
T H E  P R O D I G A L  S O N :   
A  R E T U R N  T O  E M O T I O N



T H E  D E H U M A N I S AT I O N  O F  A R T  



O R T E G A  Y  G A S S E T  
T H E  D E H U M A N I S AT I O N  
O F  A R T  ( 1 9 2 5 )  

Art must not proceed by 
psychic contagion,  
for psychic contagion is an 
unconscious phenomenon, 
and art ought to be full 
clarity, high noon of the 
intellect 
•



O R T E G A  Y  G A S S E T  
T H E  D E H U M A N I S AT I O N  
O F  A R T  ( 1 9 2 5 )

Grieving and rejoicing at such 
human destinies as a work of 
art presents or narrates is a very 
different thing from true artistic 
pleasure… Preoccupation with 
the human content of the work 
is in principle incompatible with 
aesthetic enjoyment proper  
•



I  C O N S I D E R  T H AT  M U S I C  I S ,  B Y  I T S  V E R Y  N AT U R E ,  E S S E N T I A L LY  P O W E R L E S S  T O  E X P R E S S  
A N Y T H I N G  AT  A L L ,  W H E T H E R  A  F E E L I N G ,  A N  AT T I T U D E  O F  M I N D ,  O R  P S Y C H O L O G I C A L  M O O D ,  A  

P H E N O M E N O N  O F  N AT U R E ,  E T C …  E X P R E S S I O N  H A S  N E V E R  B E E N  A N  I N H E R E N T  P R O P E R T Y  O F  
M U S I C .  T H AT  I S  B Y  N O  M E A N S  T H E  P U R P O S E  O F  I T S  E X I S T E N C E

M O S T  P E O P L E  L I K E  M U S I C  B E C A U S E  I T  G I V E S  T H E M  C E R TA I N  E M O T I O N S  S U C H  A S  J O Y,  G R I E F,  
S A D N E S S ,  A N  I M A G E  O F  N AT U R E ,  A  S U B J E C T  F O R  D AY D R E A M S  O R  –  S T I L L  B E T T E R  –  O B L I V I O N  

F R O M  “ L I F E ” .  M U S I C  W O U L D  N O T  B E  W O R T H  M U C H  I F  I T  W E R E  R E D U C E D  T O  S U C H  A N  E N D .  
W H E N  P E O P L E  H AV E  L E A R N E D  T O  L O V E  M U S I C  F O R  I T S E L F,  W H E N  T H E Y  L I S T E N  W I T H  O T H E R  

E A R S ,  T H E  E N J O Y M E N T  W I L L  B E  O F  A  FA R  H I G H E R  A N D  M O R E  P O T E N T  O R D E R  A N D  T H E Y  W I L L  
B E  A B L E  T O  J U D G E  I T  O N  A  H I G H E R  P L A N E  A N D  R E A L I S E  I T S  I N T R I N S I C  VA L U E

Stravinsky, Chronicle of My Life (1935) 



J E A N  C O C T E A U  
L E  C O Q  E T  L’ A R L E Q U I N  
( 1 9 1 8 )  

E M O T I O N  R E S U LT I N G  F R O M  A  C E R TA I N  W O R K  O F  A R T  I S  O N LY  O F  VA L U E  W H E N  I T  I S  N O T  
O B TA I N E D  B Y  S E N T I M E N TA L  B L A C K M A I L .

N O T H I N G  I S  A S  E N E R VAT I N G  A S  T O  L I E  A N D  S O A K  F O R  A  L O N G  T I M E  I N  A  WA R M  B AT H .   
E N O U G H  O F  M U S I C  I N  W H I C H  O N E  L I E S  A N D  S O A K S .  



O E D I P U S  R E X  ( 1 9 2 7 )   



O E D I P U S  R E X  ( 1 9 2 7 )

• Prepared in secret from Diaghilev for the anniversary season  

• Cocteau’s text was translated into Latin 

• The gist of the plot was related by the Narrator in French  

• A dramatic work that is extremely static 

• Costumes built into the set 







1992 Seiji Ozawa Jessye Norman as Jocasta 





P R O K O F I E V  V S  S T R AV I N S K Y  



P R O K O F I E V  V S  S T R AV I N S K Y  

• 1927: Oedipus Rex vs Le pas d’acier 

• 1928: Apollon musagète  

• 1929: Renard (restaged) vs L’enfant prodigue



P R O K O F I E V  O N  T H E  M U S I C  O F  A P O L L O N  M U S A G È T E :   

“ P I T I F U L ”  M AT E R I A L  “ S T O L E N  …  F R O M  T H E  M O S T  
D I S G R A C E F U L  P O C K E T S :  G O U N O D ,  A N D  D E L I B E S ,  A N D  WA G N E R ,  E V E N  M I N K U S  

D I A G H I L E V  O N  FA I R Y ’ S  K I S S :  
A N  I L L - J U D G E D  C H O I C E  O F  M U S I C  B Y  T C H A I K O V S K Y,  T I R E S O M E  A N D  L A C H R Y M O S E ,  A L L E G E D LY  

B R I L L I A N T LY  O R C H E S T R AT E D  B Y  I G O R .  I  S AY  “ A L L E G E D LY ”  B E C A U S E  T O  M E  I T  S O U N D S  G R E Y,  
A N D  T H E  W H O L E  S T Y L E  I S  M O R I B U N D ” .  



Renard, ballet burlesque 
(1921/29)



L’ E N FA N T  P R O D I G U E  ( 1 9 2 9 )   

•  



T H E  P R O D I G A L  S O N  ( 1 9 2 9 )

• Scenario: Diaghilev and Boris Kochno 

• Music: Sergei Prokofiev 

• Design: George Rouault   

• Choreography: George Balanchine 



Boris Kochno (1904-1990)



S C E N A R I O

• “The parable of the Prodigal Son, to be transferred onto the Russian soil” 

• Prokofiev was given a very short page of instructions by Kochno and wrote most of the music 
before receiving a more detailed scenario  

• Prokofiev’s hostility towards Kochno and argument about the royalties  

• SP:”I assume that Kochno will have some influence on Diaghilev’s productions, but I want to 
eliminate this so as to be left with the Biblical story and my music”. 

• Balanchine: I think this is one of the best of all ballet libretti. It is simplicity itself, in the form 
of A-B and then A again. It is a story of someone who has everything, who throws it all away 
to have nothing, and then has everything again… it seemed relatively simple  to portray the 
roles of father and son: no one would mistake their identity. The story of the older son was 
not interesting for the dance and we wisely omitted it from idea of the ballet”.  

•



From Stephen Press, Prokofiev’s Ballets for Diaghilev 



P R O K O F I E V  A N D  C H R I S T I A N  S C I E N C E  

• Prokofiev “converted” to CS in mid-1920s and used it mostly in an attempt 
to control his state of health and his mood, to perfect himself 

• SP: “When we think only of good, of God and his Infinite ideas, 
harmonious conditions are externalised” 

• the Christian parable had special significance for him 

• In his piano pieces, Choses en soi, he was looking to create a purer style, 
and this quest continues in the ballet 



T H E  M U S I C  
“ T H E  C O M P O S I T I O N …  P R O C E E D E D  W I T H  E X C E P T I O N A L LY  L I T T L E  E F F O R T,  H E L P E D  B Y  
T H E  FA C T  T H AT  I  H A D  D E C I D E D  T O  C O M P O S E  T H E  P R O D I G A L  S O N  I N  A  S I M P L E  S T Y L E  

E S C H E W I N G  S O P H I S T I C AT E D  E L A B O R AT I O N S .  D I A G H I L E V ’ S  PA R T I N G  W O R D S  T O  M E  
H A D  B E E N :  “ Y O U R  P I A N O  P I E C E S  A R E  A  S H A D E  A R I D .  I  WA N T  T H E  B A L L E T  Y O U  A R E  

W R I T I N G  F O R  M E  T O  B E  M O R E  S T R A I G H T F O R WA R D ” .   

“ … T H E  T E R M  “ M O D E R N ”  I N  M U S I C  U S E D  T O  B E  AT TA C H E D  T O  T H E  S E A R C H  F O R  N E W  
H A R M O N I E S ,  T H E N  M O V E D  T O  T H E  S E A R C H  F O R  B E A U T Y  I N  A L L  K I N D S  O F  I N S I N C E R E  
C O N T R I VA N C E S  A N D  C O M P L E X I T I E S .  M O R E  P E R C E P T I V E  C O M P O S E R S  S O O N  T I R E D  O F  

T H I S  A N D  W E N T  B A C K  T O  S E E K I N G  S I M P L I C I T Y  –  N O T,  H O W E V E R ,  T H E  O L D  
S I M P L I C I T Y,  B U T  A  N E W  O N E .  D I A G H I L E V  O F  C O U R S E  WA S  W I T H  T H I S  N E W  WAV E … ”  

( P R O K O F I E V ’ S  D I A R Y )



T H E  M U S I C  

• Diaghilev heard the ballet seven times as work-in-progress and gave 
detailed advice and criticism 

• Prokofiev “overfulfilled the plan” and composed a symphony out of the 
same material plus the overflow 

• The most problematic character was The Siren: Diaghilev wanted the music 
that was more explicitly erotic



T H E  M U S I C  

“ M Y  C O N C E P T I O N  H A D  B E E N  O F  A  S H A D O W Y,  M Y S T E R I O U S  B E I N G ,  S E E N  T H R O U G H  
T H E  E Y E S  O F  A N  I N N O C E N T  Y O U T H ,  S E D U C T I V E  B U T  A S  Y E T  U N K N O W N .  D I A G H I L E V,  

H O W E V E R ,  WA N T E D  A  S E N S U A L  C R E AT U R E ,  W H O M  H E  P R O C E E D E D  T O  D E S C R I B E  I N  A  
S T R I N G  O F  G R A P H I C A L LY  O B S C E N E  E X P R E S S I O N S ”  

( O N  T H E  M U S I C  F O R  T H E  S I R E N ,  S P ’ S  D I A R Y )



No. 3 The Siren 





T H E  M U S I C  

“ I  F E A R  I T  I S  N O T  Q U I T E  W H AT  D I A G H I L E V  WA N T E D ;  I T ’ S  N O T  PA S S I O N AT E  E N O U G H .  H E  
N O W  WA N T S  T H E  E X A C T  O P P O S I T E  O F  W H AT  H E  WA S  A D V O C AT I N G  T O  M E  I N  R O M E  I N  

1 9 1 5 .  A  T R A I T  H E  S H A R E S  W I T H  S T R AV I N S K Y  I S  T O  I N S I S T  W I T H  U N A S S A I L A B L E  
C O N V I C T I O N  T H AT  O N LY  S U C H - A N D - S U C H  M U S I C  I S  W O R T H  C O M P O S I N G ,  A N D  T H E N  A  

Y E A R  L AT E R  T O  M A I N TA I N  T H E  O P P O S I T E ” .   

( O N  T H E  PA S - D E - D E U X ,  S P ’ S  D I A R Y )



T H E  A P O T H E O S I S  

“ I  H A D  N O T  Y E T  C O N C E I V E D  T H E  E N D  O F  T H E  B A L L E T.  I  S A I D ,  ‘ I N  T H I S  L I B R E T T O  T H E  
E N D  I S  E N V I S A G E D  A S  A  K I N D  O F  A P O T H E O S I S ,  B U T  T H I S  I S  I N A P P R O P R I AT E :  W E  

N E E D  S O M E T H I N G  M O R E  N U A N C E D ’ .  I  S U G G E S T E D  B O R R O W I N G  A  T H E M E  F R O M  T H E  
S E C O N D  C H O S E  E N  S O I ,  W H I C H  I  L O V E  V E R Y  M U C H ,  B U T  D I A G H I L E V  WA S  R E L U C TA N T  
T O  A C C E P T  T H I S .  ‘ I T  S H O U L D  B E  S I M P L E R ,  ‘ ,  H E  S A I D .  ‘ S O F T E R  A N D  M O R E  T E N D E R . ”  

A N D  I N D E E D  I  F E LT  M Y S E L F  T H AT  T H E  T H E M E  I  H A D  S U G G E S T E D  WA S  N O T  Q U I T E  
R I G H T.  W E  PA R T E D  O N  G O O D  T E R M S ,  D I A G H I L E V  H A P P Y  W I T H  W H AT  H E  H A D  H E A R D  

O F  T H E  B A L L E T.  L AT E R  T H AT  N I G H T,  FA L L I N G  A S L E E P,  I  WA S  S T I L L  S E A R C H I N G  F O R  A  
N E W  T H E M E ,  L I M P I D  A N D  U N C L O U D E D .  I  T H O U G H T  T H AT  A  M E L O D Y  I L L U S T R AT I N G  A  
PA R A B L E  F R O M  T H E  G O S P E L S  S H O U L D  S E E M  T O  B E  C O M I N G  F R O M  O N  H I G H .  A B O U T  

O N E  O ’ C L O C K  AT  N I G H T  I  G O T  U P  A N D  J O T T E D  D O W N  T W O  B A R S ” .  



T H E  A P O T H E O S I S  

“ S T R A I G H T  AWAY  I N  T H E  M O R N I N G  I  W O R K E D  O N  T H E  I D E A  T H AT  H A D  
C O M E  T O  M E  L A S T  N I G H T,  T H E  C O N C L U D I N G  S C E N E  O F  T H E  B A L L E T  

W H E N  T H E  FAT H E R  E M B R A C E S  H I S  S O N .  M Y  A I M  A S  I  W O R K E D  WA S  T O  
P R E S E R V E  T H E  E S S E N C E  O F  T H E  P R E V I O U S  N I G H T ’ S  A F F L AT U S .  T H E  
R E S U LT  WA S  A N  A B S O L U T E LY  S U P E R B  T H E M E ,  A N D  A L L  D AY  I  WA S  

WA L K I N G  O N  A I R  A S  I F  I T  WA S  M Y  N A M E - D AY. ”  



No. 10  Apotheosis





Georges Henri Rouault (1871-1958)

R O U A U LT  WA S  T H E  S E C O N D  C H O I C E  A F T E R  M AT I S S E  W H O  WA S  U N AVA I L A B L E .  H E  WA S  
PA R T I C U L A R LY  FA M O U S  F O R  H I S  C H R I S T I A N  S C E N E S .  H E  H A D  A  T R A I N I N G  I N  S TA I N E D  G L A S S  

M A K I N G ,  A N D  T H AT  H A S  I N F L U E N C E D  H I S  S T Y L E  O F  PA I N T I N G .







D E S I G N  

• Rouault’s sets: produced at the last moment, but very impressive 

• Expressionism/primitivism 

• SP: “very powerful and biblical in feeling” 

• The transformable prop was Balanchine’s idea (fence/table/pillar/boat) - an 
element of constructivism 





C H O R E O G R A P H Y  

• Serge Lifar as the Son, Felia Dubrowska as the Siren 

• Balanchine: “Prokofiev was a bastard, so I had to invent to fill [out] the 
music; the big prop is my invention to fill time” 

• “In designing the choreography, I had in mind the Byzantine icons that are 
so familiar to all Russians”.  

• Influence of the early Soviet avant-garde (Balanchine’s past): Goleizovsky, 
Foregger, FEKS (Eccentric Actor Factory)





C H O R E O G R A P H Y

• The Son: virile virtuosity, neoclassical elements, towards the end mime and 
highly expressive movements (partly improvised by Lifar) 



1979 televised production with Baryshnikov and NYC Ballet    





C H O R E O G R A P H Y

• The Son: virile virtuosity, neoclassical elements, towards the end mime and 
highly expressive movements (partly improvised by Lifar) 

• The Companions: grotesque dancing, an updating of Fokine’s ideas 
towards the more mechanistic presentation



1979 televised production with Baryshnikov and NYC Ballet    





C H O R E O G R A P H Y

• The Son: virile virtuosity, neoclassical elements, towards the end mime and 
highly expressive movements (partly improvised by Lifar) 

• The Companions: grotesque dancing, an updating of Fokine’s ideas 
towards the more mechanistic presentation 

• The Siren: highly virtuosic, on pointe, with acrobatic elements, influenced 
by the act of Mitti and Tillio (music-hall revue)  



Mitti and Tillio, 1921







C H O R E O G R A P H Y

F E L I A  D U B R O W S K A :   
“ T H E  S T E P S  W E R E  E A S Y  B U T  T H E  S T Y L E  WA S  D I F F I C U LT,  B E C A U S E  I  E X P E C T E D  T O  B E  
C O Q U E T T I S H .   B U T  D I A G H I L E V  S A I D  N O T  T O  S M I L E  O R  S H O W  A N Y  E M O T I O N .  I  H A D  

T O  S P E A K  W I T H  T H E  L E G S  A N D  T O  H Y P N O T I S E  T H E  S O N  L I K E  A  S N A K E ,  H O L D I N G  H I M  
W I T H  M Y  E Y E S .  I  L I K E D  V E R Y  M U C H  D O I N G  S O M E T H I N G  S O  N E W.  I  WA S  O N LY  A  

L I T T L E  E M B A R R A S S E D  W H E N  T H E  R E S T  O F  T H E  C O M PA N Y  F I R S T  C A M E  T O  S E E  I T ” .   



C H O R E O G R A P H Y  

• The pas de deux: explicit but impersonal  

• The Siren’s height represents domination 













“ T H E  C H O R E O G R A P H Y  D E N O T E S  A  S E T  P U R P O S E  O F  T O R T U R E D  I N V E S T I G AT I O N .  T H I S  S E T  
P U R P O S E  O N C E  A D M I T T E D ,  T H E  I M P R E S S I O N  I S  S T R A N G E  A N D  P R O F O U N D ” .   

“ T H E R E  WA S  N O T  A  H I N T  O F  V O L U P T U O U S N E S S  I N  T H I S  S C E N E .  T H E  P R O D I G A L  WA S  
FA S C I N AT E D  B Y  T H E  S I R E N ’ S  I N H U M A N  C O N T O R T I O N S ” .  

" B A L D  A S  E G G S ,  D R E S S E D  I D E N T I C A L LY,  M O V I N G  I D E N T I C A L LY,  C R O W D E D  T O G E T H E R  A S  
C L O S E LY  A S  P O S S I B L E ,  T H E  D A N C E R S  H O P  O V E R  O N E  A N O T H E R ' S  B A C K ,  C I R C L E  A R O U N D  

A LT E R N AT E LY  S Q U AT T I N G  A N D  R I S I N G  .  .  .  S C R A M B L E  A B O U T  S I D E WAY S  I N  R I D I C U L O U S  
P O S I T I O N S  L I K E  C R A B S . "   

( F R O M  VA R I O U S  R E V I E W S )  

“ T H E  PAT H E T I C  A N D  T H E  C A R I C AT U R E ”   
( A N D R É  L E V I N S O N )  



LY D I A  S O K O L O VA :  

“ I N  R E C E N T  Y E A R S  T H E  R U S S I A N  B A L L E T  H A D  F O U G H T  S H Y  O F  T H E  D R A M AT I C  
A N D  PA S S I O N AT E  W O R K S  F O R  W H I C H  T H E Y  H A D  O R I G I N A L LY  B E E N  FA M O U S ,  
A N D  B A L A N C H I N E ' S  S P E C I A LT Y  WA S  A  K I N D  O F  U P - T O - D AT E  C L A S S I C I S M .   
N O W  H E  H A D  T O  D O  S O M E T H I N G  T O  M AT C H  T H E  G R A N D E U R  O F  T H E  PA R A B L E  
A N D  T H E  F O R C E  O F  P R O K O F I E V ' S  M U S I C  …  ( S E R G E )  L I FA R  WA S  G I V E N  A N  
O P P O R T U N I T Y  T O  L E T  H I M S E L F  G O  I N  A N  E M O T I O N A L  R O L E ,  T H E  L I K E  O F  
W H I C H  H A D  N O T  B E E N  S E E N  I N  B A L L E T  S I N C E  T H E  D AY S  O F  F O K I N E ”  



D I A G H I L E V ’ S  D E AT H  



…Yesterday Le Sacre was a real 
triumph…  

The imbeciles finally grasped it. 
The Times says that Le Sacre is for 

the twentieth century what 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was 

for the nineteenth! At last!  

(Diaghilev to Markevich, 23 July 
1929





W H AT  H AV E  T H E  B A L L E T S  R U S S E S   
E V E R  D O N E  F O R  U S ?  

• Completely overhauled the ballet genre, making it a cutting-edge artistic 
enterprise without losing the core audience  

• Re-imagined ballet as synthesis of the arts, where each one can come to the 
fore at different points  

• Explored a huge variety of modernist ideas 

• Created a hothouse for experimentation among leading international artists, 
who were often placed in competition with each other 

• Drew attention to Russian culture as an exotic  
newcomer to the international stage, then raised 
its status so that it became an essential  
component of international modernism






