince,	aligns	itself	with	certain	political	views	of	the	

era.	An	article	by	Alceste	in	the	Journal	du	Peuple	exemplifies	this	pessimistic	

correlation	between	Maison	de	fous	and	his	perception	of	the	French	political	

situation:	

	

[c]ette	pièce	est	tout	à	fait	descriptive	de	notre	époque,	adéquate	à	ce	

temps	de	victoire	et	de	bourgeoisie	décomposée.	[...]	Car,	en	somme,	ce	

peuple	si	longtemps	mené	par	un	clown,	Clémenceau,	conduit	à	la	ruine	

par	des	fantoches-profiteurs	que,	du	reste,	il	adore	n’est-ce	pas	«	Maison	

de	Fous	»	?	Cette	république	royale	patronnée	par	Daudet,	n’est-ce	pas	

«	Maison	de	Fous	»	?	Et	cette	politique	économique	et	financière	

touchant	au	maboulisme	et	ces	aventures	réactionnaires	de	Koltchak,	

Denikine,	[sic]	Wrangel,	subventionnées	par	la	nation	la	plus	

républicaine	(	?)	de	la	terre,	et	toute	cette	diplomatie	dadaïste,	et	cette	

Chambre	du	Bloc	National,	n’est-ce	pas	«	Maison	de	Fous	»	?211		

	

Alceste	applies	the	parody	of	Maison	de	fous,	along	with	a	reference	to	Dada,	to	

the	world	he	sees	around	him,	creating	for	his	readers	an	international	mad	

house.212	His	reference	to	Léon	Daudet,	then	the	député	de	Paris,	transforms	the	

ballet	into	a	socialist	demonstration	against	the	royalist,	nationalist	and	anti-

																																																								
210	I.	H.,	‘The	Madhouse’,	The	Daily	Herald,	30	December	1920,	in	Dansmuseet,	The	Rolf	
de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	Book	3,	CD	1,	(03-24.tif).		
211	Alceste,	‘Le	Siècle	des	Fous’,	Le	Journal	du	Peuple,	21	November	1920,	p.	1.	
212	It	is	unclear	as	to	whether	Alceste	is	the	journalist’s	real	name,	or	if	this	is	a	
reference	to	Molière’s	famous	misanthrope,	which	given	the	context	would	be	a	
humorously	ironic	pseudonym.	I	am	grateful	to	Dr	Joseph	Harris,	Royal	Holloway	
University	of	London,	for	making	this	connection.		
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Semitic	discriminatory	doctrines	of	Daudet	and	Charles	Maurras.	Both	Daudet	

and	Maurras	were	co-directors	of	the	extreme	right-wing	journal	Action	

Française	at	the	time,	complementing	the	fact	that	the	Right	celebrated	one	of	

its	strongest	victories	in	the	first	legislative	elections	just	after	the	war.213	

However,	it	did	not	hold	its	majority	for	long	and	this	move	to	the	Right	was	

proportional	to	the	radicalism	of	the	Left.214	Alceste’s	diatribe	against	

extremism	and	discrimination	echoes	Bernheim’s	attribution	of	hysterical	

suggestion	to	anti-Semitism	and	boulangisme,	Bernheim	even	using	similar	

phrasing	to	Alceste:	‘[l]’anarchisme,	le	boulangisme,	l’antisémitisme	[...]	ne	sont-

ce	pas	là	des	folies	instinctives	suggérées	?’.215	Alceste	decries	prominent	

figures	within	Russia’s	anti-communist	White	Army,	who	were	then	coming	

towards	the	end	of	the	Civil	war	against	the	Bolsheviks,	again	forging	a	left-wing	

argument	from	the	ballet’s	social	commentary.	This	is	no	longer	art	for	art’s	

sake,	but	a	political	statement	that	one	may	imagine	only	fuelled	the	ballet’s	

controversy	amongst	Alceste’s	political	opponents.	Within	this	interpretation,	

the	ballet	informs	the	French	public	that	they	are	all	mentally	deficient,	living	in	

a	degenerate	society,	a	degeneracy	measured	by	political	extremism,	

nationalism	and	discrimination.		

	

	

																																																								
213	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	pp.	77-78.		
214	Noel	Evans,	Fits	and	Starts,	p.	78.	
215	Bernheim,	Hypnotisme,	suggestion,	psychothérapie,	p.	212.	
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Figure	9:	Nils	Dardel,	walk	on	sketch	for	Maison	de	fous,	n.d.	©	Dansmuseet	Stockholm	
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However,	despite	Maison	de	fous	being	utilised	for	the	socialist	cause	by	certain	

critics,	it	would	be	too	naive	to	consider	this	ballet	as	a	purely	avant-garde,	anti-

elitist,	even	socialist	production.	The	Ballets	Suédois	were	perceived	as	anti-

elitist,	attracting	artists	such	as	Fernand	Léger	for	this	reason.216	This	anti-

aristocratic	stance	already	appears	ironic	within	the	context	of	the	Swedes’	

financially	superior	position,	de	Maré’s	upper-class	status,	and	the	company’s	

decadent	dress	rehearsals,	which	enticed	everyone	from	celebrated	actors	to	

Swedish	officials	and	even	the	Maharaja	of	Kapurthala.217	Added	to	this,	

however,	is	an	undated	letter	from	Dardel	to	Börlin	containing	a	small	costume	

sketch	for	a	walk-on	part	in	Maison	de	fous	[Figure	9].	The	sketch	depicts	a	

rather	plump	man	with	bright	red	hair,	eyebrows	and	beard,	clown-like	in	his	

spotted	trousers	and	yellow	shoes.	The	figure	is	a	clear	reference	to	Karl	

Hjalmar	Branting,218	the	surname	just	decipherable	down	the	side	of	the	sketch,	

who	was	one	of	the	founders	of	Sweden’s	Social-Democratic	Party	and	became	

Prime	Minister	in	1920.219	Dardel	has	coloured	in	his	unmistakable	red	hair,	

creating	a	joke	sketch	to	send	to	his	friend	and	colleague.	By	relating	Branting	

to	the	crowd	of	fous,	he	patronises	the	man	and	perhaps	even	denounces	his	

policies.	It	is	thus	ironic	that	areas	of	the	French	press	appropriated	Maison	de	

fous	for	their	left-wing	political	cause.	Certainly	this	small,	unpublished	image	

does	not	eliminate	the	argument	that	the	ballet	opposes	the	extreme	political	

Right,	rife	during	this	period	of	European	history,	nor	indeed	its	comment	upon	

the	madness	of	war.	Furthermore,	the	ballet	as	an	artistic	entity	does	not	
																																																								
216	‘Rolf	de	Maré	and	Ballets	suédois’	Berger,	Näslund,	Persson,	in	Acne	Paper,	p.	118.	
217	Jean	Bastia,	‘La	Soirée’,	[n.	pub.,	n.d.],	in	BnF,	Recueil	factice.		
218	I	am	indebted	to	Petter	Hammarbäck	for	identifying	Branting	and	bringing	this	to	
my	attention.	
219	Irwin	Abrams,	The	Nobel	Peace	Prize	and	the	Laureates:	An	Illustrated	Biographical	
History,	1901-2001	(Nantucket:	Science	History	Publications/USA,	2001),	p.	97.		
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undermine	the	more	socialist	interpretations	either:	its	meaning	is	subjective.	

This	sketch	does,	however,	act	as	a	cautionary	item	of	evidence	towards	

assuming	one	political	stance	to	be	the	singular	message	of	the	artwork.		
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3.3:	Hysteria	on	the	Intermedial	Stage	

	

The	pathological,	diseased	bodies	that	populated	the	Ballets	Suédois’	stage	in	

Maison	de	fous	fuelled	themes	of	sickness	and	contagion	that	chimed	neatly	with	

contemporaneous	concerns	over	health	and	the	body.	Specifically,	the	umbrella	

theme	of	this	thesis	explores	the	hysterical	dancing	body,	and	the	final	part	of	

this	chapter	will	now	turn	to	the	ballet’s	representations	of	this	figure.	

Beginning	with	the	influence	of	the	First	World	War	on	the	production,	Maison	

de	fous	will	be	considered	within	the	context	of	the	persisting	interwar	

influence	of	male	wartime	hysteria	and	fears	concerning	contagious	disease.	

This	section	will	then	provide	a	close	analysis	of	the	costume	design	for	the	

character	of	La	Femme	hystérique,	exploring	the	social	ramifications	of	

hystericising	the	flapper	figure.	The	popularity	of	l’art	des	fous	at	the	time	of	the	

ballet’s	production,	contextualised	within	the	wider	artistic	quest	for	

simultaneity,	will	then	lead	us	into	the	analysis	of	Maison	de	fous	as	an	

intermedial	performance.	Ballet	productions	necessarily	invite	discussion	on	

their	intermedial,	interdisciplinary	status,	and	this	chapter	will	conclude	with	

an	exploration	of	the	significance	of	the	hysterical	body	as	mute	bodily	

expression	amongst	a	wider	linguistic-artistic	revolution.		

	

A	Hysterical	War	

	

Further	examining	the	curious	backlash	that	Maison	de	fous	provoked	in	1920,	

one	might	have	presumed	that	public	susceptibility	to	shocking	scenes	would	

have	been	eliminated	by	the	recent	war.	Some	journalists	did	indeed	draw	upon	
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this	idea,	stating	that	war	should	have	toughened	those	members	of	the	public	

apparently	incapable	of	sitting	through	a	fantasy	ballet.	Valère	writes	that	the	

most	ingenious	aspect	of	the	performance	was	that	it	managed	to	scandalise	

‘des	gens	qui	devraient	être	aguerris’,220	whilst	Louis	Laloy	states	‘[d]epuis	la	

guerre,	nous	sommes	à	toute	épreuve.	Accoutumés	à	tenir	bon	sous	les	plus	

rudes	pilonnages,	jamais	nous	ne	crierons	à	un	orchestre	:	«	n’en	jetez	plus	

!	»’.221	And	yet,	audiences	were	not	steeled	against	the	horrors	of	Maison	de	fous.	

Instead,	the	war	serves	as	a	significant	point	of	reference	in	interpreting	this	

daring	ballet,	as	key	medical	concepts	and	resulting	public	concerns	are	

recognisable	in	both	characterisation	and	plot	features.		

	

The	phenomena	of	male	war	neurosis	and	suggestion	in	the	wartime	and	

interwar	periods	were	discussed	in	the	contextual	analysis	of	this	chapter,	and	

these	form	an	essential	historical	context	in	which	to	situate	a	production	such	

as	Maison	de	fous.	With	its	crowd	of	madmen	all	representing	different	worldly	

sins,	central	to	the	ballet	is	the	notion	of	the	patient	as	culprit.	The	ballet	

diagnoses	various	sinful	social	character	types	as	deranged	asylum	patients,	as	

if	their	afflictions	have	been	brought	on	by	their	own	selfish	choices	and	

behaviour.		This	provides	a	striking	relation	to	key	areas	of	French	medical	

discourse	concerned	with	the	professional	diagnosis	of	social	ills.	We	may	

recall,	at	this	point,	the	concerns	published	in	L’Écho	de	Paris	concerning	the	

Calmette	murder	discussed	earlier:	the	moral	degeneration	of	the	French	
																																																								
220	Valère,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	vont	donner	leur	troisième	spectacle’,	[n.	pub.],	19	
November	1920,	in	BnF,	Recueil	factice.		
221	Louis	Laloy,	‘Les	Ballets	Suédois	au	Théâtre	des	Champs-Élysées	“Maison	de	Fous”,	
drame	de	M.	Jean	Börlin,	musique	de	M.	Viking	Dahl,	“Le	Tombeau	de	Couperin”,	
musique	de	M.	Maurice	Ravel,	chorégraphie	de	M.	Jean	Börlin’,	Comœdia,	10	November	
1920,	p.	1.	
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people.	The	theme	of	contagion	is	central	to	the	Swedes’	ballet.	La	Fille	de	bon	

sens	is	apparently	the	picture	of	innocence,	yet	when	surrounded	by	a	variety	of	

mental	deficiencies	and	symptoms	she	is	unable	to	retain	her	rationality	in	the	

face	of	such	alluring	madness.	The	libretto	states	‘elle	n’est	plus	maîtresse	de	sa	

volonté.	Inconsciemment,	elle	se	prend	à	imiter	les	gestes	des	insensés	qui	

l’entourent’.222	The	girl	descends	into	a	state	reminiscent	of	hypnosis,	losing	all	

sense	of	reason.	This	directly	echoes	medical	concepts	of	suggestion	and	

unconscious	imitation	that	had	been	in	circulation	from	the	late	nineteenth	

century,	such	as	the	theories	of	Babinski	and	Bernheim,	discussed	in	the	

contextual	analysis.	The	ballet	taps	into	the	theory,	central	to	hysteria	diagnosis,	

that	one	could	be	coerced	into	madness,	infected	by	it:	evil	is	contagious.		

	

The	ballet’s	rapport	with	the	contemporaneous	zeitgeist	of	medical	concerns	

meant	that	the	Ballets	Suédois	could	strike	home	their	argument	of	false	

rationalism	much	more	strongly.		The	negative	press	reaction	to	the	ballet	

served	as	a	form	of	‘persuasion’,	advocating	rationality	against	this	band	of	

madmen.	The	notion	of	‘persuasion’	was	active	in	a	variety	of	formats	in	French	

society,	from	natalist	pamphlets	to	medical	diagnoses,	to	ideas	on	what	did	and	

did	not	constitute	art.	The	theory	of	suggestion/persuasion	serves	as	a	

paradigm	for	a	larger	effort	to	dissuade	society	from	a	certain	modern	way	of	

life,	condemning	it	as	unhealthy,	irrational	and	destructive.		Within	Maison	de	

fous,	the	irony	was	that	this	rational	persuasion	was	performed	by	the	

traditionally	irrational:	the	mad	demonstrate	the	harmful	insanity	of	civilised	

society.		

																																																								
222	‘Maison	de	fous’,	in	La	Danse,	November	1920.	
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Psychic	disorder	is	not	only	contagious	in	Maison	de	fous	but	sexualised,	a	

source	of	seduction.	Le	Prince	and	La	Fille	de	bon	sens	dance	together,	the	pas	de	

deux	typically	a	scene	of	romance	in	ballet.	They	execute	their	maddened	dance	

together,	interpreted	as	an	affair	between	madness	and	innocence	from	which	

the	latter	is	the	evident	victim.	Areas	of	the	press	even	understood	a	scene	of	

sexual	relations,	Le	Prince	seducing	La	Fille	before	murdering	her	in	his	

frenzy.223	The	historic	links	between	dance	and	sex,	yet	also	a	reference	to	the	

contagion	of	syphilis	here,	are	plausible	interpretations.	Just	as	the	enticing,	

dancing	Wilis	in	Giselle	have	been	analysed	as	a	form	of	innuendo	in	relation	to	

the	seductive	yet	fatally	syphilitic	threat	of	the	prostitute,224	so	the	infectious	

madness	of	Le	Prince	could,	too,	earn	the	same	pathological	signification.		

	

The	nature	of	the	Prince’s	psychic	disorder	is	not	fully	explained	in	the	libretto,	

though	certain	theatre	critics	interpreted	it	as	due	to	an	excess	of	power,	the	

character	believing	himself	to	be	royal	because	of	the	crown	he	wears	on	his	

head.225	The	Prince	utilises	his	perceived	power	to	seduce,	corrupt	and	murder,	

implying	an	abuse	of	power	that	had	significant	political	connotations	in	the	

interwar	period.	As	previously	discussed,	one	journalist	loosely	aligned	the	

character	of	the	Prince	with	the	Kaiser	and	his	folie	de	grandeur.226		It	is	this	

condition	and	his	crown	that	also,	cruelly,	relate	this	character	to	the	real	

																																																								
223	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).	
224	McCarren,	pp.	70-71.	
225	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).	
226	Anon.,	‘Even	Paris	Startled	at	this	Strange	Play’,	N.Y.	American,	13	March	1921,	in	
Dansmuseet,	Rolf	de	Maré	Press	Clip	Books,	CD	1	Book	3,	(03-42.01.tif).	
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mentally-unstable	king	of	dance	in	the	public	eye:	Vaslav	Nijinsky,	so	that	the	

ballet	could	be	read	as	a	brutal	pastiche	of	the	Ballets	Russes’	potential	demise.		

	

Despite	the	fact	that	the	hysteric	presented	in	Maison	de	fous	is	female,	it	is	the	

male	madman	who	infects	the	innocent	Fille	de	bon	sens.	It	is	the	male	who	

forms	the	‘decadent	and	corrupting	influence’,227	here,	the	Prince	no	less	guilty	

than	the	susceptible	Fille.	The	fact	that	the	role	of	the	seductive	mad	has	

become	masculinised	in	Maison	de	fous	is	significant	within	the	context	of	male	

wartime	hysteria,	and	concerns	surrounding	virility	and	strength	that	the	

physical	culture	movement	was	hoping	to	restore.	Börlin’s	character	with	his	

ironic	paper	crown	represented	a	decline	in	masculine	rule.	However,	even	

critics	with	severe	aversions	to	Maison	de	fous	acknowledged	Börlin’s	talent	as	a	

dancer	and	the	excellent	execution	of	his	role.	Just	as	it	seemed	that	the	Russian	

Nijinsky	was	able	to	occupy	the	traditionally	female	role	of	star	dancer	on	the	

French	ballet	stage	with	success,	so	too	could	the	Swedish	Börlin,	both	safe	in	

their	status	as	foreign	imports.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
227	Roudebush,	‘A	Battle	of	Nerves’,	in	Traumatic	Pasts,	ed.	by	Micale	and	Lerner,	p.	266.	
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Frenzied	Flappers	

	

	

Figure	10:	Nils	Dardel,	Hysterical	Lady,	1920	©	Dansmuseet	Stockholm	
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One	of	Dardel’s	four	surviving	costume	designs	for	Maison	de	fous	is	for	La	

Femme	hystérique	[Figure	10].	The	sketch	is	of	particular	interest	not	only	

because	of	its	rarity	but	also	on	account	of	the	manner	in	which	Dardel	has	

chosen	to	depict	this	particular	social	phenomenon:	female	hysteria	in	1920s	

Paris.	One	might	have	expected	within	a	ballet	that	presented	a	collection	of	

mentally	unstable	character	types	that	its	creators	would	have	reeled	out	the	

stereotypical	hysteric	in	a	white	nightgown,	à	la	Albert	Londe’s	photography	in	

the	Iconographie	photographique	de	la	Salpêtrière.	The	presence	of	the	hysteric	

appears	as	an	almost	necessary	addition;	a	typical	and	popularised	medical	

figure,	even	celebrity,	who	had	so	intrigued	the	public	in	the	not	so	distant	past	

and	whose	theatrical	persona	complemented	the	stage	setting	so	agreeably.	

When	choosing	recognisable	mental	disorders	to	present	to	the	public,	the	

female	hysteric	was	surely	at	the	very	top	of	the	shortlist.	Dardel,	however,	did	

not	revert	to	type.	

	

It	is	important	to	state,	before	further	analysis,	that	Dardel’s	vision	of	La	Femme	

hystérique,	as	concretised	in	his	costume	sketch,	most	likely	did	not	match	the	

final	costume	created	for	Klara	Kjellblad	who	danced	the	role.	Dardel’s	sketches	

are	Expressionist	gouaches	rather	than	technical	mock-ups	and	thus	necessarily	

altered	somewhat	in	the	transition	from	paintbrush	to	fabric.	Furthermore,	

from	studying	photographs	of	the	dancers	both	onstage	and	off,	there	is	no	

confirmed	evidence	of	a	costume	that	exactly	matches	that	which	Dardel	

proposed.	Not	all	the	characters	listed	in	the	cast	list	are	present	in	the	

photographs,	yet	nevertheless	this	thesis	does	not	assume	the	existence	of	an	

exact	match	for	the	costume.	From	a	process	of	elimination	via	analysis	of	the	



	328	

cast	list,	costume	designs,	photographs	and	head	shots	of	the	Ballets	Suédois	

dancers,	there	is	a	possibility	that	Klara	Kjellblad	wore	a	costume	which	to	

some	extent	related	to	Dardel’s	sketch.	The	dress	is	slightly	longer,	with	detail	

on	the	hem	[see	Figure	10	for	comparison];	the	dancer	wears	a	looped	

headpiece	and	looped	bows	or	ribbons	on	each	arm,	resembling	the	sketch,	and	

a	form	of	necklace	or	scarf	around	her	neck	or	over	her	chest.228	However,	due	

to	stage	make	up	and	the	photographs	having	been	taken	at	a	distance,	the	

identity	of	the	dancer	cannot	be	confirmed	as	Kjellblad;	this	dancer	could	be	in	

one	of	four	possible	female	roles.	The	stage	model	for	Maison	de	fous	includes	a	

painting	of	this	character	and	renders	her	dress	pink	and	her	ribbons	green,	yet	

because	of	the	retrospective	creation	of	this	model	in	circa	1933	by	an	unknown	

artist,	this	may	not	be	taken	as	evidence	of	the	exact	costume	worn.229	There	

are	unfortunately	no	remaining	costumes	for	this	performance	and	no	

correspondence	detailing	the	evolution	of	the	costume	for	La	Femme	hystérique.	

However,	none	of	the	above	difficulties	discredit	in	any	way	the	interest	of	

Dardel’s	costume	design	and	his	vision	for	the	character,	which	present	a	highly	

intriguing	depiction	of	the	hysteric.	It	is	also	significant	that	there	is	no	obvious	

evidence	of	another,	more	traditional	costume	for	the	character.		

	

Dardel’s	sketch,	labelled	‘hysterisk	dam’	in	his	handwriting,	presents	a	

fashionable,	flapper-like	female.	Her	brightly	striped,	rather	revealing	dress,	

with	its	green	fringing	and	black	bows,	is	typical	of	1920s	female	fashion.	

																																																								
228	Maison	de	fous	photographs,	Dansmuseet,	Archives	of	Les	Ballets	Suédois.		
229	Stage	Model,	SN	Backcloth,	copy,	exhibition	prop,	4.86	x	6.17	meters.	
DM	3	after	Nils	Dardel,	1933?,	wood,	paper,	41x61x45,5,	photo,	Dansmuseet,	Archives	
of	Les	Ballets	Suédois.		
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Dardel	designs	a	green	fascinator	jauntily	sitting	to	one	side	of	her	head,	with	

two	green	feather-like	strands	jutting	upwards	amongst	a	curly,	bobbed	haircut.	

Her	short	hair	and	slim,	boy-like	figure	signify	her	garçonne	style.	One	hand	

raised	to	her	hair,	the	other	placed	out	to	the	side	as	if	to	balance	her,	she	has	a	

vain,	dilettante	air.	Her	feet	are	bare,	the	only	element	that	indicates	her	less-

civilised	setting.	Modern	female	fashions,	along	with	the	dandy	figure,	appear	in	

a	number	of	Dardel’s	paintings,	thus	it	is	clear	that	the	hysteric	draws	parallels	

with	the	painter’s	personal	perception	of	the	fashionable	female.		

	

The	visual	arts	of	the	early	1900s	saw	a	flurry	of	interest	in	the	nervous	sitter.	

As	Sabine	Wieber	has	stated,	certain	artists	and	cultural	critics	chose	to	

concentrate	on	the	figure	of	the	female	neurasthenic,	perceiving	in	her	nervous	

body	‘a	powerful	articulation	of	modern	femininity’.230	The	madwoman	is	

evident	in	the	Expressionist	portraits	of	Chaim	Soutine,231	for	example,	but	

depictions	of	mental	debilitation	were	also	present	amongst	the	upper	classes.	

As	Wieber	analyses,	this	female	nervous	figure	is	particularly	evident	in	the	

sitters	for	Klimt’s	society	portraits.232	Klimt’s	painted	women	exude	a	certain	

tension	that	stems	predominantly	from	their	hands,	which	are	positioned	with	

the	fingers	nervously	twisted	together,	tensely	locked	at	jaunting	angles	as	they	

are	in	his	Portrait	of	Adele	Bloch	Bauer	I.233	The	women	appear	of	a	delicate,	

anxious	disposition,	critics	praising	their	modernity	on	account	of	their	
																																																								
230	Wieber,	‘The	Allure	of	Nerves’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	
p.	129.	
231	Chaim	Soutine,	Mad	Woman,	1920,	oil	on	canvas,	96	x	60	cm,	The	National	Museum	
of	Western	Art,	Tokyo.		
232	Wieber,	‘The	Allure	of	Nerves’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	
p.	128.	
233	Gustav	Klimt,	Portrait	of	Adele	Bloch	Bauer	I,	1907,	oil	and	gold	on	canvas,	138	x	138	
cm,	Neue	Galerie,	New	York.	
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‘psychologically	charged’	state,	the	figures	characterised	by	‘agitation,	

restlessness	and	enervation’.234	The	female	nervous	figure	was	no	longer	the	

working	class	girl	of	la	Sapêtrière	wards	as	she	had	been	under	Charcot,	but	

upper	class:	nerves	now	signalled	women	of	leisure	and	fashion.	As	Timpano	

states,	from	Freud,	‘the	clinical	hysteric	became	the	femme	fatale,	and	the	

femme	fatale	became	the	modern	madwoman’.235	Dardel’s	flapper	hysteric	thus	

formed	part	of	a	wider	fascination	with	and	indeed	attraction	to	the	fashionable	

nervous	female.	Furthermore,	as	Timpano	states,	modern	medicine’s	scientific	

classification	of	the	female	hysteric:	

	

became	particularly	appealing	to	the	semiotics	of	theater	because	she,	

like	the	artifice	of	a	dramatic	character,	was	nothing	more	than	a	

caricature,	a	prop,	and	a	staging	of	what	hysteria	had	to	look	like	at	the	

turn	of	the	century.236	

	

The	female	hysteric	represented	dance,	art,	desire,	nerves	and	controversy,	yet	

also	that	artificial,	theatrical	persona,	embodying	for	the	madhouse	the	

apparent	superficiality	of	modern,	fashionable	society.		

	

That	Dardel	chose	to	depict	female	hysteria	as	a	fashionable	flapper	reflected	

not	only	artistic	renderings	such	as	Klimt’s	society	portraits,	but	also	the	large	

quantity	of	medical	discourse	that	sought	to	diagnose	the	fashion,	lifestyle	and	

																																																								
234	Wieber,	‘The	Allure	of	Nerves’,	in	Madness	and	Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	
p.	128.	
235	Timpano,	p.	57.	
236	Timpano,	p.	46.	
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activities	of	the	New	Woman	–	notably	dance	as	was	explored	in	the	previous	

chapter	–	as	physically	and	mentally	dangerous.	As	discussed	in	the	opening	

section	of	this	chapter,	boyish	fashions	and	lack	of	childbirth	were	thought	to	

induce	a	variety	of	ills.	Furthermore,	the	1921	publication	Danseront-elles?	

Enquête	sur	les	danses	modernes	would	threaten	women	who	danced	the	new	

crazes	with	‘des	insomnies,	de	l’amaigrissement	et	de	l’inappétence,	des	

troubles	circulatoires,	des	vertiges,	des	migraines,	[...]	des	tics,	des	névroses	

spasmodiques	plus	ou	moins	généralisées,	des	tremblements’	–	the	list	goes	

on.237	Particularly	noteworthy	amongst	this	list	of	troubles	is	the	mention	of	

‘des	vertiges’.	The	dizziness	that	had	been	associated	in	the	eighteenth	and	

nineteenth	centuries	with	the	scandalous	waltz	remained	a	threat	to	the	female	

dancing	body	just	under	a	century	later.	As	well	as	physical	sickness,	dance	was	

also	psychologically	harmful,	provoking	‘des	anomalies	du	sens	critique,	les	

erreurs	flagrantes	et	progressives	du	jugement,	les	incohérences	du	ton,	du	

goût’	and	much	more.238	Such	a	plethora	of	dancing	woes	constructs	the	body	of	

the	nouvelle	femme	as	a	pathologised,	psychologically	unbalanced	individual	

who	needed	to	be	constrained,	a	standpoint	that	persists	throughout	the	history	

of	dancing	women.	Dardel’s	flapper	hysteric	thus	involved	important	

implications	for	the	role	of	women	in	the	1920s,	as	he	was	clearly	appropriating	

this	well-known,	pathological	female	stereotype.		

	

The	representation	of	the	vain,	superficial	female	hysteric	begs	the	following	

question:	was	Dardel	criticising	or	participating	in	this	female	medical	

																																																								
237	Bernard,	in	Danseront-elles?,	pp.	36-37.	
238	Bernard,	in	Danseront-elles?,	p.	37.	
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repression?	If	Börlin’s	aim	was	to	condemn	the	civilised,	as	was	discussed	

earlier,	why	is	the	subversive,	anti-passéiste	flapper	figure	onstage	amongst	the	

mad?	Perhaps	she	is	best	understood	alongside	her	female	counterparts.	La	

Femme	au	miroir	is	obsessed	with	her	reflection,	whilst	La	Femme	à	l’éventail	

believes	she	is	a	fashion	plate.	These	are	clearly	condescending	depictions	of	

vanity;	the	extent	of	the	characters’	preoccupation	with	their	own	beauty	

renders	them	mentally	deficient,	patronising	the	female	consumer.	Indeed,	as	

Erin	E.	Edgington’s	recent	publication	on	the	folding	fan	has	demonstrated,	

l’éventail	was	a	symbol	of	female	sexuality,239	associated	with	the	coquette,	

potentially	adding	to	the	madhouse	the	condemnation	of	the	emerging	sexual	

female.	Therefore,	if	the	ballet	comments	on	the	empty	irrationalism	of	

consumer	society,	Dardel’s	hysterical	flapper	is	a	reference	to	the	selfishness	

and	materialism	that	the	Catholic	Church	condemned	in	the	New	Woman.	The	

ballet	is	structured	around	the	opposition	between	vain	figures	and	the	

innocent	Fille	de	bon	sens	with	her	Christian	cross,	in	a	similar	set	up	to	

Lagerkvist’s	Himlens	hemlighet	that	presented	‘absurd	vanity’	versus	‘youthful	

earnestness	and	desire’.240	Perhaps	Maison	de	fous	aligns	itself	with	Dada	values	

via	its	seeming	opposition	to	civilising	logic	and	consumerism.	It	is,	however,	a	

misogynist	depiction:	consumerism	is	purely	female.	The	ballet	essentially	

provides	two	definitions	of	femininity:	the	crazed,	vain	consumer	of	fashion,	

and	the	innocent,	suggestible	child.	The	latter	is	seen	in	both	the	character	of	La	

Fille	de	bon	sens	and	in	the	other	mad	female	characters	who	are	associated	

with	nature	and	girlish	joy:	La	Fille	qui	prend	des	papillons	and	Deux	jeunes	filles	

																																																								
239	Erin	E.	Edgington,	Fashioned	Texts	and	Painted	Books:	Nineteenth-Century	French	
Fan	Poetry	(North	Carolina:	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	2017).		
240	Buckman,	in	Modern	theatre,	p.	xviii.	



	

	

333	

qui	cueillent	des	fleurs.	Maison	de	fous	may	well	have	been	avant-garde,	yet	it	

was	not	progressive	in	every	sense.		

	

As	Amelia	Jones	argues,		

	

[i]n	art	history	and	beyond,	we	are	far	too	attached	to	a	simplistic	notion	

of	the	avant-garde	as	a	group	of	heroic	(almost	always	white	male)	

individuals	fighting	unequivocally	against	the	evils	of	capitalism	and	the	

dumbed-down	values	of	its	mass	bourgeois	culture.241	

	

Maison	de	fous	exhibits	precisely	this	concern.	Correspondence	between	Dahl	

and	Börlin	reveals	that	another	character,	La	Négresse,	was	originally	intended	

to	dance	with	Le	Prince.242	The	fact	that	this	pejoratively	named	character	was	

to	appear	as	another	madwoman	onstage	is	illustrative	of	the	racially	

discriminative	views	of	the	era.	It	is	also	contradictory,	however,	that	La	

Négresse	should	be	criticised	as	a	modern	sin	in	light	of	the	Ballets	Suédois’	

celebration	of	the	(no	less	discriminatory)	fashion	for	the	primitive	in	other	

works,	such	as	La	Création	du	monde	and	Rolf	de	Maré’s	discovery	of	Josephine	

Baker.243	Perhaps	this	is	why	the	character	did	not	make	the	final	cut,	but	those	

characters	that	did	exhibited	a	plethora	of	pejorative	female	representations.	

The	pathological	New	Woman,	specifically	hysterically	pathological,	was	clearly	

a	key	recognisable	character	type	ripe	for	cultural	appropriation.		

	

																																																								
241	Jones,	Irrational	Modernism,	p.	19.		
242	Maison	de	fous	correspondence,	Letter	to	Jean	Börlin	from	Viking	Dahl,	June	1,	1920.	
243	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	389.		
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The	Art	of	Psychiatry	

	

The	relation	of	Maison	de	fous	to	nascent	psychiatric	theory	did	not	go	

unnoticed	in	the	French	press,	or	indeed	within	the	aliéniste	community.	As	

recounted	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	de	Rolf	de	Maré	1920-1924,	after	a	performance	

of	Maison	de	fous	an	aliéniste	wrote	to	Börlin	asking	if	the	dancer	might	lodge	in	

his	asylum	for	a	period	of	six	months	so	that	that	he	could	live	amongst	the	

mental-health	patients,	studying	their	habits,	in	order	to	make	a	medically	

accurate	balletic	representation	of	them.244	The	offer	was	declined,	but	this	

anecdote	displays	a	member	of	the	medical	community	eager	to	transpose	his	

work	into	an	artistic	-	and	thus	public	-	format,	if	the	performance	distanced	

itself	enough	from	its	fantasy	elements	in	order	to	reveal	medical	truths.		

	

The	relation	of	Maison	de	fous	to	the	nascent	psychiatric	and	psychoanalytical	

theories	of	the	era	was	also	drawn	upon	by	journalist	H.	R.	Lenormand,	who	

stated	that	the	character	of	the	Prince,	drunk	with	power,	was	‘conforme	aux	

dernières	hypothèses	de	la	psychanalyse’.245	Lenormand	understood	the	ballet	

not	as	an	ugly	catwalk	of	lunatics	but	rather	‘une	ingénieuse	et	juste	figuration	

de	la	conscience’,	which	expressed	‘des	principales	tendances	humaines’.246	He	

believed	that	the	bourgeois	audience	knew	nothing	of	the	soul;	the	fact	that	‘les	

activités	de	la	psycho-névrose’	were	the	logical	exaggeration	of	habitual	

activities	was	a	theory	lost	on	the	theatre	public.	Lenormand,	however,	
																																																								
244	Les	Ballets	Suédois	de	Rolf	de	Maré	1920-1924	(Paris:	Imp.	des	Champs-Élysées),	p.	
32,	Source	gallica.bnf.fr	/	Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France.	Cote:	IFN-53112942.	
245	H.	R.	Lenormand,	‘La	vague	de	sottise’	[n.	pub.],	3	January	1921,	in	BnF,	Recueil	
factice.	
246	H.	R.	Lenormand,	‘La	vague	de	sottise’	[n.	pub.],	3	January	1921,	in	BnF,	Recueil	
factice.	
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perceived	in	Maison	de	fous	a	ballet	based	on	self-obsession,	split	personalities	

and	the	human	proclivity	to	perpetuate	ancestral	errors.247	In	this	reading,	then,	

the	human	conditions	presented	onstage,	the	‘types’	that	may	be	discovered	

within	everyday	society,	were	not	general	madmen	but	psychoanalytic	patients	

who	corresponded	to	the	then	recent	discoveries	within	this	area	of	science.	

Lenormand	recognised	that	Börlin	may	not	have	even	considered	‘la	

signification	psychologique	profonde’	of	his	ballet,	but	this	was	of	little	

importance.	For	Lenormand,	the	artist	was	simply	to	produce	

‘involontairement’;248	to	create	without	necessarily	understanding	their	

motivation,	in	a	form	of	human	compulsion	to	create	artistic	matter.	The	artist	

is	thus	aligned	with	a	lack	of	reason,	it	being	the	role	of	the	recipient	of	the	

artwork	to	analyse	and	make	sense	of	it.	This	latter	idea	relates	to	the	issues	

surrounding	healthy	mental	synthesis	as	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter:	the	

viewer	had	to	logically	decode	the	work	in	front	of	them.	It	is	a	view	that	rather	

limits	the	intellectualism	of	the	artist	and	Börlin	did	elucidate	on	his	artistic	

aims	in	the	press.	However,	what	this	article	does	reveal	is	the	perceived	close	

relationship	between	art	and	psychic	disorder,	and	the	cross-fertilisation	that	

was	occurring	between	the	arts	and	mental	sciences.	There	was	a	fascination	

with	the	sciences	of	psychiatry	and	psychoanalysis	that	crossed	disciplinary	

borders,	the	process	of	diagnosis	extending	to	artistic	works	and	fictional	

characters.	Whether	the	creative	team	behind	Maison	de	fous	had	the	latest	

developments	in	psychiatry	in	mind	or	not,	and	it	is	a	fact	that	is	sadly	not	

																																																								
247	H.	R.	Lenormand,	‘La	vague	de	sottise’	[n.	pub.],	3	January	1921,	in	BnF,	Recueil	
factice.	
248	H.	R.	Lenormand,	‘La	vague	de	sottise’	[n.	pub.],	3	January	1921,	in	BnF,	Recueil	
factice.	
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possible	to	determine	in	a	definite	sense,	it	is	clear	that	they	wished	to	

appropriate	and	make	productive	use	of	the	traditionally	irrational,	ironically	in	

order	to	make	a	rational	argument	on	the	human	condition.		

	

L’Art	des	fous:	A	Simultaneous	Experience	

	

In	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	the	links	between	art	and	

psychic	disorder	took	on	a	new	level	of	both	professional	understanding	and	

public	interest.	Doctors	started	to	view	the	practice	of	making	art,	from	drawing	

through	to	tapestries,	embroideries	and	doll	making,	as	having	aesthetic	value	

or	as	a	possible	diagnostic	process	for	their	mental-health	patients.249	This	

creative	aspect	of	diagnosis	was,	for	the	early	twentieth	century,	highly	

influential	within	the	arts	as	well	as	the	sciences.	The	interest	in	art	as	a	product	

of	madness	came	at	a	time	when	the	perception	of	‘the	mad’	was	changing.	

Foucault	has	demonstrated	that	during	the	seventeenth	century	the	mad	were	

confined,	along	with	the	poor,	the	deviant	and	the	sick.250	Later,	in	the	

eighteenth	century,	the	birth	of	the	asylum	during	the	French	Revolution	saw	

the	relation	of	madness	and	punishment,	associating	pathology	with	the	lower	

classes	that	needed	to	be	frightened	into	submission:	

	

[l]a	folie,	maintenant,	s’apparente	à	la	déchéance	sociale	[...]	Un	demi-

siècle	plus	tard,	la	maladie	mentale	deviendra	dégénérescence.	

																																																								
249	Jean	Vinchon,	L’Art	et	la	folie	(Paris:	Stock,	1924),	pp.	91-94;	Katherine	Shingler,	
‘Mad	Puns	and	French	Poets:	Visual-Verbal	Punning	and	‘L’Art	des	Fous’	in	
Apollinaire’s	Calligrammes’,	in	Nottingham	French	Studies	53,	1	(2014),	p.	30.	
250	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	Folie	à	l’Age	Classique,	‘Le	Grand	renfermement’,	pp.	54-96.		
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Désormais,	la	folie	essentielle	[...]	c’est	elle	qui	monte	des	bas-fonds	de	la	

société.251	

	

In	the	late	nineteenth	century,	however,	medical	professionals	were	beginning	

to	move	away	from	the	view	of	madness	as	a	purely	social	problem,	considering	

it	a	mental	condition.252	This	era	saw	a	more	moral	conscience	come	into	play,	

with	growing	hostility	towards	the	objectionable	practices	of	medicine	and	

science	exemplified	in	the	nascent	anti-vivisectionist	sentiment.	This	was	in	

part	due	to	fears	that	the	cruelty	of	biological	experiments	on	animals	might	be	

extended	to	humans.253	Whilst	art,	genius	and	madness	had	been	linked	since	

Plato,	it	is	at	this	time	of	growing	sympathy	for	the	mentally	ill	that	their	own	

practice	of	art,	their	own	artistic	productions,	began	to	be	taken	account	of,	

even	appreciated	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Members	of	the	avant-garde	

became	interested	in	l’art	des	fous	as	medical	discourse	gained	popularity	

outside	the	medical	community.	

	

Marcel	Réja’s	1907	L’Art	chez	les	fous	:	le	dessin,	la	prose,	la	poésie	was	one	of	the	

most	popular	French	publications	dispersing	the	art	of	the	asylums,	his	book	

going	to	a	second	printing	within	a	year	of	its	publication.254	Réja’s	emotive	

reading	of	the	art	of	mental	patients	questions	the	relationship	between	genius	

																																																								
251	Foucault,	Histoire	de	la	Folie	à	l’Age	Classique,	p.	594.		
252	Anna	Middleton,	‘Medical	Discourse	and	Avant-Garde	Art	in	France,	1905-1925’	
(Doctoral	thesis,	Bath	Spa	University	College/University	of	the	West	of	England,	2004),	
p.	293.		
253	Middleton,	pp.	73-74;	Jon	Turney,	Frankenstein’s	Footsteps:	Science,	Genetics	and	
Popular	Culture	(New	Haven;	London:	Yale	University	Press,	1998),	pp.	48-49.	
254	Michel	Thévoz,	Art	brut,	psychose	et	médiumnité	(Paris:	La	Différence,	1990),	p.	79,	
in	Katherine	Shingler,	‘Mad	Puns	and	French	Poets:	Visual-Verbal	Punning	and	‘L’Art	
des	Fous’	in	Apollinaire’s	Calligrammes’,	in	Nottingham	French	Studies	53,	1	(2014),	p.	
28.	
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and	madness,	stating	that	a	work	of	art	addresses	la	sensibilité,	superior	to	

rational,	scientific	processes.255	He	posits	that	whilst	we	experience	much	of	life	

rationally,	something	cannot	truly	affect	us	until	we	feel	it	and	live	it,	a	theory	

that	carries	considerable	pathos	and	also	resonates	within	the	context	of	a	live	

theatre	audience.	In	relation	to	Maison	de	fous,	a	ballet	that	attempts	an	

Expressionistic	looking	inwards,	Réja’s	distinction	between	experiencing	life	

rationally	and	emotionally	is	significant.	The	ballet	appears	to	draw	upon	this	

surge	of	public	interest	in	the	mentally	ill	and,	in	particular,	makes	use	of	this	

subject’s	relation	to	a	more	honest	model	of	humanity.	It	is	noted	in	Les	Ballets	

Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain	that	Dardel	had	‘une	réelle	prescience	de	ces	

compositions	tourmentées	dont	les	aliénistes	font	volontiers	collection’.256	It	is	

unsurprising,	then,	that	Dardel	moved	in	similar	circles	to	Guillaume	

Apollinaire.257	Apollinaire	held	a	large	interest	in	mental	pathology	and	l’art	des	

fous,	and	visited	the	Hôpital	Sainte-Anne	where	his	friend	worked,	the	

psychiatrist	Jean	Vinchon,	to	discover	more.258	Vinchon’s	1924	publication	L’Art	

et	la	Folie	bemoaned	the	tendency	to	refer	to	modern	art	as	madness,259	just	as	

Apollinaire	had	belittled	the	mania	of	the	medical	domain	to	diagnose	

																																																								
255	Marcel	Réja,	L’Art	chez	les	fous	:	le	dessin,	la	prose,	la	poésie	(Paris;	Montreal:	
L’Harmattan,	Collection	Psychanalyse	et	Civilisations,	Série	Trouvailles	et	
Retrouvailles,	dirigée	par	Jacques	Chazaud,	2000),	pp.	234-5.		
256	Georges	Rémon,	in	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	p.	134.	
257	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	92.	I	am	grateful	to	Professor	Peter	Read	for	his	advice	on	
the	nature	of	Apollinaire	and	Dardel’s	friendship.	It	is	likely	that	they	knew	of	each	
other,	but	that	they	were	not	close	friends;	as	far	as	is	known	there	is	no	surviving	
mention	of	Dardel	by	Apollinaire	or	any	correspondence	between	them.		
258	For	a	full	analysis	of	their	friendship	and	Apollinaire’s	interest	in	psychiatry	and	
psychoanalysis	see	Read,	‘Apollinaire	et	le	docteur	Vinchon’,	esp.	pp.	44-45,	citing	Jean	
Vinchon,	‘Guillaume	Apollinaire	en	salle	de	garde’,	Le	Progrès	médical,	Supplément	
illustré,	no.	1,	1924,	pp.	5-6,	(article	repris	par	Christine	Jacquet-Pfau	dans	Que	vlo-ve	?,	
2e	série,	no.	5,	janvier-mars	1983,	pp.	19-20).		
259	Vinchon,	pp.	7-18.	
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everything	as	an	illness.260	Dardel	appears	to	have	shared	in	the	interest	in	l’art	

des	fous,	at	least	for	the	duration	of	designing	Maison	de	fous.	Speculatively,	it	

does	not	seem	too	outrageous	a	suggestion	that	Apollinaire,	although	he	died	

prior	to	the	Ballets	Suédois’	formation,	may	even	have	inspired	Dardel	and	his	

later	work	on	Maison	de	fous.	Apollinaire	was	sceptical	of	purely	rationalist	

explanations	of	human	identity,261	something	undoubtedly	drawn	upon	in	the	

Ballets	Suédois’	anti-rationalist	ballet.	It	is	perhaps	of	the	greatest	irony	that	the	

ballet	achieved	its	critique	of	rationalism	by	the	appropriation	of	just	such	

rational	medical	disciplines,	subverting	the	wider	cultural	and	medical	

obsession	for	diagnosing	perceived	irrational	behaviour	as	mental	illness.		

	

Katherine	Shingler	has	analysed	the	relation	between	Apollinaire’s	

Calligrammes	and	his	interest	in	l’art	des	fous,	stating	that	this	interest	was	tied	

up	with	Apollinaire’s	pursuit	of	simultaneity.	His	use	of	puns	within	

Calligrammes	was	on	account,	Shingler	writes,	of	the	undoing	of	the	‘one-to-one	

matching	of	signifier	to	signified’,	and	thus:		

	

punning	runs	counter	to	the	construction	of	language	as	a	linear,	

univocal	succession	of	meanings,	and	suggests	instead	a	language	in	

which	meanings	are	allowed	to	co-exist,	overlap	and	proliferate	without	

constraint	–	as	thoughts	do	within	the	mind.262	

																																																								
260	Read,	‘Apollinaire	et	le	docteur	Vinchon’,	pp.	38-39,	43.	See	also	Guillaume	
Apollinaire,	‘Art	et	médecine’,	Paris-Journal	(15	mai	1914),	in	Œuvres	en	prose	
complètes,	textes	établis,	présentés	et	annotés	par	P.	Caizergues	et	M.	Décaudin	(Paris:	
Gallimard,	«	Bibliothèque	de	la	Pléiade	»,	t.	II,	1991,	pp.	702-3,	cited	in	Read,	op.	cit.,	pp.	
38-39.		
261	Read,	‘Apollinaire	et	le	docteur	Vinchon’,	p.	38.	
262	Shingler,	‘Mad	Puns	and	French	Poets’,	p.	25.		
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It	is	this	link	between	perceptions	of	mental	illness	and	a	simultaneous	

language	of	co-existence	and	proliferation	that	we	will	now	explore	further.	

From	Apollinaire’s	poetry	to	Futurist	exploits	and	to	Blaise	Cendrars	and	Sonia	

Delaunay’s	‘premier	livre	simultané’,	the	visual	and	literary	arts	of	the	early	

twentieth	century	were	preoccupied	with	the	notion	of	simultaneity,	despite	its	

being	employed	in	varying	ways.263	Orphic	artists	Sonia	and	Robert	Delaunay	

experimented	with	simultaneous	contrasts	of	colours,	juxtaposing	contrasting	

primary	and	complementary	colours.264	As	Eric	Robertson	has	explored,	in	

‘Delaunay’s	pursuit	of	“simultaneous”	painting,	[...]	the	juxtaposition	of	

contrasting	and	cognate	colours	generates	the	impression	of	movement,	and	the	

viewer’s	response	is	primarily	physiological	rather	than	intellectual’.	265	

Seemingly	opposing	colours	relate,	co-exist	and	communicate,	deconstructing	

the	cyclical	notion	of	the	colour	wheel	in	the	same	way	that	Apollinaire’s	poetic	

simultanisme	via	punning	deconstructs	the	linear	succession	of	language.	

Importantly,	the	viewer’s	experience	of	the	artwork	is	‘physiological’;266	the	

experimentation	with	expression	is	equally	concerned	with	new	forms	of	

interpretation,	too.	There	was	a	strong	fascination	in	the	early	1900s	with	

simultaneous	experience;	deconstructing	natural,	normalised	rhythms	and	

creating	experimental	juxtapositions	which	all	related,	even	fed	into	and	off	the	

intermedial.	The	term	‘intermedial’	does	not	entail	the	same	temporality	as	

																																																								
263	Eric	Robertson,	‘The	Borders	of	Representation:	Collaboration	and	Conflict	in	the	
Pre-1914	European	Avant-Gardes’,	Les	Cahiers	de	L’ARLI,	numéro	Hors-Série,	04.2003	
(2003),	47–67	(p.	51).	
264	Eric	Robertson,	‘Painting	Windows:	Robert	Delaunay,	Blaise	Cendrars,	and	the			
Search	for	Simultaneity’,	The	Modern	Language	Review,	90,	4	(1995),	883-896	(p.	887).		
265	Robertson,	‘The	Borders	of	Representation’,	p.	53.	
266	Robertson,	‘The	Borders	of	Representation’,	p.	53.	
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simultaneity,	and	was	not	developed	until	much	later	in	the	twentieth	century,	

but	we	can	see	the	beginnings	of	this	concept	in	the	desire	for	co-relations	both	

within	and	between	media,	an	interest	that	proliferated	in	the	early	1900s	

alongside	the	ideal	of	the	Gesamtkunstwerk.	From	Wagner	and	Kandinsky,	

through	the	Ballets	Russes	to	the	Ballets	Suédois,	this	period	of	European	

artistic	history	saw	a	desire	to	fuse	the	different	artistic	disciplines,	creating	one	

flowing,	simultaneous	whole.		

	

Maison	de	fous	was	not	only	a	pathological	representation	of	irrational	minds,	

complementing	the	popularity	of	l’art	des	fous	at	the	time.	It	was	also	an	

intermedial	collaboration	for	which	Börlin	had	a	holistic	vision.267	The	ballet	

saw	all	the	arts	come	together	as	an	intermedial	whole,	a	simultaneous	

experience	of	the	arts	‘dancing’	together.	Furthermore,	the	dancers	were	given	

the	freedom	to	‘devise	the	detail	of	his	or	her	own	part’	in	order	to	engage	more	

fully	with	their	characters;	the	ballet	was	a	collaborative	effort	on	multiple	

levels.268	From	its	design	and	theme,	to	its	very	structure,	Maison	de	fous	was	

not	based	on	the	logical,	sequential	succession	of	rational	language.	The	ballet	

was	an	all-consuming	theatrical	experience;	a	‘physiological’269	response	via	the	

simultaneity	of	sound,	colour,	light	and	movement,	akin	to	that	which	Shingler	

terms	the	‘	‘all-at-onceness’	of	modern	experience’	sought	after	by	

																																																								
267	Les	Ballets	Suédois	dans	l’art	contemporain,	pp.	42-44.	
268	Näslund,	Rolf	de	Maré,	p.	199.	
269	Robertson,	‘The	Borders	of	Representation’,	p.	53.	
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Apollinaire.270	It	is	the	illogicality	within	the	structures	of	signification	in	the	

ballet	that	we	will	now	turn	to.		

	

Hysteria	on	the	Intermedial	Stage	

	

The	quest	for	intermediality	and	simultaneity,	this	‘	‘all-at-onceness’	of	modern	

experience’,271	arguably	comes	to	the	fore	in	the	enigma	that	has	traversed	this	

entire	study,	recurring	persistently	in	the	arts	of	the	era:	the	hysterical	dancing	

body.	Whether	audiences	throughout	the	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	

centuries	were	confronted	with	the	Giselle	figure,	the	victimised	female	dancing	

hysterically	to	her	death,	or	the	male	convulsing	body,	as	was	found	in	the	

choreography	of	Nijinsky	and	in	Börlin’s	depictions	of	his	madhouse,	a	fuller	

spectrum	of	the	language	of	the	body	was	now	being	explored.	The	strictly	

measured	pas	of	the	classical	ballet	dancer	gave	way	to	explosions	of	la	beauté	

convulsive;	it	was	a	hysterical	fascination	that	would	culminate	in	the	work	of	

the	Surrealists.	The	irrational	and	the	pathological	were	pressing	through	into	

the	arts,	their	ascension	complementing	the	rise	of	interest	in	the	decentring	of	

signification.	The	avant-garde	sought	new	ways	of	transferring	the	process	of	

signification	onto	different,	non-verbal	sources:	the	body,	light,	colour,	sound,	

or	a	composite	of	them	all	so	that	meaning	was	produced	in	physical,	visceral	

ways	too.	We	will	now	analyse	whether	there	is	scope	for	the	representation	of	

the	hysteric	onstage	to	surpass	its	pathological	associations	through	readings	

																																																								
270	Shingler,	‘Mad	Puns	and	French	Poets’,	p.	25.	Shingler	refers	to	a	letter	from	
Apollinaire	to	André	Breton,	14	February	1916,	in	Œuvres	complètes,	ed.	by	Michel	
Décaudin,	4	vols	(Paris:	André	Balland	et	Jacques	Lecat,	1965-6),	IV,	p.	875:	‘	‘la	forme	
rompue’	of	his	poems	capturing	‘ce	que	je	puis	rendre	de	la	vie	infiniment	variée’.			
271	Shingler,	‘Mad	Puns	and	French	Poets’,	p.	25,	cf	previous	footnote.		
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that	not	only	render	this	figure	poetic,	but	that	redesign	the	significance	of	the	

hysteric	in	relation	to	the	various	art	forms	collaborating	within	the	

performance	as	a	whole.	

	

Isadora	Duncan	captured	the	experimental	wave	of	the	era	when	she	stated	in	

1927:	‘[p]eople	have	an	entirely	false	conception	of	the	importance	of	words	in	

comparison	with	other	modes	of	expression,	just	as	potent	as	words’.272	In	a	

rejection	of	logocentrism,	here,	Duncan	suggests	a	need	to	re-evaluate	the	

traditional	process	of	signification	reliant	upon	verbal	language.	In	doing	so,	she	

participates	in	identifying	what	some	scholars	now	term	the	‘language	crisis’	of	

this	era,	affecting	the	dramatic	and	literary	arts	as	artists	sought	to	reanalyse	

the	power	and	capacity	of	the	word	in	relation	to	other	media.273	This	desire	to	

accentuate	new	modes	of	expression,	without	the	use	of	words,	complements	

the	basic	principle	of	hysteria:	new	ways	of	expressing	ideas	because	words	and	

the	voice	have	been	repressed.	This	description	of	hysteria	is	heavily	simplified,	

yet	it	nevertheless	serves	as	the	bridge	between	this	highly	publicised	condition	

and	the	artistic	experimentations	that	sought	new	ways	of	producing	meaning.	

Hysteria	was,	essentially,	a	radical	deconstruction	of	the	word	as	truth,	inviting	

other	modes	of	expression.		It	was	this	revolutionary	semantic	displacement	

that	so	interested	the	Surrealists	later	in	the	1920s	and	30s.	These	writers	

advocated	a	continual	struggle	against	rational	order	and	logic,	celebrating	the	

female	hysteric	as	a	symbol	of	unconscious	freedom.	They	rejected	Babinski’s	
																																																								
272	Isadora	Duncan,	‘Dancing	in	Relation	to	Religion	and	Love’,	in	The	Art	of	the	Dance,	
ed.	and	intro.	by	Sheldon	Cheney	(New	York:	New	York	Theatre	Arts,	1928),	pp.	121-
127	(p.	125).		
273	See	Timpano,	pp.	121-123,	and	Michael	Huter,	‘Body	as	Metaphor:	Aspects	of	the	
Critique	and	Crisis	of	Language	at	the	Turn	of	the	Century	with	Reference	to	Egon	
Schiele’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	pp.	119-129.	
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pithiatisme	and	the	notion	of	the	hysteric	as	a	pathological	phenomenon,	

perceiving	instead	‘un	moyen	suprême	d’expression’.274	For	the	Surrealists,	it	

was	a	‘revolution	in	language’	that	would	provoke	social	revolution.275	Desire,	

dreams,	imagination,	creativity,	the	unconscious;	all	these	poetic	powers	

needed	to	be	exalted	above	the	novel,	that	‘slave	to	repressive	reason’.276	The	

linguistic,	expressive	aim	in	Surrealist	exploits	was	to	express	freely	‘le	

fonctionnement	réel	de	la	pensée	[...]	en	l’absence	de	tout	contrôle	exercé	par	la	

raison’.277	Truth	was	poetic,	unconscious,	even	mad.	In	anticipation	of	

Surrealism,	the	hysteric	onstage	may	be	closely	related	to	artistic	aims	

throughout	the	early	twentieth	century	to	reconfigure	the	importance,	even	

dominance,	of	traditional	semantic	language.		

	

The	work	of	Hélène	Cixous	has	often	been	aligned	with	the	Surrealist	desire	to	

revolutionise	society	via	poetry	and	experimental	writing.278	A	post-

structuralist	feminist	of	difference,	Cixous	celebrates	the	female	hysteric	and	

the	female	‘revolutionary	unconscious’.279	Whilst	Cixous’s	theory	and	practice	

of	écriture	féminine	is	evidently	text	based	and	wishes	to	move	beyond	the	

proto-feminist	status	of	the	hysteric,	she	celebrates	the	‘admirables	hystériques’	

who	with	their		‘charnels	et	passionnés	mots-de-corps	[…]	devancent	les	

																																																								
274	Louis	Aragon	and	André	Breton,	‘Le	Cinquantenaire	de	l’hystérie	(1878-1928)’	in	La	
Révolution	Surréaliste,	no.	11,	15	March	1928,	pp.	20-22	(p.	22).	
275	Abigail	Bray,	Hélène	Cixous:	Writing	and	Sexual	Difference	(Hampshire:	Palgrave	
Macmillan,	2004),	p.	40.		
276	Bray,	p.	39.	See	Maurice	Nadeau,	Histoire	du	surréalisme	(Paris:	Éditions	du	Seuil,	
1964),	pp.	51-52.		
277	André	Breton,	Manifeste	du	surréalisme,	Poisson	soluble,	(Paris:	Éditions	du	
Sagittaire,	1924)	p.	42.	
278	Bray,	p.	40.	
279	Bray,	p.	39.	
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nouvelles	femmes’.280	She	names	the	hysteric	‘le	corps	poétique,	la	vraie	

«	maîtresse	»	du	Signifiant’281	who	begins	to	speak	out,	crucially	via	the	body,	in	

the	face	of	patriarchal,	rational	political	repression.	This	notion	of	the	hysteric	

as	maîtresse	du	Signifiant	accentuates	our	interest	here	in	hysteria	as	

decentring,	even	revolutionising,	the	process	of	signification:	the	hysteric	

grasping	a	semantic	power	that	had	previously	been	associated	predominantly	

with	the	logos.		

	

Hysterical	corporeal	expression	re-creates	language	via	the	body	on	account	of	

the	patients’	unconscious	repression,	and	their	subsequent	inability	to	express	

a	desire	or	fear	verbally,	for	example.	This	verbal	limitation,	however,	contested	

a	history	of	the	word	as	rational,	logical	language,	indeed	the	word	as	truth.	In	

De	la	grammatologie,	Jacques	Derrida	argues	that	since	the	time	of	Plato,	

Western	philosophy	has	always	associated	the	notion	of	truth	with	the	spoken	

word,	whilst	writing	has	been	the	corrupt	copy	of	the	truth	or	speech.282	Plato’s	

condemnation	of	representation,	(which	in	fact	brings	all	forms	of	artistic	

production	into	play	here)	has	been,	for	Derrida,	the	‘guiding	narrative’.283	He	

states	that	‘la	phonè	[speech]	serait	immédiatement	proche	de	ce	qui	dans	la	

«	pensée	»	comme	logos	a	rapport	au	«	sens	»,	le	produit,	le	reçoit,	le	dit,	le	

«	rassemble	»’.284	His	logocentric	vision	of	Western	metaphysics	also	

complements	Roland	Barthes’s	notion	of	the	word	as	the	anchor	of	meaning:	the	

all-powerful	medium	which	‘téléguide’	individuals	towards	a	desired	
																																																								
280	Hélène	Cixous,	Le	Rire	de	la	Méduse	:	et	autres	ironies,	Collection	Lignes	fictives	
(Paris:	Galilée,	2010),	pp.	56-57.	
281	Cixous,	p.	57.	
282	Bray,	p.	25.		
283	Bray,	p.	25.	
284	Jacques	Derrida,	De	la	grammatologie	(Paris:	Les	Éditions	de	Minuit,	1967),	p.	21.	



	346	

interpretation.285	Therefore,	within	the	context	of	the	dominant	logos,	with	its	

perceived	dictatorial	truth,	how	should	we	interpret	the	rise	in	experimental,	

intermedial	performances	in	the	early	twentieth	century	that	muted	the	logos,	

denied	its	power	entirely	by	its	rejection,	and	instead	privileged	multiple	

‘representations’?	The	Ballets	Russes	and	the	Ballets	Suédois’	overlapping,	

intermingling	variety	of	media,	their	intermedial	whole	that,	for	the	most	part,	

lacked	a	verbal	component	–	or	certainly	a	rational	one	-	challenged	the	

traditional	linguistic	parameters	of	signification.	Their	Gesamtkunstwerk	

formed	its	total	without	the	traditionally	dominant	medium.			

	

Abigail	Bray	states	‘[d]econstruction	attempts	to	show	that	the	arrival	of	self-

present	truth	in	writing	is	achieved	only	by	placing	a	limit	on	the	process	of	

signification’.	This	limitation	can	be	lifted	by	placing	words	within	a	‘broader	

signifying	context’	in	order	to	exceed	‘the	self-present	logic	of	the	truth	of	the	

statement’.	286	Intermedial	performance	arguably	acts	as	a	similar	lifting	of	the	

limitations	on	the	process	of	signification.	Its	lack	of	one	evident	meaning	

through	its	anti-hierarchical,	interactive	media	opens	up	a	variety	of	

interpretations	and	thus	provides	this	‘broader	signifying	context’.	The	process	

of	interpretation	is	extended	by	opening	up	a	simultaneous	experience	of	

media,	a	new	language	drawing	from	a	more	kinaesthetic,	corporeal,	sensorial	

relationship	with	the	stage.	Elam	demonstrates	how	the	desire	to	watch	the	

same	play	more	than	once,	taking	Abraham	Moles’s	example	of	Shakespeare’s	

Hamlet,	reveals	that	our	engagement	with	the	production	surpasses	the	

																																																								
285		Barthes,	‘Rhétorique	de	l'image’,	p.	44.	
286	Bray,	p.	26.	
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comprehension	of	the	‘intelligence	given’,	that	is,	the	information	conveyed	by	

the	plot.287	Our	interest	reaches	beyond	the	immediate	level	of	signification	to	

engagements	that	are	far	more	visceral,	even	physical.	It	is	this	secondary	area	

of	signification	that	non-verbal	productions	such	as	dance	throw	into	relief,	

rendering	the	art	an	unsurprising	subject	for	sensory	and	media	

experimentation.	As	Elam	elucidates,		

	

it	is	not	possible	to	talk	of	a	single	theatrical	message:	the	performance	

is,	rather,	made	up	–	in	the	words	of	the	communication	theorist	

Abraham	Moles	–	of	“multiple	messages	in	which	several	channels,	or	

several	modes	of	using	a	channel	in	communication,	are	used	

simultaneously	in	an	esthetic	or	perceptual	synthesis”.288		

	

Thus	the	very	concept	of	theatre	performance	necessarily	invites	a	form	of	

simultaneity.	Despite	there	being	no	single	theatrical	message,	without	the	

directive	of	any	verbal	element	in	ballet	the	guiding	narrative	is	opened	up	to	a	

more	immediate	relationship	with	what	is	often	more	secondary	‘signal	

information’:	costumes,	bodily	movement	etc.	The	spectator	is	not	subject	to	a	

meaning	anchored	to	such	an	extent	by	the	‘dramatic	information’,	such	as	a	

sequential	plot.289	This	does	not	signify	an	act	of	anti-intellectualisation,	rather	

an	expansion	of	the	interpretative	process,	which,	in	the	case	of	Maison	de	fous,	

was	clearly	successful	on	account	of	the	variety	of	interpretations	that	arose	in	

																																																								
287	Abraham	Moles,	Information	Theory	and	Esthetic	Perception	(Urbana:	University	of	
Illinois	Press,	1958,	trans.	1966),	p.	127,	cited	in	Elam,	p.	36.	
288	Moles,	p.	171,	cited	in	Elam,	p.	33,	Elam’s	and	Moles’s	emphasis.	
289	Elam,	pp.	34-39.	
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the	press,	each	one	determined	by	the	light,	sound,	movement	and	colours	

presented	onstage.		

	

Artistic	scepticism	towards	rational	language	is	a	phenomenon	that	Eric	

Robertson	and	Stephen	Forcer	have	investigated	in	relation	to	language	

experimentation,	specifically	glossolalia,	in	Dada.290	The	Dadaists	were	

famously	illogical	in	their	creations,	yet	as	Robertson	has	demonstrated,	their	

seemingly	nonsensical	glossolalia	was	in	fact	a	‘radical	reconfiguration	of	

language’.291	This	was	on	account	of	‘a	deep	distrust	of	the	abuse	of	rationalism	

that	had	led	Europe’s	nations	to	war’.292	If	language	could	not	in	fact	‘reflect	a	

meaningful	and	rational	world’,293	there	was	thus	rationality	in	the	irrational,	

and	the	experimentation	with	language	and	media	at	this	point	in	European	

history	should	not	be	removed	from	its	socio-political	context.	The	experiments	

in	intermediality	on	the	ballet	stage	of	the	early	twentieth	century	thus	become	

more	politicised	artistic	statements.	The	Ballets	Suédois	sought	a	proliferation	

of	meaning	in	a	‘total’	theatrical	experience,	a	multi-media	expression	that	was,	

returning	to	Duncan,	‘just	as	potent	as	words’.		

	

																																																								
290	Eric	Robertson,	‘	"Hollaka	hollala	anlogo	bung”:	Dada’s	Subversive	Glossolalia’,	in	
Genesis	Dada:	100	Years	of	Dada	Zurich,	ed.	by	Arp	Museum	Bahnhof	Rolandseck	
(Zurich:	Scheidegger	&	Spiess,	2016),	pp.	143–46;	Stephen	Forcer,	‘Beyond	Mental:	
Avant-garde	Culture	and	War’,	in	Aftermath:	Legacies	and	Memories	of	War	in	Europe,	
1918-1945-1989,	ed.	by	Nicholas	Martin,	Tim	Haughton,	Pierre	Purseigle	(Farnham;	
Burlington:	Ashgate,	2014),	pp.	85-107	(p.	91).			
291	Robertson,	‘	“Hollaka	hollala	anlogo	bung”	’,	in	Genesis	Dada,	ed.	by	Arp	Museum	
Bahnhof	Rolandseck,	p.	143.	
292	Robertson,	‘	“Hollaka	hollala	anlogo	bung”	’,	in	Genesis	Dada,	ed.	by	Arp	Museum	
Bahnhof	Rolandseck,	p.	143.	
293	Robertson,	‘	“Hollaka	hollala	anlogo	bung”	’,	in	Genesis	Dada,	ed.	by	Arp	Museum	
Bahnhof	Rolandseck,	p.	144.	



	

	

349	

	

	

Figure	11:	Francis	Picabia,	La	Danse	de	Saint-Guy	or	Tabac-Rat,	1919-1920/1946-1949,	©ADAGP,	
Paris	and	DACS,	London	2019	
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In	1922	Francis	Picabia	exposed	a	canvas	entitled	Danse	de	Saint-Guy	at	the	

Salon	des	artistes	indépendants	[Figure	11].	The	work	showcases	the	

provocative	spirit	of	Dada,	in	which	Picabia	was	a	key	player.	The	relatively	

empty	canvas	offers	an	ironic	challenge	to	the	traditional,	established	

conventions	of	painting.	Its	initial	title,	before	the	work’s	modification	by	the	

artist	and	its	exhibition	under	the	new	title	Tabac-Rat	in	the	1940s,294	refers	to	

la	danse	de	Saint-Guy,	or	St	Vitus’s	dance,	discussed	in	Chapter	2.1,	which	had	

preoccupied	the	medical	domain	since	the	middle	ages.	This	condition	had	also	

held	a	large	place	in	French	medical	debates	and	texts	in	the	1880s,	as	it	was	

perceived	as	a	principal	symptom	of	onanism	in	women,295	cementing	its	

association	with	unruly,	wanton	behaviour.	Central	to	dancing	mania	is	the	fear	

of	an	uprising	against	conventional	or	civilised	behaviour.	Barbara	Ehrenreich	

has	suggested	that	the	‘winter	dance’,	the	most	famous	feminine	form	of	

Dionysian	worship	in	ancient	Greece,	appears	to	modern	eyes	as	a	‘crude	

pantomime	of	feminist	revolt’,	and	it	was	women	who	principally	responded	to	

Dionysus’s	call,296	something	also	reflected	in	late	nineteenth-century	medical	

discourse.	As	Aurélie	Verdier	writing	on	Picabia’s	work	recalls,	the	empty	frame	

and	its	representation	in	the	press	has	historically	been	perceived	as	a	political	

response	to	censure:297	to	the	control	and	manipulation	of	language.	It	

therefore	seems	fitting	for	Picabia	to	refer	to	la	danse	de	saint	guy	in	his	title,	

																																																								
294	Anon.,	‘Danse	de	Saint-Guy	(Tabac-Rat)’,	‘À	propos	de	l’œuvre’,	Centre	Pompidou	
[n.d.]	<https://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/resource/cgjXK4y/rMdEjXq>	[accessed	5	
May	2019].		
295	Michael	R.	Finn,	Hysteria,	Hypnotism,	the	Spirits,	and	Pornography:	Fin-de-siècle	
Cultural	Discourses	in	the	Decadent	Rachilde	(Newark,	N.J.:	University	of	Delaware	
Press,	2009),	pp.	84-85.	
296	Ehrenreich,	Dancing	in	the	Streets,	p.	34.	
297	Aurélie	Verdier,	‘La	Tentation	du	vide.	Francis	Picabia	et	le	portrait	dada’,	in	Dada	
and	Beyond,	Volume	1:	Dada	Discourses,	ed.	by	Elza	Adamowicz	and	Eric	Robertson	
(Amsterdam;	New	York:	Rodopi,	2011),	pp.	169-187	(p.	183).	
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the	uncontrollable	movements	of	which	step	outside	linguistic	boundaries	

altogether.	Both	hysteria	and	dancing	mania	appear	to	have	symbolised	in	the	

cultural	and	artistic	imagination	of	society	at	this	time	a	defiance	of	rational,	

patriarchal,	national	logic.		

	

Timpano,	exploring	Viennese	puppet	theatre,	states:	

	

hystero-theatrical	gestures	[...]	served	as	an	idiom	capable	of	

communicating	a	nonverbal	(or	inaudible)	language	of	modernism	that	

could	be	expressed	through	the	aesthetics	of	the	modern	body	and	its	

gesticulations.	The	language	of	these	gestures	thus	permitted	bodies	to	

“speak”	the	language	of	pathology	and,	by	extension,	allowed	viewers	to	

understand	that	hystero-theatrical	bodies	–	whether	represented	in	

painted	or	dramatic	form	–	communicated	modernity	more	effectively	

than	the	spoken	or	written	word.298	

	

Hysterical	gestures	formed	a	key	articulation	of	the	very	essence	of	modernity	

at	this	time,	and	reflected	a	form	of	language	crisis	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth-

century,	as	artists	sought	a	new	form	of	visual	expression,	supplied	by	the	

medical	context.299	The	presence	of	the	hysterical	character	held	an	essential	

position	within	the	context	of	the	modern,	intermedial	stage,	arguably	reflecting	

and	accentuating	the	wider	artistic	desires	for	the	poetic	rejection	of	rationality	

and	the	logos.		

																																																								
298	Timpano,	pp.	121-122.	
299	Timpano,	Chapters	5	and	6	(pp.	121-152,	153-188).		
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Returning	to	Maison	de	fous,	Börlin’s	ballet	involved	all	the	art	forms	

collaborating	in	the	performance	as	a	whole.	The	performance	demonstrated	

new,	modern	methods	of	expressing	meaning,	complementing	its	critique	of	

rationalism.	As	Boenisch	has	observed	of	the	contemporary	work	of	American	

choreographer	William	Forsythe,	on	account	of	the	intermedial	nature	of	the	

performance	and	the	proliferation	of	meaning	that	this	entails,	the	spectator	no	

longer	decodes	and	understands	the	performance	in	front	of	them	but	

experiences	it	–	the	spectator/performance	relationship	has	shifted	to	a	more	

immersive,	creative	and	indeed	active	collaboration.300	Similarly,	audiences	of	

Maison	de	fous	were	presented	with	an	experience	of	sensorial,	disorientating	

insanity,	to	which	one	could	add,	if	willing,	a	myriad	of	interpretations	and	

social	comment.		

	

Moreover,	the	persistent	recurrence	of	the	hysterical	character,	both	male	and	

female,	throughout	the	late	1800s	and	into	the	twentieth	century,	a	time	of	

grave	political	and	military	defeat,	trouble	and	even	embarrassment	for	France,	

forms	a	statement	on	the	necessity	for	a	new	means	of	self-expression.	The	

hysteric	was	found	in	the	popularised	medical	journals,	in	the	newspapers,	in	

the	cabarets,	in	literature,	on	the	theatre	stage,	in	the	war	trenches	and	in	

works	of	art.	The	persistent	publicising	of	this	form	of	corporeal	expression	at	a	

time	when	the	logos	was	increasingly	becoming	attached	to	rational	order,	be	it	

military,	medical,	or	political,	demonstrates	a	desire,	however	(fittingly)	

																																																								
300	Boenisch,	‘Mediation	Unfinished',	in	Intermediality	in	Theatre	and	Performance,	ed.	
by	Chapple	and	Kattenbelt,	p.	161.	
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subconscious,	to	break	down	the	logocentrism	which	instilled	a	patriarchal,	

discriminative	linguistic	and,	by	extension,	social	order.	Indeed,	the	Greek	logos	

translates	as	speech	and	discourse,	yet	also	logic	and	reason.301		

	

Geoffrey	C.	Howes	has	described	the	attraction	to	madness	as	a	‘cultural-critical	

force	of	delirium’	following	the	Nietzschean	theory	of	the	Dionysian	as	‘the	

repressed	substratum	of	Western	culture’.302	Dionysian	insanity	gave	way	to	

the	truth	of	humanity,	leaving	the	Apollonian	rationality	as	a	social	and	political	

construction.	The	Dionysian	enabled	the	possibility	of	a	new	form	of	poetic	

language,	just	as	revolutionary	as	Cixous’s	perception	of	the	signifying	hysteric.	

Citing	Friedrich	Nietzsche’s	Die	Geburt	der	Tragödie,	Huter	writes:	

	

[i]n	the	Dionysian	state,	man	is	stimulated	to	achieve	the	“highest	point	

of	all	his	symbolic	abilities.”	Therefore	he	needs	a	new	“world	of	

symbols”	that	goes	beyond	verbal	language	and	includes	all	the	“physical	

symbolism”	of	the	body,	as	in	the	“gesture	of	dance,”	and	that	finally	

leads	to	a	“total	release	of	all	symbolic	energies”.303		

	

That	the	‘gesture	of	dance’	turned	to	the	realms	of	psychic	disorder	and	hysteria	

in	order	to	transcend	and	contest	rational	verbal	language	thus	reveals	a	

unifying	insurrectionary	trend	within	the	two	domains.	The	hysteric	was	a	

subversive	figure,	not	only	for	the	male	patriarchy	reacting	to	the	flurry	of	
																																																								
301	Kathleen	Davis,	Deconstruction	and	Translation	(London;	New	York:	Routledge,	
2001),	p.	26,	my	emphasis.		
302	Geoffrey	C.	Howes,	‘Madness	and	Literature	in	Vienna	1900’,	in	Madness	and	
Modernity,	ed.	by	Blackshaw	&	Topp,	pp.	144-153	(p.	145).	
303	Friedrich	Nietzche,	‘Die	Geburt	der	Tragödie’,	1:28,	cited	and	trans.	by	Huter,	‘Body	
as	Metaphor’,	in	Egon	Schiele,	ed.	by	Werkner,	p.	123.		
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feminist	movements	rising	up	in	France	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century,	but	

also	subversive	for	rational	speech	and	text	–	for	the	word	in	general.	This	was	

a	medical	figure	that	advertised	in	a	highly	public	sphere	new	forms	of	bodily	

expression	that	escaped	from	the	tight	reigns	of	traditional,	rational	dogmas.	

Madness	and	hysteria	became	poetic,	political	devices	within	the	uniting	of	the	

art	forms	in	a	more	balanced,	simultaneous	display.	Indeed,	simultaneity,	

intermediality	and	the	Gesamtkunstwerk,	when	taken	at	their	most	basic	of	

meanings,	represent	wholeness,	harmony	and	equality,	which	may	be	

understood	to	some	extent	as	an	artistic	reflection	of	more	peaceful	socio-

political	longings.			

	

Coda	

	

The	Ballets	Suédois’	Maison	de	fous	demonstrates	not	only	a	revolutionary	

approach	to	the	traditional	ballet	aesthetic	but	also	a	politically	charged	

commentary	on	the	social	tensions	between	the	retour	à	l’ordre	and	the	desire	

to	modernise.	The	ballet	and	its	subject	matter	relate	to	the	popularity	of	press	

coverage	on	the	mental-health	sciences	and	the	growing	interest	in	l’art	des	fous	

at	a	time	of	changing	social	perceptions	of	mental	illness.	Its	scandal,	however,	

reveals	the	favoured	separation	between	such	irrational	art	and	the	respectable	

theatre	environment.	Such	a	horrified	public	and	press	reaction	also	situates	

the	performance	within	the	fears	surrounding	the	contagion	of	illness	in	the	

early	twentieth	century	and	the	phenomenon	of	the	male	hysteric.	The	ballet	

illuminates	the	power	of	live	theatre	in	this	period	and	its	capacity	to	shock,	

scandalise	and	nauseate.	In	doing	so,	it	not	only	breaks	down	the	façade	of	its	
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depicted	social	character	types,	but	also	that	of	ballet	itself,	which	traditionally	

aimed	to	please	aesthetically.		

	

The	presentation	of	mental	illness	in	Maison	de	fous,	along	with	the	persistent	

appearance	of	the	hysteric	onstage	and	within	the	arts	of	the	period,	appears	to	

have	responded	to	the	increasing	distrust	and	rejection	of	rationalist	discourse,	

particularly	within	the	context	of	the	aftermath	of	the	First	World	War	and	the	

perceived	abuse	of	logic.	Importantly,	study	of	this	ballet	is	necessarily	

interdisciplinary,	extending	from	dance	to	art	to	science,	as	well	as	recognising	

the	diversity	of	media	brought	together	in	this	production.	Maison	de	fous	

situates	itself	as	a	key	moment	within	the	exploration	of	the	potential	of	art	

forms	other	than	the	written	or	verbal,	expressing	ideas	through	a	collaboration	

of	media.	The	ballet	participates	in	the	rise	of	the	intermedial:	speaking	to	the	

spectator	without	being	directly	dependent	upon	a	unifying,	defining	medium	

that	ties	an	audience	to	one	single	interpretation.	The	search	for	simultaneity	

and	a	proliferation	of	meanings	signifies	a	rejection	of	one	single	and	thus	

‘correct’	and	rational	understanding.	There	is	thus	a	significant	anti-bellicose	

sentiment	in	the	desire	to	move	away	from	the	‘rationality’	that	was	abused	to	

the	extent	of	a	global	war.	This	was	also	reflected	in	that	the	notion	of	sickness,	

significantly	hysteria,	during	and	after	the	First	World	War,	was	considered	a	

form	of	escape	from	military	responsibility.	Too	neglected	thus	far	in	

scholarship,	this	forgotten	ballet	in	fact	provides	an	essential	perspective	on	the	

social	relationship	between	art	and	psychic	disorder,	and	the	politicising	of	the	

poetic	in	the	search	for	a	holistic,	artistic	experience.		



Conclusion	
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Throughout	this	study,	various	guises	of	hysteria	have	been	detected	in	danced	

performance	across	the	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	relating	

closely	to	the	evolution	of	French	medical	discourse	surrounding	this	intangible	

disease.	Within	the	balletic	performances	analysed,	the	presence	of	pathological	

symptoms	often	associated	with	hysteria	present	and	reflect	cultural	tropes	of	

female	emotionality,	insanity,	an	emerging	male	nervous	culture,	and	

contemporaneous	study	on	the	ill	effects	of	dance.	The	choreography	and	its	

narrative	subvert	idyllic	depictions	of	modern	culture,	providing	comment	on	

the	perceived	ill	effects	of	modernity	on	the	body.	Importantly,	all	three	case	

studies	have	challenged	in	their	own	fashion	the	traditional	processes	of	

signification,	moving	away	from	perceptions	of	rational,	healthy	and	beautiful	

movement	vocabulary,	and	normalised	theatrical	modes	and	thematic	choices,	

in	order	to	embrace	the	irrational:	a	pathological,	anti-social	or	ugly	aesthetic.		

In	each	case	dance	turns	to	pathology	to	better	express	the	wide-ranging	states	

of	humanity,	transforming	representations	of	madness	into	a	wordless	yet	

powerfully	expressive	and	indeed	productive	medium,	broadening	the	

signifying	context.		

	

Within	the	framework	of	medicalisation	theory,	undesirable	social	activity	was	

subsumed	into	the	medical	domain	in	order	to	attempt	to	discredit	and	

eliminate	it.	The	intersection	of	a	pathological	aesthetic	with	both	the	

performance	and	social-dance	scenes	has	demonstrated	wider	fears	concerning	

the	effects	of	dance	on	the	body,	mind	and	morals.	This	is	exemplified	in	the	

striking	repetition	of	allusions	to	the	waltz	and	its	ill	effects	in	Giselle,	in	the	

waltz	references	in	Nijinsky’s	notes	for	Jeux,	in	the	Ballets	Suédois’	flapper	
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hysteric,	and	the	musical	waltz	references	in	the	Maison	de	fous	death	scene	as	

identified	in	the	memoirs	of	Thora	Dardel.	From	these	examples	we	may	

conclude	that	within	the	parameters	of	dance	itself,	its	connotations	of	mania	

and	pathology	were	recognised	and	even	flaunted,	as	choreographers	and	

librettists	drew	upon	a	pre-anchored	correlation	between	dance,	sickness	and	

insanity.	Specific	institutional	areas	of	dance	education	such	as	the	Académie	

internationale	de	la	danse	sought	to	transform	dance	into	a	disciplinary	

technique,	to	manage	and	control	behaviour.	That	the	tension	between	

regulation	and	euphoria	became	characteristic	of	the	dancing	body	(articulated	

in	Jeux)	just	as	the	more	expressive,	jubilant	social	dances	became	popular	in	

the	early	1900s	appears	to	reference	the	controversial	status	of	this	pastime.	All	

three	performances	respond	in	their	own	fashion	to	the	medicalisation	of	

dance,	either	citing	the	dangers	of	dance	in	the	ballet	context,	emulating	the	

restrictive	clamps	placed	on	movement	vocabulary,	or	actively	accusing,	

through	a	pathological	aesthetic,	a	discriminatory,	so-called	rational	society.		

	

Giselle	was	a	key	production	with	which	to	have	started	this	study.	There	are	

many	differences	between	this	classical	staple	of	the	Romantic	ballet	and	the	

modern	Russian	and	Swedish	works,	principally	on	account	of	the	larger	time	

frame	between	the	creation	of	the	productions	(though	we	can	to	some	extent	

negotiate	the	time	scale	with	the	repeated	performances	of	Giselle,	even	up	to	

the	Ballets	Russes’	production	in	1910).		Giselle	conformed	to	the	classical	

aesthetic	and	was,	unlike	the	subsequent	case	studies,	extremely	popular,	just	

as	it	remains	today.	There	was	no	frustration	of	the	viewing	process	as	

encountered	with	the	Nijinsky	ballets,	for	example.	There	was	no	question,	
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however,	of	beginning	this	study	other	than	with	the	characterisation	that	has	

become	a	veritable	symbol	of	danced	madness,	and	there	are	echoes	of	Giselle’s	

demise	in	the	subsequent	performances	analysed.	The	ballet	was	popularised	

through	its	many	parodies	in	the	nineteenth	century,	and	it	is	Giselle’s	

hysterical	dance	of	death	that	we	find	again	in	Le	Sacre	du	printemps,	and	traces	

of	her,	too,	in	the	innocent	Fille	de	bon	sens	of	Maison	de	fous.	A	Romantic	

symbol	of	a	love	that	is	unwavering	yet	ultimately	fatal,	her	character	has	

attracted	a	large	amount	of	pathos	for	a	long	history	of	audiences.	For	many	dix-

neuvièmistes	Emma	Bovary	is	the	ultimate	hysteric,	and	yet	it	is	Giselle	who	

intertwines	dance,	nerves	and	mental	instability	in	a	production	that	is	both	

haunting	and	alluring	–	characteristics	that	would	form	the	major	components	

of	the	popularised	hysteria	of	the	late-nineteenth	century	in	particular.		

	

By	the	age	of	Giselle	there	existed	a	stereotype	in	France	and	indeed	in	wider	

Europe,	disseminated	in	the	press,	the	arts	and	in	medical	thought,	that	the	act	

of	dance	was	a	mentally	and	physically	tiring,	harmful	activity,	particularly	for	

the	female	body.	It	is	this,	I	have	argued,	that	formed	a	key	component	of	Giselle.	

The	ballet’s	major	theme,	the	sickness	of	dance	itself,	has	been	thus-far	

neglected	and	deserves	to	be	further	accentuated	in	critical	analyses	of	the	

ballet.	This	thesis	has	provided	a	new	reading	of	this	production,	adding	to	the	

scholarly	debate	on	the	cause	of	Giselle’s	death,	and	has	revealed	forgotten	

French	parodies	that	both	elaborate	and	justify	the	waltz	argument.		

	

Giselle’s	waltz	references	consolidate	contemporaneous	medical	claims	and	in	

acknowledging,	within	the	balletic	context,	the	perceived	ill	effect	of	dance	
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Giselle	enters	into	an	ironic	critique	of	its	own	art	form.	Performance	dance	

became	almost	parodic	of	the	medical	gaze	surrounding	the	social-dancing	

body,	nodding	to	a	pre-existing	association	in	the	minds	of	the	audience.		In	

melding	dance	and	madness	within	the	act	of	dance	itself,	Giselle	appeals	to	the	

movement	vocabulary	of	pathology	in	order	to	visually	express	human	

emotions	so	deeply	experienced	that	they	extend	into	that	‘night-side	of	life’.	1	It	

was	not	the	first	ballet	to	depict	madness,	but	its	immense	popularity	cemented	

it	as	a	highly	influential	production.	It	is	this	potential	for	the	irrational,	the	

medically	and	socially	unhealthy,	to	convey	a	broader	range	of	the	facets	of	the	

human	condition	within	the	otherwise	silent	danced	medium	that	cements	the	

ballet	as	a	crucial	moment.	The	production	defined	a	more	poignant	method	of	

visual	signification,	and	one	that	the	more	overtly	subversive	pathological	

choreography	of	Nijinsky	and	the	Ballets	Suédois	would	later	take	further.		

	

Just	as	Giselle	plays	with	the	noxious	effects	of	modern	social	dancing,	Jeux,	too,	

may	be	read	as	a	paradigm	for	the	harmful	effects	of	modern	culture	on	the	

individual,	and	particularly	the	dancing	body.	The	three	stiff,	contorted	dancers	

exhibited	wider	tensions	between	body	and	mind,	and	modernity,	morals	and	

health.	Whilst	Jeux	was	not	the	first	Parisian	ballet	to	depict	modern	life,	it	was	

highly	innovative	in	its	deconstruction	and	even	abstraction	of	the	theme.	There	

is	an	identifiable	tension	between	the	ballet’s	euphoric,	progressive,	sexualised	

youthful	spirit	and	the	forceful	regulation	of	the	body	and	perceived	immoral	

desires.	In	associating	the	male	body	with	such	cramped,	irregular	angles,	Jeux,	

in	a	similar	style	to	developments	on	the	Expressionist	canvas,	responded	to	the	

																																																								
1	Sontag,	p.	3.	
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wider	publicity	that	neurasthenia	was	bringing	to	the	male	nervous	sufferer,	

too.	In	focusing	on	contemporaneous	medical	concerns	surrounding	male	

nervous	sufferance	and	the	dancing	body,	this	study	has	provided	an	original	

rereading	of	this	lesser-studied	Ballets	Russes	production,	exploring	the	links	

between	Nijinsky’s	unconventional	choreography	and	the	larger	efforts	to	

medicalise	and	discipline	the	modern	dancer.	

	

Evident	in	Jeux	is	the	effect	of	the	onstage	visual	on	performance	reception.	The	

language	of	pathology	has	defined	an	interpretative	framework	for	critical	

responses	to	performances	that	frustrate	the	viewing	process,	leaving	

ambiguity	or	overt	delirium.	Written	reviews	and	accounts,	often	the	only	

surviving	evidence	we	now	have	of	historical	productions,	can	form	in	

themselves	an	attempted	rationalising	description	or	understanding	of	what	

has	been	observed	onstage.	However,	the	default	to	the	language	of	horror,	

pathology	and	in	some	cases,	as	we	saw	with	Maison	de	fous,	a	refusal	to	

comment,	underlines	a	miscommunication	or,	more	likely,	a	refusal	to	

communicate	on	an	intelligent	level	with	something	that	perturbs	one’s	own	

perception	of	what	should	be.	As	we	explored	in	relation	to	Jeux,	the	spectator’s	

frustration	at	the	open-ended	meanings	proliferating	in	intermedial	

performance	related	to	contemporaneous	medical	discourse	on	vision	and	

comprehension,	and	notably	the	concept	of	healthy	mental	synthesis.	Such	

performances	required	an	element	of	spectator	collaboration,	engaging	and	

questioning.	If	this	was	denied	then	this	healthy	synthesis,	both	onstage	and	off,	

was	disrupted.		
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Finally,	in	presenting	the	little-known	ballet	Maison	de	fous,	this	thesis	has	

explored	the	key	socio-political	implications	of	the	wider	theme	of	a	world	gone	

mad.	The	French	medical	discourse	surrounding	hysteria	that	centred	on	the	

concept	of	suggestion	related	heavily	to	the	ballet’s	apparent	diagnosis	of	

various	social	sins.	Indeed,	suggestion	and	persuasion	may	be	interpreted	as	a	

wider	political	paradigm	for	the	disciplinary	aims	of	the	medical	intervention	

into	French	society	in	this	era,	such	as	into	the	social-dance	scene.	Through	the	

character	of	La	Femme	hystérique,	the	most	overt	representation	of	hysteria	

analysed	in	this	study,	the	relation	between	the	pathological	and	the	

experimental	becomes	much	more	significant.	The	hysterical	dancing	body	

within	an	intermedial	performance	enacts	a	decentering	of	signification,	and	a	

shift	towards	the	un-indoctrinated	irrational	in	the	visual	arts.	Maison	de	fous	

deserves	full	scholarly	recognition	today,	not	only	as	it	was	seemingly	the	first	

balletic	representation	of	a	mental	asylum,	on	the	French	stage	at	least,	and	

formed	a	major	contribution	to	modern	dance,	but	also	because	of	its	intrinsic	

values:	the	critique	of	bourgeois,	war-faring,	capitalist	society	is	still	entirely	

relevant	in	the	twenty-first	century.		

	

*	

	

The	analysis	of	Maison	de	fous,	in	particular,	has	led	to	the	consideration	of	the	

controversy	surrounding	the	historical	European	avant-garde	and	its	status	as	a	

progressive	movement,	both	artistically	and	socio-culturally.	All	three	

productions	analysed	have	promoted	the	capacity	for	the	realms	of	hysteria	and	

pathology	to	expand	or	challenge	the	traditional	parameters	of	signification,	
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and	thus	as	revolutionary	art	they	seemingly	place	themselves	in	opposition	to	

the	discriminative	social	cleansing	of	the	irrational,	as	was	upheld	by	the	

medical	fraternity.	However,	a	more	nuanced	reading	is	required	in	light	of	the	

more	reactionary	female	characterisations	in	Maison	de	fous,	for	example.	

Analysis	of	‘artistic	hysteria’	focalises	on	staged,	appropriated	irrationalism	that	

necessitates	distinction	from	genuine	pathology.	All	three	ballets	were	

performances	that	made	performative,	productive	use	out	of	medical	

anomalies:	Giselle	romanticised	pathology	for	popular	appeal;	Jeux	and	Le	Sacre	

du	printemps	formed	visual	links	with	pathological	movement	vocabulary	to	aid	

their	innovation,	conjuring	images	of	pathology	in	the	minds	of	their	spectators;	

Maison	de	fous	played	with	the	relatively	nascent	fascination	with	psychiatry	in	

order	to	form	its	own	critique	of	false	rationalism.	In	the	latter	two	cases,	the	

performances	themselves	simply	became	an	extension	of	the	irrational	for	

many	audience	members,	yet	they	are	all	nevertheless	artistic	representations	

buying	into	medical	phenomena.	The	hysteric	onstage	was	productively	

harnessed	in	the	arts	in	a	not	dissimilar	fashion	to	the	medical	and	social	

manipulation	of	hysteria	and	nervous	disorders,	such	as	the	attempted	control	

and	regulation	of	social	dance,	fashion	and	the	gender	hierarchy.	The	key	

difference	in	usage	was	of	course	the	privileging	of	creativity,	emotion	and	

social	comment	over	manipulation	and	control,	yet	their	status	as	artificial	

appropriation	should	not	be	dismissed:	each	performance	to	some	extent	

regulated	an	irrational	entity	for	its	own	means,	even	whilst	simultaneously	

challenging	the	concept	of	regulation	itself.		
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Ultimately,	the	trend	for	pathology	in	dance	and	more	specifically	the	presence	

of	the	hysterical	dancing	body,	either	directly	personified	or	suggested	via	

choreography	and	characterisation,	formed	a	major	part	of	the	move	towards	

what	we	now	term	the	intermedial,	and	towards	the	wider	cultural	decentering	

of	signification	away	from	the	logos	in	order	to	either	revitalise	other	media	or	

to	experiment	with	new	modes	of	artistic	expression,	as	we	have	examined,	

particularly,	in	relation	to	Expressionism.	It	is	to	some	extent	unsurprising	that	

the	medical	yet	undoubtedly	popularised	figure	of	the	hysteric,	and	indeed	

pathological	movement	vocabulary	more	generally,	has	been	championed	in	the	

realm	of	dance,	an	art	form	that	seeks	to	experiment	with	non-verbal	means	of	

signification.	On	the	ballet	stage,	an	arena	which	had	for	so	long	sought	to	

idealise,	discipline	and	regiment	the	body,	the	flashes	of	perceived	problematic	

movement	disorder	that	we	find	in	La	Dansomanie	through	to	Maison	de	fous	

and	beyond,	articulate	a	public	and	creative	desire	for	innovation	within	

physical	and	emotional	expression.		

	

What	Happened	to	Hysteria?	

	

The	medical	history	of	hysteria	is	an	accumulation	of	trial	and	error,	

misdiagnosis,	gendered	bias,	national	pride	and	rivalry	amongst	different	

branches	of	medicine.	Whatever	the	decision	over	the	validity	of	the	theatrical	

diagnostic	processes,	social	appropriation,	artistic	and	literary	fascination	and	

general	curiosity	surrounding	this	condition	across	the	centuries,	and	whilst	

this	thesis	has	concentrated	predominantly	on	the	artistic	and	cultural	history	
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of	hysteria,	the	latter	were	the	result	of	a	public	and	medical	fascination	over	a	

particular	form	of	patient	sufferance,	which	the	cultural	history	of	the	condition	

should	not	discredit.		

	

As	Micale	has	observed,	hysteria,	‘both	the	medical	diagnosis	and	the	

pathological	entity	the	diagnosis	designates’,	is	believed	to	have	decreased,	with	

clinicians	from	different	countries,	institutions	and	theoretical	systems	

reporting	a	sharp	decline	across	the	twentieth	century.2	The	condition	has	in	

recent	history	generally	been	given	terms	such	as	somatoform	or	conversion	

disorder,	and	is	greatly	aided	by	radically	advanced	technology	and	research.	As	

W.	Curt	LaFrance,	Jr.	states,	conversion	disorder	remains	associated	with	

‘trauma,	abuse	and	developmental	privation’,	whilst	‘[w]hat	were	called	

“pseudoseizures”	and	“hystero-epilepsy”	are	now	nonepileptic	seizures	(NES)’.	3	

What	was	hysteria	is	today	characterised	by	‘neurological	manifestations	of	

underlying	psychological	conflicts	or	stressors’,4	and	advances	in	medical	

research	and	treatment	trials	continue.5		

	

However,	I	posit	that	the	hysterical	dancing	body	is	no	less	present	within	

today’s	cultural	landscape.	In	cinema	and	the	media	in	particular,	there	remains	

a	dialogue	between	nineteenth-century	perceptions	of	the	pathological	dancing	

body	and	twenty-first	century	representations.		Many	of	the	mainstream	

																																																								
2	Micale,	Approaching	Hysteria,	p.	4.	
3	W.	Curt	LaFrance,	Jr,	‘	'Hysteria’	Today	and	Tomorrow’,	in	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	
Enigma,	ed.	by	Bogousslavsky,	pp.	198-204	(p.	198).	
4	LaFrance,	Jr,	‘	'Hysteria’	Today	and	Tomorrow’,	in	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	ed.	
by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	198.	
5	LaFrance,	Jr,	‘	'Hysteria’	Today	and	Tomorrow’,	in	Hysteria:	The	Rise	of	an	Enigma,	ed.	
by	Bogousslavsky,	p.	203.	
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stereotypes	associated	with	representations	of	the	ballet	dancer	today	are	in	

fact	grounded	in	a	gendered	and	medical	history	that	dates	back	to	the	1800s	

and	the	days	of	the	Opéra	rat.	As	McCarren	states,	one	could	argue	that	dance	

has	never	been	‘depathologized’.6	The	embodied	art	form,	a	mute,	gestural	

language,	has	not	lost	its	similarities	with	the	language	of	mental	illness.	The	

cultural	trope	of	the	unstable,	hysterical	or	overly	emotional	woman	remains	

highly	attractive	to	contemporary	audiences.	Across	the	twentieth	century	

within	the	domain	of	ballet	itself,	themes	of	mental	illness	persist	in	the	

thematic	choices	of	some	of	the	most	celebrated	choreography.	Sir	Kenneth	

MacMillan’s	Anastasia,	for	example,	addresses	depictions	of	insanity	and	

identity	loss,	plunging	the	audience	into	a	tense	and	emotionally	charged	

physical	demonstration	of	mental	struggle.	The	performance	of	mental	

instability	is	utilised,	as	in	the	past,	as	a	visually	expressive,	emotive	

choreographic	device.	In	cinema	the	1948	Powell	and	Pressburger	film	The	Red	

Shoes,	based	on	Hans	Christian	Anderson’s	dark	fairy	tale	of	the	same	title,	has	

recently	been	transposed	into	ballet	format	(the	film’s	wider	story	as	well	its	

original	ballet	section)	by	Matthew	Bourne’s	New	Adventures	(2016),	

addressing	the	theme	of	the	dance	of	death	as	the	heroine’s	own	life	and	

relationships	become	oppressed	by	the	dance	of	the	red	shoes.	Furthermore,	

the	now	cult	Hollywood	blockbuster	Black	Swan	(2010)	reflects	and	promotes	

tropes	such	as	the	female	dance	of	death,	dance	as	a	psychologically	and	

morally	debilitating	activity,	the	male	gaze	of	the	choreographer	and	even	the	

controlling	mother,	recalling	the	mothers	securing	male	admirers	for	their	

daughters	in	the	foyer	de	la	danse	in	the	1800s.	Recent	documentaries	such	as	

																																																								
6	McCarren,	p.	37.	
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the	Paris	Opéra’s	Relève	:	Histoire	d’une	création	(2016),	a	behind-the-scenes	

view	of	Benjamin	Millepied’s	directorship	of	the	Opéra	(2014	–	2016),	go	much	

further	in	promoting	the	image	of	the	ballet	dancer	as	an	athlete,	the	

choreographer	concerned	with	health	and	rest.7	Nevertheless,	and	in	spite	of	

advances	in	mental-health	awareness,	arts	and	culture	are	often	more	willing	to	

return	to	past	models,	bypassing	moral	implications	in	favour	of	the	sexual,	

intoxicating	cultural	status	of	the	act	of	dance.			

	

Future	Research	Projects	

	

This	thesis	has	opened	up	a	variety	of	opportunities	for	further	research	that	

space	would	not	permit	in	the	current	study.	The	intersection	of	medical	

discourse	on	hysteria	and	the	social-dance	scene	has	formed	a	central	part	of	

this	thesis,	yet	little	has	been	said	of	the	Jazz	Age.	The	forthcoming	article	

‘Frenzied	Flappers:	The	Hysterical	Female	in	Early	Twentieth-Century	Social	

Dance’	explores	this	in	more	detail.	Furthermore,	whilst	this	thesis	has	

expounded	on	the	Giselle	parody	Colombus	ou	Les	Willis,	the	second	French	

parody	alluded	to,	Giselle	ou	Les	Wilis,	Pièce	en	trois	actes	mêlée	de	chants,	tirée	

du	ballet	de	l’opéra,	would	also	benefit	from	close	analysis,	and	a	comparative	

analysis	with	Colombus	in	order	to	fully	examine	the	innuendo	and	comic	effects	

observed	in	the	original	ballet.	This	would	add	to	Ivor	Guest’s	research	into	

parodies	of	Giselle,	this	time	on	the	French	stage.		

	

																																																								
7	Relève	:	Histoire	d’une	création,	dir.	by	Thierry	Demaizière,	Alban	Teurlai	(Opéra	
National	de	Paris:	2016),	[on	DVD].	



	368	

Now	that	the	very	recent	research	on	the	neglected	history	of	music-hall	ballet	

has	come	to	light,	contradicting	received	wisdom	on	the	supposed	‘decline’	of	

the	art	of	ballet	across	Europe	in	the	late	nineteenth	century,	it	is	essential	to	

look	back	at	balletic	productions	of	the	era	and	reread	them	within	the	context	

of	the	music-hall.	The	analysis	of	Jeux	has	revealed	key	traits	that	stem	from	the	

popular	scenes	of	music-hall	ballet	such	as	sport	and	(in	the	planning	stages)	

modern	transportation,	and	whilst	it	was	the	first	time	that	the	Ballets	Russes	

had	directly	depicted	modern	Western	life	on	the	ballet	stage,	the	music	halls	

had	a	long	tradition	of	doing	so.	Diaghilev’s	unquestionable	innovation	should	

be	read	in	this	light.	In	this	respect,	the	influence	of	music-hall	ballet	on	that	of	

the	major	theatres	more	widely	would	form	interesting	further	study.		

	

Joining	recent	valuable	studies	of	the	many	international	artists	in	Paris	in	the	

early	twentieth	century,	such	as	Carter	and	Waller’s	2015	Foreign	Artists	and	

Communities	in	Modern	Paris,	1870-1914,	Strangers	in	Paradise8	and,	in	

particular,	studies	on	Franco-Scandinavian	artistic	and	literary	exchanges,	such	

as	Laurence	Campa	and	Peter	Read’s	‘L’attrait	du	nord.	Apollinaire	&	les	artistes	

scandinaves’,9	the	work	of	the	Ballets	Suédois	collaborator	Nils	Dardel	and	the	

writer	Thora	Dardel	would	benefit	from	further	scholarly	recognition	outside	

Sweden.	Erik	Näslund	has	written	a	comprehensive	study	of	Nils	Dardel’s	life	

and	work,	for	example,	not	yet	translated	from	the	Swedish.	Further	analysis	of	

Dardel’s	contribution	to	the	Parisian	avant-garde	circle	and	movements	such	as	

Expressionism	would	provide	valuable	insight	into	a	radical	yet	little-known	

																																																								
8	Foreign	Artists	and	Communities	in	Modern	Paris,	1870-1914,	ed.	by	Carter	and	Waller.	
9	Campa	and	Read,	‘L’attrait	du	nord.	Apollinaire	et	les	artistes	scandinaves’,	in	La	Place	
d’Apollinaire,	Ernst	et	Geyer,	pp.	221-240.	



	

	

369	

collection	of	visual	artworks.	Equally,	Thora	Dardel	was	innovative	in	the	

literary	sphere,	and	study	of	both	her	autobiography	and	her	French	

publication	Mon	amant	se	marie,	suivi	de	:	Le	fils	du	pasteur,	with	a	preface	by	

Jean	Cocteau,10	as	well	as	her	activities	in	Paris	in	the	20s,	would	bring	her	

neglected	work	to	light.	This	would	also	contribute	to	the	current	valuable	

research	interest	in	promoting	female	members	of	the	avant-garde	scene,	who	

have	previously	been	shaded	somewhat	by	their	male	contemporaries	and	an	

inability	to	gain	a	significant	platform	for	their	work.		

	

Finally,	this	thesis	has	explored	its	case-study	ballets,	particularly	those	of	the	

early	twentieth	century,	alongside	the	concept	of	the	intermedial:	the	space	in	

between	media	and	thus,	in	danced	performance,	the	space	in	between	bodies	

and	media	and,	by	extension,	in	between	performer	and	spectator.	It	is	this	

space	that	becomes	problematised	around	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century	in	

theories	of	contagion	and	how	the	brain	responds	to	and	interprets	

information.	In	existing	and	afore-quoted	scholarly	analyses,	such	as	that	of	

Alastair	Wright	in	his	study	of	Matisse’s	early	works,	and	the	work	of	Rae	Beth	

Gordon,	the	act	of	looking	at	and	interpreting	modern	art	work,	or	supposedly	

irrational	scenes	more	generally,	is	revealed	as	dangerous	and	unhealthy:	

watching	hysteria	generates	hysteria.	The	space	in	between	bodies	was	a	

connecting	zone	that	could	in	fact	rupture	the	healthy	mental	synthesis	of	ideas.	

Building	on	the	research	of	this	thesis,	then,	a	key	future	project	will	explore	the	

concept	of	a	medical	humanities	reading	of	the	phenomenon	of	the	intermedial	

																																																								
10	Thora	Dardel	and	Jean	Oberlé,	Mon	amant	se	marie	;	suivi	de:	Le	Fils	du	pasteur	;	
Lucia,	préface	de	Jean	Cocteau,	illustrations	de	Jean	Oberlé,	4ème	édition	(Paris:	
Trémois,	1930).	
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in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Did	the	intermedial	and	the	medical	concerns	

with	the	viewing	process	and	the	interaction	of	bodies	contribute	to	each	other	

as	parallel	phenomena?	This	research	would	contribute	to	the	rising	interest	in	

both	the	medical	humanities	and	the	cultural	history	of	medicine,	and	also	in	

studies	of	intermediality	and	the	wider	scholarly	embrace	of	interdisciplinary	

research.	

	

*	

	

To	conclude,	this	thesis	has	formed	original	re-readings	of	celebrated	balletic	

performances	and	provided	new	analyses	of	little-known	historical	dance	

productions.	The	analysis	of	dance	within	interdisciplinary	French-studies	

scholarship	has	generally	constituted	a	lesser-studied	art	in	this	field.	

Fundamentally,	this	research	has	adopted	its	selected	case-study	ballets	as	a	

new	lens	through	which	to	analyse	the	intersection	of	the	French	medical	and	

cultural	spheres,	contributing	to	the	wider	interest	in	the	medical	humanities,	

hysteria	studies	and	more	specifically	to	scholarship	of	cultural	histories.	In	

analysing	danced	intermedial	performance	via	the	cultural	and	medical	spheres,	

this	thesis	participates	in	the	productive	blurring	of	disciplinary	boundaries,	

exploring	cultural	phenomena	as	the	merging	site	of	varied	and	powerful	

discourses.	This	trajectory	has	explored	the	manifestations	of	the	hysterical	

dancing	body	as	both	subjugated	social	entity	and	avant-garde	embodiment	of	

rebellion.	A	veritable	symbol	of	the	threatening	rise	of	the	irrational	in	French	

culture	building	across	the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries,	hysteria	as	
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danced	performance	performed	a	parody	of	medical	discourse	and	thus	

challenged	embedded	cultural	perceptions	of	the	body:	both	regulated	social	

body	and	idealised	classical	dancer.	In	alluding	to	the	perceived	ill	effects	of	

their	own	discipline,	these	balletic	productions	either	perpetuated	or	exposed	

manipulative	cultural	and	medical	constructions,	and	dramatically	challenged	

the	traditional	boundaries	of	performance	dance	and	artistic	expression.	A	

potentially	radical	medium,	then,	the	dancing	body	in	the	productions	analysed	

formed	the	merging	site	of	the	arts	and	sciences,	as	the	irrationality	of	

pathology	became	a	visual	signifier	of	a	corruptive	modern	world.			
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Appendices	
	
	

Appendix	A	
	

	
The	following	is	an	unedited	transcription	of	the	original	livret	of	Giselle,	

currently	held	at	the	Bibliothèque	nationale	de	France.	Act	and	scene	numbers	

have	been	included	in	all	footnotes	for	reference.		

	
33,	672	

GISELLE	
	

	OU	
	

	LES	WILIS,	
	

	Ballet	fantastique	en	deux	Actes,	
	

PAR	
	

	MM.	DE	SAINT-GEORGES,	THÉOPHILE	GAUTIER	ET	CORALY	;	
	

MUSIQUE	DE	M.	ADOLPHE	ADAM,	
	

Décorations	de	M.	Cicéri.	
	
	
REPRÉSENTÉ	POUR	LA	PREMIÈRE	FOIS	SUR	LE	THÉÂTRE	DE	L’ACADÉMIE	

ROYALE	DE		
	

MUSIQUE,	LE	LUNDI	28	JUIN	1841.	
	

Paris.	
	

MME	VVE	JONAS,	ÉDITEUR,	LIBRAIRE	DE	L’OPÉRA.	
	

1841.	
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ACTE	PREMIER.	
	
PERSONNAGES.																																																																																			ACTEURS.		
	
LE	DUC	ALBERT	DE	SILÉSIE,	sous	des	habits	de		

villageois	...............................................................												MM.	PETIPA.	

LE	PRINCE	DE	COURLANDE	.......................................																					QUÉRIAU.	

WILFRIDE,	Écuyer	du	Duc	...........................................																					CORALLI.	

HILARION,	Garde-Chasse	.............................................																					SIMON.	

UN	VIEILLARD	PAYSAN	................................................																					L.	PETIT.	

BATHILDE,	Fiancée	du	Duc	.........................................												Mlles	FORSTER.	

GISELLE,	Paysanne	.........................................................																					CARLOTTA	GRISI.	

BERTHE,	Mère	de	Giselle		............................................																						ROLAND.	

MYRTHA,	Reine	des	Wilis	............................................																						ADÈLE	DUMILATRE.	

ZULMÉ,	MOYNA	,	Wilis	..................................................																					SOPHIE	DUMILATRE.																																																																											

	 																																																																																																			CARRÉ.	
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PAS	DÉTACHÉS.	
	

PAS	DE	2.	M.	Mabille	;	Mlle	Nathalie	Fitzjames.	
								PAS	DE	2.	M.	Petipa	;	Mlle	Grisi	

	
CORYPHÉES.	

	
M.	Desplaces	2me.	

Mmes	Dimier.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 Mmes	Marquet	1re.	
									Breistroff.		 	 	 	 	 																								Laurent	1re.	
									Wiéthof.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Fleury.	
									Caroline.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Robert.	
	

VIGNERONS.	
	
M.M.				Isambert.		 	 	 	 	 	 M.M.	Renauzy.	
	 Millet.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Chatillon.	
	 Lefevre.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Constant.	
	 Célarius.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Gourdoux.	
	 Duhan.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Cornet	2me.	
	 Dugit.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Rouyet.	
	 Fromage.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Souton.	
	 Dimier.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Seie.	
	

VIGNERONNES.	
	
Mmes						Saulnier	1re.		 	 	 	 	 	 Mmes	Dubignon.	
	 Leclercq.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Galby.	
	 Lacroix.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Bénard	1re.	
	 Marivin.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Athalie.	
	 Colson.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Dabas	1re.	

Gougibus.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Josset.	
Robin.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Courtois.	

	 Bouvier.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Marquet	2me.	
	

MUSICIENS.	
	
MM.	Ernest.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 MM.	Maujin.	
										Petit-Alix.		 	 	 	 	 	 									Wiéthof	1er.	
	

ENFANS	VILLAGEOIS.	
	
MM.	Hardy.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 MM.	Peaufert.	
									Liger.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Albrié.	
									Minart.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Wiéthof	2me.	
	
Mlles	Masson.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 Mlles	Toutain.	
								Cassan.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Vioron.	
								Devion.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Hunter.	
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								Dabas	2me.		 	 	 	 	 	 									Favre.	
								Franck.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Passerieux.	
								Jeunot.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Jeandron	2me.	
								Laurent	2me.		 	 	 	 	 	 									Vaudras.	
								Chambret.		 	 	 	 	 	 									Voisin.	
								Cluchar.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Feugére.	

	
	

SEIGNEURS.	
	
MM.	Lenfant.			 	 	 	 	 MM.	Darcour.	
									Cornet	1er.		 	 	 	 	 										Feltis.	
									Grénier.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Jesset.	
									Martin.		 	 	 	 	 	 										Lenoir.	
	

DAMES.	
	
Mmes	Rodriguez.		 	 	 	 	 Mmes	Lèoni.	
									Cartembert.		 	 	 	 	 									Petit.	
									Clément.			 	 	 	 	 									Duménil.	
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TRADITION	ALLEMANDE	

	

DONT	EST	TIRÉ	LE	SUJET	DU	BALLET	DE	GISELLE	OU	LES	WILIS.	

	

Il	existe	une	tradition	de	la	danse	nocturne	connue	dans	les	pays	slaves	

sous	 le	 nom	 de	 Wili.	 –	 Les	 Wilis	 sont	 des	 fiancées	 mortes	 avant	 le	 jour	 des	

noces	;	ces	pauvres	jeunes	créatures	ne	peuvent	demeurer	tranquilles	sous	leur	

tombeau.	Dans	leurs	cœurs	éteints,	dans	leurs	pieds	morts,	est	resté	cet	amour	

de	 la	 danse	 qu’elles	 n’ont	 pu	 satisfaire	 pendant	 leur	 vie,	 et	 à	 minuit	 elles	 se	

lèvent,	 se	 rassemblent	 en	 troupes	 sur	 la	 grande	 route	 et	 malheur	 au	 jeune	

homme	 qui	 les	 rencontre,	 il	 faut	 qu’il	 danse	 avec	 elles	 jusqu’à	 ce	 qu’il	 tombe	

mort.		

	

Parées	de	 leurs	habits	de	noce,	des	couronnes	de	 fleurs	sur	 la	 tête,	des	

anneaux	brillants	 à	 leurs	 doigts,	 les	Wilis	dansent	 au	 clair	 de	 lune	 comme	 les	

Elfes	;	 leur	figure	quoique	d’un	blanc	de	neige	est	belle	de	jeunesse.	Elles	rient	

avec	une	joie	si	perfide,	elles	vous	appellent	avec	tant	de	séduction,	leur	air	a	de	

si	douces	promesses,	que	ces	Bacchantes	mortes	sont	irrésistibles.		

	

Henri	HEINE	(de	l’Allemagne).	
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LES	WILIS	

	

ACTE	PREMIER.	

	

Le	théâtre	représente	une	riante	Vallée	de	l’Allemagne.	Au	fond,	des	collines	

couvertes	de	vignes,	une	route	élevée	conduisant	dans	la	Vallée.	

	

SCÈNE	1re.	

	

	 Un	tableau	des	vendanges	sur	 les	côteaux	de	 la	Thuringe,	 il	 fait	à	peine	

jour.	Les	vignerons	s’éloignent	pour	continuer	leur	récolte.		

	

SCÈNE	II.	

	

	 Hilarion	paraît,	regarde	autour	de	lui,	comme	pour	chercher	quelqu’un	;	

puis,	il	indique	la	chaumière	de	Giselle	avec	amour,	et	celle	de	Loys	avec	colère.	

C’est	là	qu’habite	son	rival.	S’il	peut	jamais	s’en	venger,	il	le	fera	avec	bonheur.	La	

porte	de	la	chaumière	de	Loys	s’ouvre	mystérieusement,	Hilarion	se	cache	pour	

voir	ce	qui	va	se	passer.		

	

SCÈNE	III.	

	

Le	 jeune	 duc	 Albert	 de	 Silésie,	 sous	 les	 habits	 et	 le	 nom	 de	 Loys,	 sort	 de	 sa	

maisonnette,	 accompagné	de	 son	 écuyer	Wilfride.	Wilfride	 semble	 conjurer	 le	

Duc	de	renoncer	à	un	projet	secret	;	mais	Loys	persiste,	il	montre	la	demeure	de	
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Giselle	;	ce	simple	toît	couvre	celle	qu’il	aime,	l’objet	de	son	unique	tendresse...	Il	

ordonne	à	Wilfride	de	le	laisser	seul.	Wilfride	hésite	encore,	mais	sur	un	geste	

de	son	maître,	Wilfride	le	salue	respectueusement,	puis	s’éloigne.		

	 Hilarion	est	resté	stupéfait,	en	voyant	un	beau	seigneur	comme	Wilfride,	

témoigner	 tant	 d’égards	 à	 un	 simple	 paysan	 son	 rival.	 Il	 paraît	 concevoir	 des	

soupçons	qu’il	éclaircira	plus	tard.		

	

SCÈNE	IV.	

	

	 Loys,	 ou	plutôt	 le	duc	Albert,	 s’approche	de	 la	 chaumière	de	Giselle,	 et	

frappe	doucement	à	la	porte.	Hilarion	est	toujours	caché.	Giselle	sort	aussitôt	et	

court	dans	 les	bras	de	 son	 amant.	Transports,	 bonheur	des	deux	 jeunes	 gens.	

Giselle	 raconte	 son	 rêve	 à	 Loys	:	 Elle	 était	 jalouse	 d’une	 belle	 dame	 que	 Loys	

aimait,	qu’il	lui	préférait.		

	 Loys,	troublé,	la	rassure	:	il	n’aime,	il	n’aimera	jamais	qu’elle.	C’est	que	si	

tu	me	trompais,	lui	dit	la	jeune	fille,	je	le	sens,	j’en	mourrais.	Elle	porte	la	main	à	

son	cœur	comme	pour	lui	dire	qu’elle	en	souffre	souvent.	Loys	la	rassure	par	de	

vives	caresses.		

	 Elle	cueille	des	marguerites,	et	les	effeuille	pour	s’assurer	de	l’amour	de	

Loys.	–	L’épreuve	lui	réussit	et	elle	tombe	dans	les	bras	de	son	amant.		

	 Hilarion	 n’y	 résistant	 plus,	 accourt	 près	 de	 Giselle	 et	 lui	 reproche	 sa	

conduite.	Il	était	là	;	il	a	tout	vu	!	

	 Eh	!	que	m’importe,	répond	gaîment	Giselle,	 je	n’en	rougis	pas	;	 je	l’aime,	

et	je	n’aimerai	jamais	que	lui...	puis	elle	tourne	brusquement	le	dos	à	Hilarion,	en	

lui	 riant	 au	nez,	 tandis	 que	Loys	 le	 repousse	 et	 le	menace	de	 sa	 colère	 s’il	 ne	
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cesse	pas	ses	poursuites	amoureuses	près	de	Giselle.	C’est	bon,	dit	Hilarion	avec	

un	geste	de	menace,	plus	tard,	on	verra.		

	

SCÈNE	V.	

	

	 Une	 troupe	 de	 jeunes	 vigneronnes	 viennent	 chercher	 Giselle	 pour	 les	

vendanges.	Le	jour	paraît	;	c’est	le	moment	de	s’y	rendre	;	mais	Giselle,	folle	de	

danse	et	de	plaisirs,	retient	ses	compagnes.	La	danse	est,	après	Loys,	ce	qu’elle	

aime	 le	mieux	 au	monde.	 Elle	 propose	 aux	 jeunes	 filles	 de	 se	 divertir	 au	 lieu	

d’aller	au	travail.	Elle	danse	seule	d’abord,	pour	les	décider.	Sa	gaîté,	sa	joyeuse	

ardeur,	 ses	 pas	 pleins	 de	 verve	 et	 d’entraînement,	 qu’elle	 entremêle	 de	

témoignages	d’amour	pour	Loys,	sont	bientôt	 imités	par	 les	vendangeuses.	On	

jette	au	loin	les	paniers,	les	hottes,	les	instrumens	de	travail,	et	grâce	à	Giselle,	la	

danse	devient	bientôt	un	délire	bruyant	et	général.	Berthe,	 la	mère	de	Giselle,	

sort	alors	de	sa	chaumière.		

	

SCÈNE	VI.	

	

-	 Tu	 danseras	 donc	 toujours,	dit-elle	 à	 Giselle...	 Le	 soir......	 le	matin.....	 c’est	 une	

véritable	passion...	et	cela,	au	lieu	de	travailler,	de	soigner	le	ménage.	

-	Elle	danse	si	bien	!	dit	Loys	à	Berthe.		

-	 C’est	 mon	 seul	 plaisir,	 répond	 Giselle,	 comme	 lui,	 ajoute-t-elle	 en	 montrant	

Loys,	c’est	mon	seul	bonheur	!!!	
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-	 Bah	!	dit	 Berthe.	 Je	 suis	 sûre	 que	 si	 cette	 petite	 folle	mourait,	 elle	 deviendrait	

Wili,	et	danserait	même	après	sa	mort,	comme	toutes	les	filles	qui	ont	trop	aimé	le	

bal	!	

-	 Que	 voulez-vous	 dire	?...	 s’écrient	 les	 jeunes	 vendangeuses	 avec	 effroi,	 en	 se	

serrant	les	unes	contre	les	autres.		

Berthe	alors,	sur	une	musique	lugubre,	semble	dépeindre	une	apparition	

des	morts	revenant	au	monde,	et	dansant	ensemble.	La	terreur	des	villageoises	

est	à	son	comble.	Giselle	seule	en	rit	;	et	répond	gaîment	à	sa	mère	:	qu’elle	est	

incorrigible,	et	que,	morte	ou	vivante,	elle	dansera	toujours.	

-	Et	pourtant,	ajoute	Berthe,	cela	ne	te	vaut	rien...	 il	s’agit	de	ta	santé,	de	ta	vie,	

peut-être	!!!	

Elle	est	bien	délicate,	dit-elle	à	Loys,	la	fatigue,	les	émotions	lui	seront	funestes	;	le	

médecin	l’a	dit,	cela	peut	lui	porter	malheur.		

Loys,	troublé	par	cette	confidence,	rassure	la	bonne	mère	;	et	Giselle,	prenant	la	

main	de	Loys,	la	presse	sur	son	cœur,	et	semble	dire	qu’avec	lui	elle	n’a	jamais	

de	dangers	à	craindre.		

	 Des	fanfares	de	chasse	se	font	entendre	au	loin.	Loys,	inquiet	à	ce	bruit,	

donne	 vivement	 le	 signal	 du	 départ	 pour	 les	 vendanges,	 et	 entraîne	 les	

paysannes	;	 tandis	 que	 Giselle,	 forcée	 de	 rentrer	 dans	 la	 chaumière	 avec	 sa	

mère,	envoie	un	baiser	d’adieu	à	Loys,	qui	s’éloigne	suivi	de	tout	le	monde.		

	

SCÈNE	VII.	

	

	 A	 peine	Hilarion	 se	 voit-il	 seul,	 qu’il	 explique	 son	 projet.	 Il	 veut	 à	 tout	

prix,	pénétrer	le	secret	de	son	rival,	savoir	ce	qu’il	est...	S’assurant	que	personne	
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ne	 peut	 le	 découvrir,	 il	 entre	 furtivement	 dans	 la	 chaumière	 de	 Loys...	 A	 ce	

moment,	 les	 fanfares	 se	 rapprochent,	 et	 l’on	voit	paraître	des	piqueurs	 et	des	

valets	de	chasse	sur	la	colline.		

	

SCÈNE	VIII.	

	

	 Le	Prince	et	Bathilde,	sa	fille,	paraissent	bientôt,	à	cheval,	accompagnés	

d’une	 nombreuse	 suite	 de	 seigneurs,	 de	 dames,	 de	 fauconniers	 le	 faucon	 au	

poing.	La	chaleur	du	jour	les	accable	;	ils	viennent	chercher	un	endroit	favorable	

pour	 se	 reposer	:	 un	 piqueur	 indique	 au	 prince	 la	 chaumière	 de	 Berthe	;	 il	

frappe	 à	 la	 porte,	 et	 Giselle	 paraît	 sur	 le	 seuil,	 suivie	 de	 sa	 mère.	 Le	 Prince	

demande	gaîment	l’hospitalité	à	la	vigneronne	;	celle-ci	lui	offre	d’entrer	dans	sa	

chaumière,	quoique	bien	pauvre	pour	recevoir	un	si	grand	seigneur	!	

	 Pendant	 ce	 tems,	 Bathilde	 fait	 approcher	 Giselle	;	 elle	 l’examine	 et	 le	

trouve	 charmante.	 Giselle	 lui	 fait	 de	 son	 mieux	 les	 honneurs	 de	 sa	 modeste	

demeure	;	 elle	 engage	 Bathilde	 à	 s’asseoir	 et	 lui	 offre	 du	 laitage	 et	 des	 fruits,	

Bathilde,	ravie	des	grâces	de	Giselle,	détache	de	son	cou	une	chaîne	d’or,	et	 la	

passe	à	celui	de	la	jeune	fille,	toute	fière	et	toute	honteuse	de	ce	présent.		

	 Bathilde	interroge	Giselle	sur	ses	travaux,	sur	ses	plaisirs.	

-	Elle	est	heureuse	!	elle	n’a	ni	chagrins	ni	 soucis	;	 le	matin,	 le	 travail	;	 le	 soir,	 la	

danse	!	...	–	Oui	!	dit	Berthe	à	Bathilde,	la	danse	surtout	...	c’est	là	sa	folie.		

Bathilde	 sourit,	 et	 demande	 à	 Giselle	 si	 son	 cœur	 a	 parlé,	 si	 elle	 aime	

quelqu’un	?	...	–	Oh	!	oui	!	s’écrie	la	jeune	fille	en	montrant	la	chaumière	de	Loys	:	

celui	qui	demeure	 là	!	mon	amoureux,	mon	fiancé...	!	 je	mourrais	s’il	ne	m’aimait	

plus	!	Bathilde	semble	s’intéresser	vivement	à	la	jeune	fille...	leur	position	est	la	
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même,	 car	 elle	 aussi,	 va	 se	marier	 à	 un	 jeune	 et	 beau	 seigneur...	!	 elle	 dotera	

Giselle,	 qui	 semble	 lui	 plaire	 de	 plus	 en	 plus...	 Bathilde	 veut	 voir	 le	 fiancé	 de	

Giselle,	et	elle	rentre	dans	la	chaumière,	suivie	de	son	père	et	de	Berthe,	tandis	

que	Giselle	va	chercher	Loys.		

	 Le	 Prince	 fait	 signe	 à	 sa	 suite	 de	 continuer	 la	 chasse	;	 il	 est	 fatigué,	 et	

désire	 se	 reposer	 quelques	 instans.	 Il	 sonnera	 du	 cor	 quand	 il	 voudra	 les	

rappeler.		

	 Hilarion,	qui	paraît	à	 la	porte	de	la	chaumière	de	Loys,	voit	 le	Prince	et	

entend	les	ordres	qu’il	donne.	Le	prince	entre	avec	sa	fille	dans	la	chaumière	de	

Berthe.		

	

SCÈNE	IX.	

	

	 Tandis	 que	 Giselle	 va	 regarder	 sur	 la	 route	 s’il	 elle	 n’aperçoit	 pas	 son	

amant,	Hilarion	ressort	de	la	chaumière	de	Loys,	tenant	une	épée	et	un	manteau	

de	chevalier	;	il	connaît	enfin	son	rival	!	c’est	un	grand	seigneur	!	Il	en	est	sûr	à	

présent...	c’est	un	séducteur	déguisé	!	il	tient	sa	vengeance,	et	veut	le	confondre	

en	 présence	 de	 Giselle	 et	 de	 tout	 le	 village.	 Il	 cache	 l’épée	 de	 Loys	 dans	 un	

buisson,	en	attendant	que	tous	les	vignerons	soient	rassemblés	pour	la	fête.		

	

SCÈNE	X.	

	

	 Loys	paraît	au	fond...	il	regarde	autour	de	lui,	avec	inquiétude,	et	s’assure	

que	la	chasse	s’est	éloignée.	
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	 Giselle	 l’aperçoit	 et	 vole	 dans	 ses	 bras	!	 en	 ce	 moment	 une	 joyeuse	

musique	se	fait	entendre.		

	

SCÈNE	XI.	

	

Une	marche	commence.	La	vendange	est	faite.	Un	char,	orné	de	pampres	et	de	

fleurs,	arrive	lentement,	suivi	de	tous	les	paysans	et	paysannes	de	la	vallée	avec	

leurs	 paniers	 pleins	 de	 raisin.	 Un	 petit	 Bacchus	 est	 porté	 triomphalement	 à	

cheval	sur	un	tonneau,	selon	la	vieille	tradition	du	pays.		

	 On	entoure	Giselle.	On	la	déclare	Reine	des	vendanges...	On	la	couronne	

de	 fleurs	 et	 de	 pampres.	 Loys	 est	 plus	 amoureux	 que	 jamais	 de	 la	 jolie	

vigneronne.	La	plus	folle	joie	s’empare	bientôt	de	tous	les	paysans.		

	 On	célèbre	 la	 fête	des	vendanges	!	 ...	Giselle	peut	se	 livrer	maintenant	à	

son	goût	 favori	;	elle	entraîne	Loys	au	milieu	de	 la	troupe	des	vendangeurs,	et	

danse	avec	lui,	entourée	de	tout	le	village,	qui	se	joint	bientôt	aux	jeunes	amants	

dont	le	pas	se	termine	par	un	baiser	que	Loys	donne	à	Giselle...	A	cette	vue,	 la	

fureur,	 la	 jalousie	 de	 l’envieux	 Hilarion,	 n’ont	 plus	 de	 bornes...	 il	 s’élance	 au	

milieu	de	 la	 foule,	et	déclare	à	Giselle	que	Loys	est	un	trompeur,	un	suborneur,	

UN	SEIGNEUR	DÉGUISÉ	!	...	Giselle,	émue	d’abord,	répond	à	Hilarion	qu’il	ne	sait	

ce	 qu’il	 dit	;	 qu’il	 a	 rêvé	 cela...	 Ah	!	 je	 l’ai	 rêvé,	 continue	 le	 garde-chasse...	 Eh	

bien	!	 voyez-vous	 même,	 s’écrie-t-il	 en	 découvrant	 aux	 yeux	 des	 villageois,	

l’épée	et	le	manteau	de	Loys.	Voilà	ce	que	j’ai	trouvé	dans	sa	chaumière...	ce	sont	

là	des	preuves,	j’espère.		
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	 Albert,	furieux,	s’élance	sur	Hilarion,	qui	se	cache	derrière	les	villageois.	

Giselle,	frappée	de	surprise	et	de	douleur,	à	cette	révélation,	semble	recevoir	un	

coup	terrible,	et	s’appuie	contre	un	arbre,	chancelante	et	prête	à	tomber.	

	 Tous	 les	paysans	 s’arrêtent	 consternés	!	 Loys,	 ou	plutôt	Albert,	 court	 à	

Giselle,	 et	 croyant	 encore	 pouvoir	 nier	 son	 rang,	 cherche	 à	 la	 rassurer,	 à	 la	

calmer	par	les	protestations	de	sa	tendresse.	On	la	trompe,	lui	dit-il,	il	n’est	pour	

elle	que	Loys,	un	simple	paysan,	son	amant,	son	fiancé	!!!	

	 La	 pauvre	 fille	 ne	 demande	 pas	 mieux	 que	 de	 le	 croire.	 Déjà	 même	

l’espoir	semble	 lui	 revenir	au	cœur	;	elle	se	 laisse	aller,	heureuse	et	confiante,	

dans	les	bras	du	perfide	Albert,	lorsqu’Hilarion,	poursuivant	sa	vengeance,	et	se	

rappelant	l’ordre	du	Prince	à	sa	suite,	de	revenir	au	son	du	cor,	saisit	celui	d’un	

des	seigneurs	appendu	à	un	arbre,	et	en	sonne	avec	force...	À	ce	signal	on	voit	

accourir	 toute	 la	 chasse,	 et	 le	Prince	 sort	de	 la	 chaumière	de	Berthe.	Hilarion	

désigne	 à	 la	 suite	 du	 Prince,	 Albert	 aux	 genoux	 de	 Giselle	;	 et	 chacun	 en	

reconnaissant	 le	 jeune	duc,	 l’accable	de	saluts	et	de	respect.	Giselle,	en	voyant	

cela,	ne	peut	plus	douter	de	son	malheur	et	du	rang	élevé	d’Albert.		

	

SCÈNE	XII.	

	

	 Le	 Prince	 s’approche	 à	 son	 tour,	 reconnaît	 Albert,	 et	 se	 découvrant	

aussitôt	 lui	demande	 l’explication	de	son	étrange	conduite	et	du	costume	qu’il	

porte.		

	 Albert	se	relève,	stupéfait	et	confondu	de	cette	rencontre.		

	 Giselle	 a	 tout	 vu	!	 Elle	 est	 sûre	 alors	 de	 la	 nouvelle	 trahison	 de	 celui	

qu’elle	 aime,	 sa	 douleur	 est	 sans	 bornes	;	 elle	 semble	 faire	 un	 effort	 sur	 elle-
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même,	 et	 s’éloigne	 d’Albert	 avec	 un	 sentiment	 de	 crainte	 et	 de	 terreur.	 Puis,	

comme	atterrée	par	ce	nouveau	coup	qui	la	frappe,	elle	court	vers	la	chaumière	

et	tombe	dans	les	bras	de	sa	mère,	qui	en	sort	en	ce	moment,	accompagnée	de	la	

jeune	Bathilde.		

	

SCÈNE	XIII.	

	

	 Bathilde	s’avance	vivement	vers	Giselle,	et	 l’interroge	avec	un	touchant	

intérêt	 sur	 l’agitation	qu’elle	 éprouve.	Celle-ci,	 pour	 toute	 réponse,	 lui	montre	

Albert	accablé	et	confondu.	

	 Que	vois-je	?	...	dit	Bathilde...	Le	Duc	sous	ce	costume	!	...	Mais	c’est	lui	que	je	

dois	 épouser...	 C’est	 mon	 fiancé	!...	 ajoute-t-elle,	 en	 désignant	 l’anneau	 des	

fiançailles	qu’elle	porte	à	son	doigt.		

	 Albert	 s’approche	de	Bathilde,	 et	 veut	 en	 vain	 l’empêcher	d’achever	 ce	

terrible	 aveu	;	 mais	 Giselle	 a	 tout	 entendu,	 tout	 compris	!	 La	 plus	 profonde	

horreur	se	peint	sur	les	traits	de	la	malheureuse	enfant	;	sa	tête	se	trouble,	un	

horrible	 et	 sombre	 délire	 s’empare	 d’elle,	 en	 se	 voyant	 trahie,	 perdue,	

déshonorée	!	 ...	 Sa	 raison	 s’égare,	 ses	 larmes	 coulent...	 puis	 elle	 rit	 d’un	 rire	

nerveux.	 Elle	 prend	 la	 main	 d’Albert,	 la	 pose	 sur	 son	 cœur,	 et	 la	 repousse	

bientôt	 avec	 effroi.	 Elle	 saisit	 l’épée	 de	 Loys,	 restée	 à	 terre,	 joue	 d’abord	

machinalement	avec	cette	arme,	puis	va	se	 laisser	 tomber	sur	sa	pointe	aigue,	

quand	sa	mère	se	précipite	sur	elle	et	la	lui	arrache.	L’amour	de	la	danse	revient	

à	 la	 mémoire	 de	 la	 pauvre	 enfant	:	 elle	 croit	 entendre	 l’air	 de	 son	 pas	 avec	

Albert....	 elle	 s’élance	 et	 se	 met	 à	 danser	 avec	 ardeur,	 avec	 passion.	 Tant	 de	

douleurs	subites,	tant	de	cruelles	secousses,	jointes	à	ce	dernier	effort,	ont	enfin	
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épuisé	 ses	 forces	 mourantes...	 la	 vie	 semble	 l’abandonner...	 sa	 mère	 la	 reçoit	

dans	ses	bras...	un	dernier	soupir	s’échappe	du	cœur	de	la	pauvre	Giselle...	elle	

jette	 un	 triste	 regard	 sur	 Albert	 au	 désespoir,	 et	 ses	 yeux	 se	 ferment	 pour	

toujours	!		

	 Bathilde,	 bonne	 et	 généreuse,	 fond	 en	 larmes.	 Albert,	 oubliant	 tout,	

cherche	 à	 ranimer	 Giselle	 sous	 ses	 brûlantes	 caresses...	 Il	 met	 la	main	 sur	 le	

cœur	de	la	jeune	fille,	et	s’assure	avec	horreur	qu’il	a	cessé	de	battre.		

	 Il	 saisit	 son	 épée	 pour	 s’en	 frapper	;	 le	 prince	 l’arrête	 et	 le	 désarme.	

Berthe	 soutient	 le	 corps	 de	 sa	 malheureuse	 fille.	 On	 entraîne	 Albert,	 fou	 de	

désespoir	et	d’amour.		

	 Les	 paysans,	 les	 seigneurs,	 toute	 la	 chasse,	 entourent	 et	 complètent	 ce	

triste	tableau.		

	

FIN	DU	PREMIER	ACTE	
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ACTE	DEUXIÈME.	

	

Le	théâtre	représente	une	Forêt	sur	le	bord	d’un	étang.	Un	site	humide	et	frais	

où	croissent	des	joncs,	des	roseaux,	des	touffes	de	fleurs	sauvages	et	de	plantes	

aquatiques	;	 des	 bouleaux,	 des	 trembles	 et	 des	 saules-pleureurs	 inclinent	

jusqu’à	terre	leurs	pâles	feuillages.	A	gauche,	sous	un	cyprès,	se	dresse	une	croix	

de	marbre	blanc	où	est	 gravé	 le	nom	de	Giselle.	 La	 tombe	est	 comme	enfouie	

dans	une	 végétation	 épaisse	d’herbes	 et	 de	 fleurs	des	 champs.	 La	 lueur	bleue	

d’une	lune	très-vive	éclaire	cette	décoration	d’un	aspect	froid	et	vaporeux.		

	

SCÈNE	Ire.	

	

	 Quelques	 gardes-chasse	 arrivent	 par	 les	 avenues	 de	 la	 forêt	;	 ils	

semblent	chercher	un	endroit	favorable	pour	se	mettre	à	l’affût,	et	vont	s’établir	

sur	le	bord	de	l’étang,	lorsque	Hilarion	accourt.		

	

SCÈNE	II.	

	

	 Hilarion	 témoigne	 la	 plus	 vive	 terreur	 en	 devinant	 les	 projets	 de	 ses	

camarades.	C’est	un	endroit	maudit,	leur	dit-il,	c’est	le	cercle	de	danse	des	Wilis	!	Il	

leur	montre	 la	 tombe	de	Giselle...	 de	Giselle	qui	dansait	 toujours.	 Il	 la	désigne	

par	la	couronne	de	pampres	qu’on	lui	mit	sur	le	front	pendent	la	fête,	et	qui	est	

appendue	à	la	croix	de	marbre.		

	 A	 cet	 instant,	 on	 entend	 sonner	 minuit	 dans	 le	 lointain	:	 c’est	 l’heure	

lugubre	où,	selon	la	chronique	du	pays,	les	Wilis	se	rendent	à	leur	salle	de	bal.		
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	 Hilarion	 et	 ses	 compagnons	 écoutent	 l’horloge	 avec	 terreur	;	 ils	

regardent	 en	 tremblant	 autour	 d’eux,	 s’attendant	 à	 l’apparition	 des	 légers	

fantômes.	Fuyons,	dit	Hilarion,	 les	Wilis	 sont	 impitoyables	;	elles	s’emparent	des	

voyageurs	 et	 les	 font	 danser	 avec	 elles,	 jusqu’à	 ce	 qu’ils	 meurent	 de	 fatigue	 ou	

soient	engloutis	dans	le	lac	que	vous	voyez	d’ici.		

	 Une	musique	 fantastique	 commence	 alors	;	 les	 gardes-chasse	pâlissent,	

chancellent	 et	 s’enfuient	 de	 tous	 côtés,	 avec	 les	 signes	 du	 plus	 grand	 effroi,	

poursuivis	par	des	feux	follets	qui	apparaissent	de	toutes	parts.		

	

SCÈNE	III.	

	

Une	 gerbe	 de	 jonc	marin	 s’entrouvre	 alors	 lentement,	 et	 du	 sein	 de	 l’humide	

feuillage	on	voit	s’élancer	la	légère	Myrtha,	ombre	transparente	et	pâle,	la	Reine	

des	Wilis.	Elle	 apporte	 avec	 elle	 un	 jour	mystérieux	 qui	 éclaire	 subitement	 la	

forêt,	en	perçant	les	ombres	de	la	nuit.	Il	en	est	ainsi	toutes	les	fois	que	les	Wilis	

paraissent	sur	les	blanches	épaules	de	Myrtha,	palpitent	et	frémissent	des	ailes	

diaphanes	 dans	 lesquelles	 la	Wili	 peut	 s’envelopper	 comme	 avec	 un	 voile	 de	

gaze.		

	 Cette	apparition	insaisissable	ne	peut	rester	en	place,	et	s’élançant	tantôt	

sur	 une	 touffe	 de	 fleurs,	 tantôt	 sur	 une	 branche	 de	 saule,	 voltige	 çà	 et	 là,	

parcourant	 et	 semblant	 reconnaître	 son	 petit	 empire,	 dont	 elle	 vient	 chaque	

nuit	prendre	de	nouveau	possession.	Elle	se	baigne	dans	les	eaux	du	lac,	puis	se	

suspend	aux	branches	des	saules	et	s’y	balance.	
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	 Après	un	pas	dansé	par	elle	seule,	elle	cueille	une	branche	de	romarin,	et	

en	 touche	 alternativement	 chaque	 plante,	 chaque	 buisson,	 chaque	 touffe	 de	

feuillage.		

	

SCÈNE	IV.	

	

	 A	mesure	que	le	sceptre	fleuri	de	la	reine	des	Wilis	s’arrête	sur	un	objet,	

la	plante,	la	fleur,	le	buisson,	s’entr’ouvrent,	et	il	s’en	échappe	une	nouvelle	Wili	

qui	 vient,	 à	 son	 tour,	 se	 grouper	gracieusement	 autour	de	Myrtha,	 comme	 les	

abeilles	 autour	de	 leur	 reine.	Celle-ci,	 étendant	 alors	 ses	 ailes	 azurées	 sur	 ses	

sujettes,	 leur	 donne	 ainsi	 le	 signal	 de	 la	 danse.	 Plusieurs	Wilis	 se	 présentent	

alors	alternativement	devant	la	souveraine.		

	 C’est	 Moyna,	 l’Odalisque,	 exécutant	 un	 pas	 oriental	;	 puis	 Zulmé,	 la	

Bayadère,	 qui	 vient	 développer	 ses	 poses	 indiennes	;	 puis	 deux	 Françaises,	

figurant	une	sorte	de	menuet	bizarre	;	puis	des	Allemandes,	valsant	entr’elles....	

Puis	 enfin	 la	 troupe	 entière	 des	Wilis,	 toutes	mortes	 pour	 avoir	 trop	 aimé	 la	

danse,	ou	mortes	trop	tôt,	sans	avoir	assez	satisfait	cette	folle	passion,	à	laquelle	

elles	semblent	se	livrer	encore	avec	fureur	sous	leur	gracieuse	métamorphose.		

	 Bientôt,	 sur	 un	 signe	 de	 la	 reine,	 le	 bal	 fantastique	 s’arrête....	 Elle	

annonce	une	nouvelle	sœur	à	ses	sujettes.	Toutes	se	rangent	autour	d’elle.		
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SCÈNE	V.	

	

Un	rayon	de	lune	vif	et	clair	se	projette	alors	sur	la	tombe	de	Giselle,	les	fleurs	

qui	la	couvrent	se	relèvent	et	se	dressent	sur	leurs	tiges,	comme	pour	former	un	

passage	à	la	blanche	créature	qu’elles	recouvrent.		

	 Giselle	paraît	enveloppée	de	son	léger	suaire.	Elle	s’avance	vers	Myrtha,	

qui	la	touche	de	sa	branche	de	romarin	;	le	suaire	tombe...	Giselle	est	changée	en	

Wili.	Ses	ailes	naissent	et	se	développent...	ses	pieds	rasent	le	sol.	Elle	danse,	ou	

plutôt	 elle	 voltige	 dans	 l’air,	 comme	 ses	 gracieuses	 sœurs,	 se	 rappelant	 et	

indiquant	avec	joie	les	pas	qu’elle	a	dansé,	au	premier	acte,	avant	sa	mort.	

	 Un	 bruit	 lointain	 se	 fait	 entendre.	 Toutes	 les	Wilis	 se	 dispersent	 et	 se	

cachent	dans	les	roseaux.		

	

SCÈNE	VI.	

	

	 De	 jeunes	 villageois	 revenant	 de	 la	 fête	 du	 hameau	 voisin	 traversent	

gaîment	 la	 scène,	 conduits	 par	 un	 vieillard	;	 ils	 vont	 s’éloigner,	 lorsqu’une	

musique	 bizarre,	 l’air	 de	 la	 danse	 des	 Wilis	 se	 fait	 entendre,	 les	 paysans	

semblent	 éprouver,	 malgré	 eux,	 une	 étrange	 envie	 de	 danser.	 Les	 Wilis	 les	

entourent	aussitôt,	les	enlacent	et	les	fascinent	par	leurs	poses	voluptueuses.		

	 Chacune	d’elles,	cherchant	à	les	retenir,	à	leur	plaire,	avec	les	figures	de	

leur	 danse	 native...	 Les	 villageois	 émus,	 vont	 se	 laisser	 séduire,	 danser	 et	

mourir,	lorsque	le	vieillard	se	jette	au	milieu	d’eux,	leur	dit	avec	effroi	le	danger	

qu’ils	courent,	et	ils	se	sauvent	tous,	poursuivis	par	les	Wilis,	furieuses	de	voir	

cette	proie	leur	échapper.		
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SCÈNE	VII.	

	

Albert	 paraît	 suivi	 de	Wilfride,	 son	 fidèle	 écuyer.	 Le	 Duc	 est	 triste,	 pâle	;	 ses	

vêtemens	sont	en	désordre	;	sa	raison	s’est	presqu’égarée	à	la	suite	de	la	mort	

de	Giselle.	Il	s’approche	lentement	de	la	croix,	semble	chercher	un	souvenir,	et	

vouloir	rappeler	ses	idées	confuses.		

	 Wilfride	supplie	Albert	de	 le	suivre,	de	ne	pas	s’arrêter	près	de	ce	 fatal	

tombeau,	qui	lui	retrace	tant	de	chagrins...	Albert	l’engage	à	s’éloigner...	Wilfride	

insiste	encore	;	mais	Albert	lui	ordonne	avec	tant	de	fermeté	de	le	quitter,	que	

Wilfride	est	 forcé	d’obéir,	et	sort,	en	se	promettant	bien	de	 faire	une	dernière	

tentative	pour	éloigner	son	maître	de	ce	lieu	funeste.		

	

SCÈNE	VIII.	

	

	 A	peine	resté	seul,	Albert	donne	un	libre	cours	à	sa	douleur	;	son	cœur	se	

déchire,	il	fond	en	larmes.	Tout-à-coup	il	pâlit,	ses	regards	se	fixent	sur	un	objet	

étrange,	qui	se	dessine	devant	ses	yeux...	Il	reste	frappé	de	surprise	et	presque	

de	terreur,	en	reconnaissant	Giselle	qui	le	regarde	avec	amour.		

	

SCÈNE	IX.	

	

	 En	proie	au	plus	violent	délire,	à	 la	plus	vive	anxiété,	 il	doute	encore,	 il	

n’ose	 croire	 à	 ce	 qu’il	 voit	;	 car	 ce	n’est	 plus	 la	 jolie	 Giselle,	 tel	 qu’il	 l’adorait,	

mais	 Giselle	 la	 Wili,	 dans	 sa	 nouvelle	 et	 bizarre	 métamorphose,	 toujours	
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immobile	devant	 lui.	 La	Wili	 semble	 seulement	 l’appeler	du	 regard.	Albert,	 se	

croyant	sous	l’empire	d’une	douce	illusion,	s’approche	d’elle	à	pas	lents,	et	avec	

précaution,	comme	un	enfant	qui	veut	saisir	un	papillon	sur	une	fleur.	Mais	au	

moment	 où	 il	 étend	 la	 main	 vers	 Giselle,	 plus	 prompte	 que	 l’éclair,	 celle-ci	

s’élance	 loin	 de	 lui,	 et	 s’envole	 en	 traversant	 les	 airs	 comme	 une	 colombe	

craintive,	pour	se	poser	à	une	autre	place,	d’où	elle	lui	jette	des	regards	pleins	

d’amour.		

	 Ce	 pas,	 ou	 plutôt	 ce	 vol	 se	 répète	 plusieurs	 fois,	 au	 grand	 désespoir	

d’Albert,	qui	cherche	vainement	à	joindre	la	Wili	fuyant	quelques	fois	au	dessus	

de	lui	comme	une	légère	vapeur.		

	 Par	fois	pourtant,	elle	lui	fait	un	geste	d’amour,	lui	jette	une	fleur,	qu’elle	

enlève	sur	sa	tige,	lui	adresse	un	baiser	;	mais,	impalpable	comme	un	nuage	elle	

disparaît	dès	qu’il	croit	pouvoir	le	saisir.		

	 Il	y	renonce	enfin	!	s’agenouille	près	de	la	croix,	et	joint	les	mains	devant	

elle,	 d’un	 air	 suppliant.	La	 Wili,	 comme	 attirée	 par	 cette	 muette	 douleur,	 si	

pleine	d’amour,	s’élance	légèrement	près	de	son	amant	;	il	la	touche	;	déjà,	ivre	

d’amour,	de	bonheur,	 il	va	s’en	emparer,	 lorsque	glissant	doucement	entre	ses	

bras,	 elle	 s’évanouit	 au	 milieu	 des	 roses,	 et	 Albert,	 en	 fermant	 les	 bras,	

n’embrasse	plus	que	la	croix	du	tombeau.		

	 Le	désespoir	le	plus	profond	s’empare	de	lui,	il	se	relève	et	va	s’éloigner	

de	ce	 lieu	de	douleur,	 lorsque	 le	plus	étrange	spectacle	s’offre	à	ses	yeux	et	 le	

fascine	au	point	qu’il	est	en	quelque	sorte	arrêté,	fixe,	et	forcé	d’être	témoin	de	

l’étrange	scène	qui	se	déroule	devant	lui.		
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SCÈNE	X.	

	

	 Caché	 derrière	 un	 saule	 pleureur,	 Albert	 voit	 paraître	 le	 misérable	

Hilarion,	poursuivi	par	la	troupe	entière	des	Wilis.		

	 Pâle,	tremblant,	presque	mort	de	peur,	 le	garde-chasse	vient	tomber	au	

pied	 d’un	 arbre,	 et	 semble	 implorer	 la	 pitié	 de	 ses	 folles	 ennemies	!	 Mais	 la	

Reine	 des	Wilis	 le	 touchant	 de	 son	 sceptre,	 le	 force	 à	 se	 lever,	 et	 à	 imiter	 le	

mouvement	de	danse	qu’elle	commence	elle-même	autour	de	lui...	Hilarion,	mû	

par	une	force	magique,	danse,	malgré	lui,	avec	la	belle	Wili,	jusqu’à	ce	que	celle-

ci	le	cède	à	une	de	ses	compagnes,	qui	le	cède,	à	son	tour,	à	une	autre,	et	ainsi	de	

suite	jusqu’à	la	dernière	!	

	 Dès	 que	 le	 malheureux	 croit	 son	 supplice	 terminé	 avec	 sa	 partenaire	

fatiguée,	une	autre	la	remplace	avec	une	nouvelle	vigueur,	et	 lui,	s’épuisant	en	

efforts	 inouis,	 sur	 des	 rythmes	 de	 musique	 toujours	 plus	 rapides,	 finit	 par	

chanceler	et	se	sentir	accablé	de	lassitude	et	de	douleur.		

	 Prenant	 enfin	 un	 parti	 désespéré,	 il	 cherche	 à	 s’enfuir	;	 mais	 les	Wilis	

l’entourent	d’un	vaste	cercle,	qui	se	rétrécit	peu	à	peu,	l’enferme,	et	se	convertit	

en	une	valse	rapide,	à	laquelle	une	puissance	surnaturelle	l’oblige	à	se	mêler.	Un	

vertige	alors	s’empare	du	garde-chasse,	qui	 sort	des	bras	d’une	valseuse	pour	

tomber	dans	ceux	d’une	autre.		

	 La	victime,	enveloppée	de	toutes	parts	dans	ce	gracieux	et	mortel	réseau,	

sent	bientôt	ses	genoux	plier	sous	 lui.	Ses	yeux	se	 ferment,	 il	n’y	voit	plus...	et	

danse	 pourtant	 encore	 avec	 une	 ardente	 frénésie.	 La	 reine	 des	 Wilis	 s’en	

empare	alors	et	 le	 fait	 tourner	et	valser	une	dernière	 fois	avec	elle,	 jusqu’à	ce	

que	le	pauvre	diable,	arrivé	sur	 le	bord	du	lac,	au	dernier	anneau	de	la	chaîne	
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des	valseuses,	ouvre	 les	bras,	croyant	en	saisir	une	nouvelle	et	va	rouler	dans	

l’abîme	!	Les	Wilis	commencent	alors	une	bacchanale	 joyeuse,	dirigée	par	 leur	

reine	triomphante,	 lorsque	l’une	d’elles	vient	à	découvrir	Albert,	et	 l’amène	au	

milieu	de	leur	cercle	magique,	encore	tout	étourdi	de	ce	qu’il	vient	de	voir.		

	

SCÈNE	XI.	

	

	 Les	Wilis	semblent	s’applaudir	de	trouver	une	autre	victime	:	leur	troupe	

cruelle	s’agite	déjà	autour	de	cette	nouvelle	proie	;	mais	au	moment	où	Myrtha	

va	toucher	Albert	de	son	sceptre	enchanté,	Giselle	s’élance	et	retient	le	bras	de	

la	reine	levé	sur	son	amant.		

	

SCÈNE	XII.	

	

	 Fuis,	 dit	 Giselle	 à	 celui	 qu’elle	 aime,	 fuis,	 ou	 tu	 es	 mort,	 mort	 comme	

Hilarion,	ajoute-t-elle,	en	désignant	le	lac.	

	 Albert	 reste	 un	 instant	 frappé	 de	 terreur,	 à	 l’idée	 de	 partager	 le	 sort	

affreux	 du	 garde-chasse.	 Giselle	 profite	 de	 ce	 moment	 d’indécision	 pour	

s’emparer	de	 la	main	d’Albert	;	 ils	glissent	tous	deux	par	 la	 force	d’un	pouvoir	

magique	 vers	 la	 croix	 de	 marbre,	 elle	 lui	 indique	 ce	 signe	 sacré	 comme	 son	

égide,	comme	son	seul	salut	!...	

	 La	 reine	 et	 toutes	 les	 Wilis	 le	 poursuivent	 jusqu’au	 tombeau	;	 mais	

Albert,	 toujours	protégé	par	Giselle,	arrive	ainsi	 jusqu’à	 la	croix	qu’il	saisit	;	et	

au	moment	 où	Myrtha	 va	 le	 toucher	 de	 son	 sceptre,	 la	 branche	 enchantée	 se	
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brise	entre	les	mains	de	la	reine,	qui	s’arrête,	ainsi	que	toutes	les	Wilis,	frappées	

de	surprise	et	d’épouvante.		

	 Furieuses	 d’être	 ainsi	 trahies	 dans	 leurs	 cruelles	 espérances,	 les	Wilis	

tournent	 autour	 d’Albert,	 et	 s’élancent	 plusieurs	 fois	 vers	 lui,	 toujours	

repoussées	par	une	puissance	au-dessus	de	 la	 leur.	 La	 reine,	 alors,	 voulant	 se	

venger	 sur	 celle	 qui	 lui	 ravit	 sa	proie,	 étend	 la	main	 sur	Giselle	dont	 les	 ailes	

s’ouvrent	 aussitôt,	 et	 qui	 se	 met	 à	 danser	 avec	 la	 plus	 gracieuse	 et	 la	 plus	

étrange	ardeur,	et	comme	emportée	par	un	délire	involontaire.		

	 Albert,	immobile,	la	regarde,	accablé,	confondu	de	cette	scène	bizarre	!!!	

mais	bientôt	 les	grâces	et	 les	poses	ravissantes	de	la	Wili,	 l’attirent	malgré	lui,	

c’est	ce	que	voulait	la	reine	:	il	quitte	la	croix	sainte	qui	le	préserve	de	la	mort,	et	

s’approche	 de	 Giselle,	 qui	 s’arrête	 alors	 avec	 épouvante,	 et	 le	 supplie	 de	

regagner	sont	talisman	sacré	;	mais	la	Reine	la	touchant	de	nouveau,	la	force	à	

continuer	sa	danse	séductrice.	Cette	scène	se	renouvelle	plusieurs	fois,	 jusqu’à	

ce	 qu’enfin,	 cédant	 à	 la	 passion	 qui	 l’entraîne,	 Albert	 abandonne	 la	 croix,	 et	

s’élance	 vers	 Giselle...	 Il	 saisit	 la	 branche	 enchantée,	 et	 veut	 mourir,	 pour	

rejoindre	la	Wili,	pour	n’en	plus	être	séparé	!!!...	

	 Albert	semble	avoir	des	ailes,	 il	 rase	 le	sol,	et	voltige	autour	de	 la	Wili,	

qui	parfois	essaie	encore	de	le	retenir.	

	 Mais	 bientôt	 entraînée	 par	 sa	 nouvelle	 nature,	 Giselle	 est	 forcée	 de	 se	

joindre	à	son	amant.	Un	pas	rapide,	aérien,	 frénétique,	commence	entr’eux.	 Ils	

semblent	 tous	 deux	 lutter	 de	 grâce	 et	 d’agilité	:	 parfois	 ils	 s’arrêtent,	 pour	

tomber	dans	 les	bras	 l’un	de	 l’autre,	puis	 la	musique	 fantastique	 leur	 rend	de	

nouvelles	forces	et	une	nouvelle	ardeur	!!!...	
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	 Le	corps	entier	des	Wilis	se	mêle	aux	deux	amans,	en	les	encadrant	dans	

des	poses	voluptueuses.		

	 Une	mortelle	 fatigue	s’empare	alors	d’Albert.	On	voit	qu’il	 lutte	encore,	

mais	 que	 ses	 forces	 commencent	 à	 l’abandonner.	 Giselle	 s’approche	 de	 lui,	

s’arrête	un	instant,	les	yeux	baignés	de	pleurs	;	mais	un	signe	de	la	reine	l’oblige	

à	 s’envoler	 de	 nouveau.	 Encore	 quelques	 secondes,	 et	 Albert	 va	 périr	 de	

lassitude	 et	d’épuisement,	 lorsque	 le	 jour	 commence	à	paraître...	 les	premiers	

rayons	du	soleil	éclairent	les	ondes	argentées	du	lac.		

	 La	ronde	fantastique	et	tumultueuse	des	Wilis	se	ralentit	à	mesure	que	la	

nuit	se	dissipe.		

	 Giselle	 semble	 renaître	 à	 l’espoir,	 en	 voyant	 s’évanouir	 le	 prestige	

terrible	qui	entrainait	Albert	à	sa	perte.		

	 Peu	à	peu,	et	sous	les	vifs	rayons	du	soleil,	la	troupe	entière	des	Wilis	se	

courbe,	s’affaisse,	et	tour	à	tour	on	les	voit	chanceler,	s’éteindre	et	tomber	sur	la	

touffe	de	fleurs	ou	sur	la	tige	qui	les	a	vu	naître,	comme	les	fleurs	de	la	nuit	qui	

meurent	aux	approches	du	jour.		

	 Pendant	ce	gracieux	tableau,	Giselle	subissant,	comme	ses	légères	sœurs,	

l’influence	du	jour,	se	laisse	aller	lentement	dans	les	bras	affaiblis	d’Albert	;	elle	

se	rapproche	de	la	tombe,	comme	entraînée	vers	elle	par	sa	destinée.		

	 Albert,	devinant	le	sort	qui	menace	Giselle,	l’emporte	dans	ses	bras	loin	

du	tombeau,	et	la	dépose	sur	un	tertre,	au	milieu	d’une	touffe	de	fleurs.	Albert	

s’agenouille	près	d’elle,	 et	 lui	donne	un	baiser,	 comme	pour	 lui	 communiquer	

son	âme	et	la	rappeler	à	la	vie.	

	 Mais	 Giselle,	 lui	 montrant	 le	 soleil,	 qui	 brille	 alors	 de	 tous	 ses	 feux,	

semble	lui	dire	qu’elle	doit	obéir	à	son	sort	et	le	quitter	pour	jamais.		
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	 En	 ce	 moment	 des	 fanfares	 bruyantes	 retentissent	 au	 sein	 des	 bois.	

Albert	les	écoute	avec	crainte,	et	Giselle	avec	une	douce	joie.		

	

SCÈNE	XIII.	

	

	 Wilfride	accourt.	Le	fidèle	écuyer	précède	le	prince,	Bathilde	et	une	suite	

nombreuse	;	 il	 les	ramène	près	d’Albert,	espérant	que	leurs	efforts	seront	plus	

puissans	que	les	siens	pour	l’arracher	à	ce	lieu	de	douleur.		

	 Tous	s’arrêtent	en	 l’apercevant.	Albert	s’élance	vers	son	écuyer	pour	 le	

retenir.	Pendant	ce	tems,	la	Wili	touche	à	ses	derniers	instans	;	déjà	les	fleurs	et	

les	 herbes	 qui	 l’entourent	 se	 relèvent	 sur	 elle,	 et	 la	 couvrent	 de	 leurs	 tiges	

légères...	une	partie	de	la	gracieuse	apparition	est	déjà	cachée	par	elles.		

	 Albert	revient,	et	reste	frappé	de	surprise	et	de	douleur	en	voyant	Giselle	

s’affaisser	peu	à	peu	et	lentement	au	milieu	de	ce	vert	tombeau	;	puis,	du	bras	

qu’elle	 conserve	 libre	 encore,	 elle	 indique	 à	 Albert	 la	 tremblante	 Bathilde,	 à	

genoux	à	quelques	pas	de	lui,	et	lui	tendant	la	main	d’un	air	suppliant.		

	 Giselle	semble	dire	à	son	amant	de	donner	son	amour	et	sa	foi	à	la	douce	

jeune	 fille...	 c’est	 là	 son	 seul	 vœu,	 sa	 dernière	 prière,	 à	 elle	qui	 ne	 peut	 plus	

aimer	en	ce	monde,	puis,	 lui	adressant	un	triste	et	éternel	adieu,	elle	disparaît	

au	milieu	des	herbes	fleuries	qui	l’engloutissent	alors	entièrement.		

	 Albert	se	relève	avec	une	vive	douleur	;	mais	l’ordre	de	la	Wili	lui	semble	

sacré...	Il	arrache	quelques-unes	des	fleurs	qui	recouvrent	Giselle,	les	presse	sur	

son	cœur,	sur	ses	lèvres,	avec	amour	;	et	faible	et	chancelant,	il	tombe	dans	les	

bras	de	ceux	qui	l’entourent	en	tendant	la	main	à	Bathilde	!!!	
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Tableau.		

	

FIN	DU	BALLET.	

	

Imp.	Pollet.	Rue	St-Denis,	380	
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Appendix	B:	Maison	de	fous	Cast	List	from	La	Danse	November	1920	
	
	

Personnages	
	
	
La	Fille	de	bon	sens:	Mlle	Jenny	Hasselquist	

Le	Prince:	M.	Jean	Börlin	

La	Sorcière:	Mlle	Torborg	Stjerner	

L’Aveugle:	Mlle	Jolanda	Figoni	

Son	Amie:	Mlle	Greta	Lundberg	

La	Femme	au	miroir:	Mlle	Carina	Ari	

Le	Clown:	M.	Axel	Witzansky	

La	Femme	en	deuil:	Mlle	Helga	Dahl	

Son	Cavalier:	M.	Kristian	Dahl	

La	Fille	qui	prend	des	papillons:	Mlle	Irma	Calson	

Le	Poète:	M.	Holger	Mehnen	

La	Femme	à	l’éventail:	Mlle	Astrid	Lindgren	

Le	Bossu:	M.	Paul	Witzansky	

Deux	jeunes	filles	qui	cueillent	des	fleurs:	Mlle	Dagmar	Forslin,	Mlle	Greta	

Lundberg	

Le	Violoniste:	M.	Kaj	Smith	

La	Femme	hystérique:	Mlle	Klara	Kjellblad	

La	Femme	au	balai:	Mlle	Margit	Wåhlander	

Un	Homme	bourru:	M.	Paul	Eltorp	

Quatre	fous:	Mlle	Margareta	Johanson,	M.	Nils	Östman,	Mlle	Berta	Krantz,	Mlle	

Thérèse	Petterson	
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Appendix	C	

	

Extract	from	Thora	Dardel,	Jag	for	till	Paris	(Stockholm:	Albert	Bonniers	Förlag,	

1941),	pp.	68-71.	

	

I	am	grateful	to	Helena	Novak	for	the	following	unofficial	gist	translations	from	

the	Swedish.	Approved	edits	by	Hope	Margetts.	

	
p.	68	

	

We	stayed	and	ate	dinner,	sang,	played,	danced	around	and	pretended	to	be	

unbridled	children	until	it	was	time	to	head	down	to	the	Théâtre	des	Champs-

Elysées	to,	at	least	as	far	as	I’m	concerned	–	I	don’t	know	how	many	times	we	

had	been	before		-	see	the	ballet	“Maison	de	fous”.		

	

“Dårhuset”,	as	it	was	called	in	Swedish,	was	a	Swedish	ballet	throughout	and	

still	just	as	fearless	as	anything	that	Diaghileff’s	ensemble	would	have	come	up	

with.	

	

It	was	composed	by	Jean	Börlin	with	music	by	Viking	Dahl,	a	blond,	quiet	boy,	

from	whose	appearance	one	never	would	have	believed	capable	of	such	a	thing.	

The	decor	and	the	costumes	had	been	painted	by	Nils	Dardel,	and	I	almost	

believe	that	he	had	put	a	word	in	regarding	the	creation	of	the	different	

characters	and	the	storyline.	From	the	“Maison	de	Fous”	premiere	I	also	have,	

by	the	way,	a	few	pages	in	my	notebook:		
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“After	a	prelude	by	the	orchestra,	which	undoubtedly	put	fear	into	the	public	

and	roused	their	curiosity	as	to	what	would	come	next,	the	curtains	rise	slowly.		

	

The	stage	is	almost	dark	and	the	background	is	black	and	grey.	There	are	no	

curtains.	We	are	faced	only	with	an	enormous	old	man,	a	bearded	naked	giant,	

that	had	fallen	to	the	ground	opposite	the	spectators,	pulling	his	massive	hands	

up,	grimacing,	with	bony	fingers	and	nasty	claws.	You	only	need	to	see	his	eyes	

to	recognise	him.	He	is	madness,	neither	foreign	nor	new.	Oh,	but	yes!	We	have	

tonight	been	taken	to	a	madhouse.		

	

You	feel	cold	at	the	sight	of	a	lonely	grave	with	a	white	cross,	a	bit	naïve	

perhaps,	and	all	too	realistic	to	be	placed	on	this	floor,	which	is	just	a	floor.		

	

In	one	of	the	corners	sits	an	old	lady	dressed	in	black	reading,	motionless,	a	

thick	book.	Her	head	is	a	skull.		

	

And	so	there	come	the	lunatics.	The	girl	with	the	mirror,	who	again	and	again	in	

violent	movements	looks	at	her	own	reflection,	now	close	up	now	from	a	

distance	and	finally,	with	a	wild	spin,	stops	with	the	mirror	in	her	right	hand	

behind	her	back	whereupon	she,	alarmed,	stares	into	her	left	hand	without	

understanding	where	the	mirror	has	gone.	
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p.	69	

	

The	cocotte	enters,	making	gestures	with	her	huge	handheld	fan.	The	

hunchback	is	making	her	its	cure.	The	mourning	woman	is	rushing	around	in	

despair	in	black	veils	and	is	stretching	out	her	arms	now	to	the	grave,	now	to	

the	sky.	Her	green-clad	cavalier	bows	deeply,	imitating	her	movements.		

	

The	blind	boy	fumbles	forward,	slender	and	dressed	in	black,	with	a	lantern	in	

his	hand,	closely	followed	by	a	girl	who	wants	to	lead	him.	Even	more	lunatics	

dance	onto	the	stage.	The	skinny	violin	player	enters	and	stands	by	the	grave,	

playing.	Two	little	girls	beneath	black	umbrellas	are	picking	flowers	by	the	

grave	and	drop	them	one	by	one,	before	picking	them	up	again,	each	time	

thinking	they	have	found	new	ones.		

	

The	music	is	laughing,	yelling,	inciting	and	wailing,	cheering,	bawling,	whizzing,	

whistling	and	accompanying	this	strange	ballet.	.	.	

	

Suddenly	a	new	figure	appears.	The	prince,	the	rag	prince,	barefoot	in	green	

clothes	with	a	golden	paper	crown	on	his	head.	A	great	order	is	shining	on	his	

chest.	He	is	dancing	with	elevated	arms.	He	is	wilder	than	the	others.	.	.		

	

The	lunatics	dance	around	him	and	disappear	one	by	one,	the	prince	is	dancing	

alone,	and	in	the	blink	of	an	eye	when	everything	is	calm,	a	new	creature	is	

standing	just	opposite	the	awful	giant	in	the	background.		
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It	is	‘the	only	wise	one’,	[La	Fille	de	bon	sens]	a	very	young	girl	dressed	like	a	

French	confirmand	in	white	with	a	veil	on	her	head	and	a	black	cross	on	her	

chest.	Alarmed,	she	looks	around	.	.	.	and	the	blind	boy,	the	only	one	who	is	still	

there,	is	reaching	out	with	his	lantern	up	towards	the	new	arrival.		

	

The	fools	come	back	and	dance	around	her.	She	tries	to	seek	help	from	them	

one	by	one,	stretching	out	her	hands	towards	them	wanting	to	find	friends	in	

the	loneliness,	but	they	are	foreign,	absent-minded,	and	insane.		

	

The	wise	one	is	seized	by	anxiety.	She	frenzies	here	and	there,	rushing	

forwards,	hunted	by	the	whole	herd	of	lunatics.	They	are	all	after	her	with	their	

hands	lifted	to	fight,	the	girl	with	the	mirror	wants	to	hit	her	with	it,	the	cocotte	

wants	to	hit	her	with	her	hand-held	fan,	and	the	violin	player	has	the	violin	bow	

at	the	ready.	

	

p.	70	

	

Then	there’s	the	prince	of	the	fools.	He	is	a	wild	animal,	his	eyes	are	

bloodthirsty	and	he	is	ready	to	leap.	He	is	alone	with	‘the	only	wise	one’	[La	Fille	

de	bon	sens].	She	is	frightened,	but	believes	to	have	found	a	friend	and	walks	

hesitantly	towards	him	to	beg	him	for	help.		

	

The	music	becomes	gentle.	It	plays	a	languishing	little	waltz.	The	young	girl	is	

dancing	comfortably	before	the	prince	of	the	fools,	but	he	looks	at	her	with	the	
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stare	of	a	hungry	animal.	He	wants	to	take	her,	he	does	not	know	where	to.	He	

moves	towards	her,	and	the	girl	feels	an	increasing	anxiety.		

	

It	rumbles	like	distant	church	bells	in	the	orchestra…	It	is	a	death	toll	over	‘the	

only	wise	one’	[La	Fille	de	bon	sens].	She	understands	it.	The	fools	are	rushing	in	

again	and	she	is	standing	in	the	middle	of	the	circle	of	hounding	furies.	She	

throws	herself	upon	the	grave	but	rises	again.	Out	of	fear	she	has	become	crazy	

and	wild	like	the	others....	

	

The	orchestra	whips	and	brays	and	screams	and	laughs	and	cries.	The	fools	

have	disappeared.	The	prince	is	alone	with	the	girl	dressed	in	white.	They	dance	

and	play,	he	chases	her,	scared	she	runs	off,	the	hunt	gets	wild,	and	finally	he	

gets	hold	of	her	and	strangles	her,	throws	her	slap-bang	on	the	floor	and	walks	

away	when	he	sees	that	she	lies	motionless.	

	

But	once	again	the	poor	child	rises	from	the	ground,	fumbles	with	her	hand	

against	her	throat	and	crawls	with	exertion	towards	the	old	woman,	afraid	of	

the	loneliness.	The	elderly	woman	does	not	get	up,	but	instead	hits	her	with	her	

hand	like	an	angry	cat.	Frightened,	the	girl	crawls	away,	gets	up	on	her	knees,	

stretching	her	arms	up	one	last	time	before	dropping	down	dead.	Then	the	old	

woman	slams	her	large	book	shut	again,	a	life	is	over,	and	toddles	over	to	the	

girl's	body.	With	trembling	hands	she	rushes	back	and	forth	over	the	dead	body.		
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In	the	background	the	prince	in	rags	comes	in	with	a	big	black	handkerchief.	He	

looks	at	the	dead	girl	and	cries.	The	curtains	drop	slowly	"...		

	

The	audience	sat	in	breathless	silence	until	finally	a	sound	was	heard,	a	faint	

little	whistle	from	the	third	balcony,	then	two	more	from	the	second,	after	

which	a	wild	applause	from	the	stalls	spread	over	the	whole	auditorium...	

	

p.	71	

	

For	my	part,	I	was	enchanted	by	this	gripping	ballet,	by	Jean	Börlin's	expressive	

prince	in	rags,	Jolanda	Figoni's	young	girl	and	Carina	Ari's	dramatic	girl	with	the	

mirror.	But	undoubtedly	one	felt	a	chill	along	the	spine,	it	all	became	a	little	bit	

long	and	the	end	was	disheartening.		

	

The	French	did	not	really	understand	this	choreographic	creation,	which	was	

much	too	heavy	and	literary	and	completely	lacked	the	"esprit"	of	modern	

snobs.		

	

It	was	the	Swedish	Ballet's	conductor	Nils	Grevillius	who	had	the	far	from	easy	

task	of	directing	Viking	Dahl's	strange	music.	The	criticism	became	extremely	

ungracious	to	it	all	and	the	whistle	concert	was	powerful	the	following	times.	
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