
When you think of ballet, do you think only of women in pink 
tutus, dancing on their toes? If so, prepared to be shocked by the 
Ballet Russes!

Founded in 1909 by Russian impresario Sergei Diaghilev, the Ballet 
Russes revolutionized the art of ballet. The company focused on 
collaboration between artists, dancers,  composers, and 
choreographers to create spectacular works of art. The resulting 
performances were ground-breaking, exciting, and sometimes 
scandalous. In 1913, one ballet, The Rite of Spring, shocked 
audience members so deeply, it may even have caused a riot. 

The Ballet Russes contributed to the prestige and popularity of 
ballet and helped to shape the modern art form. In this lesson, you 
will learn more about the Ballet Russes, and major figures from 
this movement, so you can understand its impact on today’s ballet. 

In this Slam Dunk, you will conduct brief, focused research to respond to the inquiry question:

Click above to watch a scene from a 1987 revival of The Rite of 
Spring, using original costumes, sets, and choreography. Why might 
1913 Parisians have been shocked by this performance?  

Image Source: YouTube
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https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/impresario
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A331600760/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=e1e36805
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-22691267
https://www.theverge.com/2013/5/29/4375736/igor-stravinsky-rite-of-spring-100-anniversary-paris-riot
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d6d8wacBjPQ


Learn more about the Ballet Russes by exploring the resources 
on this page.

 Ballet Russes: Who made the Russian ballet world-famous?
 The Era of the Ballets Russes
 Timeline of the Ballet Russes
 Library of Congress: Ballets Russes Online Exhibit
 Modern Movement: How the Ballets Russes Revolutionized 

Dance (with audio)
 History of Ballet

Major Figures and Artists from the Ballet Russes (more can be 
found here): 
 George Balanchine
 Sergei Diaghilev
 Michel Fokine
 Vaslav Nijinsky
 Bronislava Nijinska
 Igor Stravinsky 
 Anna Pavlova
 Pablo Picasso

Click above to watch “The Ballets Russes Inspires New Choreography in 
21st Century” and learn more about how the Ballet Russes has influenced 
modern ballet. 

Image Source: PBS NewsHour

* Digital Content can be access via the Apps Portal.  If you are 
prompted to log in to access a database or digital content links, 
your teacher/librarian can provide login information.
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https://www.rbth.com/arts/328048-ballets-russes-who-made-russian-ballet-famous
https://www.britannica.com/art/ballet/The-era-of-the-Ballets-Russes
https://www.loc.gov/collections/ballets-russes-de-serge-diaghilev/articles-and-essays/timeline-of-ballets-russes/
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/ballets-russes/exhibition-items.html
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A332405946/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=e10d29be
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A332405946/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=e10d29be
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/SJAVVC635555535/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=0e4b6e4d
https://bcpslibrarymedia.pbworks.com/w/file/141060366/balletrusses_artists.docx
https://balanchine.org/about/
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2010/sep/12/sergei-diaghilev-and-the-ballets-russes
https://www.abt.org/people/michel-fokine/
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/K1631004856/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=17d7737a
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A705694031/GPS?u=bcps&sid=bookmark-GPS&xid=29da0223
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Igor-Stravinsky
https://pavlovaproject.com/
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/YVSANX047208401/SUIC?u=bcps&sid=SUIC&xid=18291a52
https://myapplications.microsoft.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xTz-Q-Xk1PI


Step 1: Do your research
You will choose or be assigned a major figure/artist from the 
Ballet Russes. Research this artist’s life, using the guiding 
questions on the attached notes sheet. Pay special attention 
to this figure’s role at the Ballet Russes. 

In addition to the sources listed on Slide 2, you may use 
resources from the BCPS Digital Content or reputable online 
sources, such as periodicals, museums, or other educational 
sites. 

Step 2: Time to Jigsaw
Join forces with your assigned group and share your findings. 
As you learn about additional figures from the Ballet Russes, 
add new information to your notes sheet. 

By the end of this activity, you should have information on at 
least three collaborators from the Ballet Russes. 

You will want to make note of the sources you have used in 
your research. Your teacher may ask you to use MLA format.

A 1911 poster by Jean Cocteau, featuring Vaslav Nijinsky. 
The success of the Ballet Russes depended upon its many 
collaborators. 

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1h4qIZMVAYCxMitb8LYJm2OrTQ8etHt2MjQGp4wcAKPo/copy
https://myapplications.microsoft.com/
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/mla_style/mla_formatting_and_style_guide/mla_works_cited_electronic_sources.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=Special:Search&limit=20&offset=20&profile=default&search=ballets+russes&advancedSearch-current=%7B%7D&ns0=1&ns6=1&ns12=1&ns14=1&ns100=1&ns106=1&searchToken=a03r0at9h46c4unb1tmic43on


As a student of dance, you have been influenced by the progress and ideas of 
the Ballet Russes. Write a letter to Sergei Diaghilev (yes, he died in 1929--use 
your imagination), the founder of the Ballet Russes, thanking him for the impact 
his company has had on modern ballet. Use information from your research 
today and examples from class and your own life. 

 How to write a thank you note

 Thoughtful wording for a thank you note

 Personal Letters

An effective response will:

- Be written in letter format and be at least three paragraphs long

- Make a strong claim about how the Ballet Russes influenced modern ballet

- Use evidence from your research and personal experience to support your 
claim

- Be well organized, with a clear beginning, middle, and end

- Follow proper CUPS (capitalization, usage, punctuation, and spelling)

Good work with the Ballet Russes, Sergei 
Diaghilev! Thank you! 

Image Source: Public Domain
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https://ideas.hallmark.com/articles/thank-you-ideas/how-to-write-a-thank-you-note/
https://www.thebalancemoney.com/thank-you-phrases-and-wording-2064014
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/personal_correspondence/personal_letters.html


The direct influence of the Ballet Russes can be seen in the 
work of choreographers, dancers, and artists today. Many of 
these artists also use dance to explore social issues, create 
opportunities for activism, and/or break traditional 
boundaries. 

Use the links on this page to explore modern performances. 
Consider how these performances incorporate the 
revolutionary work of the Ballet Russes while taking their 
own groundbreaking steps. Take notes on what you observe 
and prepare to discuss with your class or post a discussion 
post on Schoology.
 
 Urban Unrest (Tommie-Waheed Evans)
 Broken Wings (Annabelle Lopez Ochoa)
 City of Rain (Camille A Brown)
 Heatscape (Justin Peck)
 The Statement (Crystal Pite) trailer

Greenwood, choreographed by Donald Byrd, depicts the 1921 Tulsa 
Race Massacre.

Image Source: Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre
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https://www.dancemagazine.com/dance-as-activism/
https://www.dancemagazine.com/ballet-choreography-today-2569989256.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twwH-1Ao0dQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hBIRugRuXdc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hqMmXXNgnM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U0UCiaT-20s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V0cUalTut_o
https://vimeo.com/292967380
https://www.tulsahistory.org/exhibit/1921-tulsa-race-massacre/
https://www.tulsahistory.org/exhibit/1921-tulsa-race-massacre/
https://www.alvinailey.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TlOXNH-vZ6s


Grade 9-12, Dance Unit 9: Ballet

Objective:  Students will analyze information from multiple 
sources in order to evaluate the influence of the Ballet 
Russes on ballet. 

Time Frame:  2-3 45 minute class periods

Notes to the teacher:
 Collaborate with your school library media specialist to 

plan and implement this lesson.
 Have students use learning supports provided in any 

BCPS-licensed Digital Content in the Apps Portal included 
in this lesson. Refer to Digital Content Snapshots & 
Support resources for guidance as needed.

 Consider using the Schoology Assignment Apps feature 
to assign Microsoft and Google documents and files for 
students to access, edit, and submit through Schoology. 

 Consider assigning figures and groups ahead of time so 
that each group has collaborators from different 
categories (ex: Composer, Choreographer, Dancer, Artist 
in each group). This could be particularly effective if 
groups were centered around a ballet that the different 
figures worked on together. Each group should have a 
person assigned to Sergei Diaghilev. 

Learning Standards Alignment

Content Learning Standards
Maryland Fine Arts Standards for Dance
CREATING 2 – Organize and develop artistic ideas and work
CREATING 3 – Refine and complete artistic work. 
PRESENTING 6 – Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work 

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy 

Reading: 1. Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite 
specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text.

Writing: 7. Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating 
understanding of the subject under investigation.

AASL Standards Framework for Learners -  Inquire:  Build new knowledge by inquiring, thinking critically, 
identifying problems, and developing strategies for solving problems.

Think:  Learners display curiosity and initiative by:  I.A.2 Recalling prior and background knowledge as context for 
new meaning.

Create:  Learners engage with new knowledge by following a process that includes: I.B.1 Using evidence to 
investigate questions.  I.B.3 Generating products that illustrate learning.

Share:  Learners adapt, communicate, and exchange learning products with others in a cycle that includes: I.C.1 
Interacting with content presented by others.

  Grow:  Learners participate in an ongoing inquiry-based process by:  I.D.2 Engaging in sustained inquiry.

ISTE Standards for Students:

3. Knowledge Constructor – 3d. Students build knowledge by actively exploring real-world issues and problems, 
developing ideas and theories and pursuing answers and solutions.
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https://myapplications.microsoft.com/
https://innovationhub.bcps.org/digital-resource-toolbox/digital-content-snapshots-and-support-pages
https://innovationhub.bcps.org/digital-resource-toolbox/digital-content-snapshots-and-support-pages
https://bcps.schoology.com/resources/group
https://marylandpublicschools.org/programs/Documents/Fine-Arts/FineArtsStandardsMaster.pdf
https://learning.ccsso.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/ELA_Standards1.pdf
https://bcpslis.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/126912062/AASL-Learner-Framework-Spread.pdf
https://www.iste.org/standards/for-students
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=3cPDSRs_g0GOdLONSDpa_eqkzm-GamRBnWUaBGD_8EpUNkZLVE9WWEdTR0pRU0dBT1ZaVjI1WkM0Ny4u
http://www.bcps.org/
http://fno.org/sept02/slamdunk.html
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