Stage 2 Dance
Assessment Type 2: Written Response

Historical Perspectives

The concept of Gesamtkunstwerk (total theatre) was established by Wagner but came to full fruition with Diaghilev's Ballet Russes between 1909 and 1929. Discuss this statement with reference to at least two productions from the repertoire of the Ballet Russes.

The concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, in other words total theatre, was established by composer Richard Wagner. The term relates to the unification of all the arts in a single work and stresses the point of all parts being equal to make one whole. Although Sergei Diaghilev was not the first to come up with the idea of Gesamtkunstwerk, he certainly brought it to full fruition with his Ballet Russes between 1909 and 1929. A quote from ballet critic Richard Buckle's biography illustrates the central elements of total theatre: 'Diaghilev had invented a new art form, the ballet as Gesamtkunstwerk: an entertainment, no more than an hour long in which all the elements, story (if any), music, decor, choreography were commissioned by himself to form a complete whole’[1]. This concept can be seen throughout many of his works, but the two ballets Petrushka (1911) and Le Train Bleu (1924) best illustrate the qualities Diaghilev brought to flourish the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. (Wachtel, 1998)

Diaghilev was an entrepreneur who put together the ballet Petrushka in 1911 with his company the Ballet Russes. Diaghilev didn't work alone when creating this ballet but instead collaborated with many different people to make Petrushka a work of total theatre. The ballet began as a piano piece that Igor Stravinsky started composing in 1910 and when Diaghilev heard the initial version of his composition he asked Stravinsky to turn it into a ballet. Stravinsky's music was quite discordant but showed contrast between a staccato and a legato feel throughout the production. With the development of this piece, Diaghilev decided to enlist Alexandre Benois to design the production and work with Stravinsky to write the libretto. Benois' design of both the set and the costumes were vibrant and rich in colour which really helped to draw the audience in-this can be seen in the picture above. Both the music and libretto were finished by early 1911 and Diaghilev commissioned Michel Fokine to do the choreography. Fokine's choreography portrayed the characters' personality while complementing Stravinsky's music. With the title role featuring Vaslav Nijinsky, The premiere of Petrushka took place in Theatre du Chatelet, Paris on June 13, 1911. (Russian Ballet History, 2010)
By forming this collaboration, Diaghilev was able to bring together design, music, choreography and dance to really display the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. Petrushka was not about how best to tell the story of Petrushka, the Moor and the Ballerina; but instead was to integrate the standard perception of ballet with all popular art forms to create a new theatrical synthesis. According to ballet critic/author Andrew Wachtel, 'Petnishka evokes Wagner's Gesamtkunstwerk, but with a Russian approach'. He also claims that 'one concern of the creators of Petrushka was to break down the barriers between audience and actors to make the spectator a kind of participanf[1]. Diaghilev really used Wagner's concept of Gesamtkunstwerk by forming a large collaboration to make the production more of an experience than a ballet. (Wachtel, 1998)
1 Wachtel, A. (1998). Petrushka in the Context of Russian Modernist Culture. Evanston, Illinois : Northwestern University Press pp. 1-7
Another good example of how Diaghilev brought the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk to his ballets was Le Train Bleu that premiered on June 20, 1924 at the Theatre de Champs-Elysees, Paris. With this ballet, not only did Diaghilev work with different people; many of his collaborators were also well-known by the audience. He commissioned the sister of Vaslav Nijinsky, Bronislava Nijinska to do the choreography. Jean Cocteau wrote the libretto and Darius Milhaud wrote the score. The well-known fashion designer Gabrielle "Coco" Chanel was responsible for the costumes. The Romanian sculptor Henri Laurens created the set and Pablo Picasso's work 'Women Running on the Beach' was used as the curtain — this can be seen in the picture to the left. (Morris, 1990)

The thing that made Le Train Bleu special was the unique quality Diaghilev brought with it. Not many ballets of the time used a variety of contributors that specialised in a specific area (musician, choreographer, designer etc.) such as this ballet. Some members of the audience would come to see the art work of Pablo Picasso that was displayed throughout the ballet, while others would come to see the costumes of Coco Chanel. Some people, having seen the work of Vaslav Nijinsky would come just to see how his sister differed in talent. Diaghilev was very clever in this way that he brought lovers of dance, music, fashion and art together all to see his ballet. Every ballet Diaghilev brought to the people was always innovative and original, and this is what brought the audience back; to see what he might do next. (Littlejohn, 1992)

Richard Wagner wrote and dreamed of a Gesamtkunstwerk but he never really got beyond his private vision of words and music united. Wagner's productions during his lifetime were limited by the abilities of available singers and musicians, by theatre practice, and by set and costume design of the most conventional romantic-realistic style, which couldn't match up with his vision of Gesamtkunstwerk. However, Diaghilev combined dance, music, art/design, libretto and choreography in bold ways to create total theatre. While at the time the ballets performed by the Ballet Russes appeared revolutionary, they still contained the foundation of a traditional ballet production. While Diaghilev gathered a range of collaborators to work with he still maintained ultimate control over every aspect of the productions. He ensured that the integration of all the parts of a production didn't take away from the initial ballet but added to the overall impact that created spectacles that could only be described as a Gesamtkunstwerk. Diaghilev used well-known artists, composers, dancers and choreographers to capture the interest of the people and once he had lured them in, he unleashed the whole production that captivated them and left them wanting more. While Wagner came up with the initial concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, there is no question that Diaghilev brought it to full fruition with his work with the Ballet Russes. Diaghilev used the different parts of his productions to make them work with him, instead of against him which is what brought Wagner's vision of a Gesamtkunstwerk to life.
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Dance

	-
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Practical Application
	Presentation and Communication
	Analysis and Evaluation

	A
	In-depth knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

In-depth knowledge and understanding of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally.

In-depth knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Highly proficient and sustained application of technical skills and knowledge demonstrated, using safe dance practice.

Broad, varied, and thorough exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Highly proficient and sustained demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Highly productive, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Productive use of an extensive variety of appropriate skills to communicate sensitively and expressively and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles. 

Coherent and sustained communication of original and innovative choreographic intention.

Highly developed use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Sophisticated, coherent, and sustained communication, to exchange well-informed ideas and opinions.
	In-depth research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using a variety of sources.

A purposeful evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and perceptive evaluation of dance processes.

Perceptive analysis and in-depth understanding of dance as a creative form.

	B
	Detailed knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Some depth in knowledge and understanding of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Well-informed knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Proficient technical skills and knowledge demonstrated consistently, using safe dance practice.

Thorough exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Proficient demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Mostly productive, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Mostly productive use of a variety of skills to communicate expressively and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Clear communication of the original choreographic intention with some innovation.

Capable use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Consistent and clear communication, to exchange informed ideas and opinions.
	Thorough research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using several different sources.

A thoughtful evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and well-considered evaluation of dance processes. 

Well-considered analysis and some depth in understanding of dance as a creative art form.

	C
	Appropriate knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Considered knowledge of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Appropriate knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Generally competent application of technical skills and knowledge, using safe dance practice.

Appropriate exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Generally competent demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Generally competent, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Competent use of appropriate skills to communicate with some expression and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Competent communication of an original choreographic intention, with elements of innovation.

Competent use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Appropriate and generally clear communication to exchange ideas and opinions.
	Competent research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using different sources.

Considered evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and considered evaluation of some dance processes. 

Considered analysis and understanding of dance as a creative art form.

	D
	Some identification and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Some awareness of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Some knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Basic technical skills and knowledge, with some understanding of how to apply safe dance practice.

Some exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Basic demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Some independent and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Some skills in communicating to an audience, with some engagement, through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Some communication of aspects of choreographic intention.

Basic use of language and terminology with some relevance to the dance context.

Attempted communication to exchange ideas and opinions.
	Some research into, and description of, one or more historical and contemporary dance works, practices, or issues, using more than one source.

Some consideration of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Superficial review of and reflection on dance, and some description of dance processes.

Description of dance as a creative art form.

	E
	Awareness of some basic dance technique of a specific genre.

Emerging awareness of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally.

Emerging awareness of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Emerging technical skills, with limited awareness of safe dance practice.

Attempted exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Emerging demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Some attempt to work independently or collaboratively in performance or production.
	Emerging skills when attempting communication of an idea to an audience.

Attempted communication of an aspect of choreographic intention. 

Attempted use of some language or terminology with limited relevance to the dance context.

Emerging skills in communication of ideas or opinions.
	Attempted search for information on historical or contemporary issues or practice, using at least one source.

Emerging recognition that relationships interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Identification of an element of dance or dance processes.

Identification and brief description of dance as a creative art form.


Presentation and Communication


Sophisticated, coherent and sustained communication through a detailed definition and explanation of the concept of total theatre.
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Figure 1: Set design for Petrushka - illustrates the vibrant colours �and attraction of Benois' art work (Moorhouse-Stein, 2011)





Presentation and Communication


Highly developed use of language and terminology relevant to dance. For example, musical terminology is discussing Stravinsky’s music includes such terms as discordant, staccato and legato.





Knowledge and Understanding


In-depth knowledge and understanding of the work of dance artists by describing how the work ‘Petrushka’ employed the concept of total theatre.





Analysis and Evaluation


Thorough analysis of how Diaghilev attracted new audience to dance.
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Figure 2: "Women Running on the Beach" - Curtain for Le Train Bleu made by Picasso (Jap, 2010)





Analysis and Evaluation


Perceptive analysis and in-depth understanding of dance as a creative form through description of how Diaghilev extended Wagner’s concept of total theatre by combining different art forms uniquely and successfully.





Analysis and Evaluation


In-depth research using a variety of sources.





Additional Comments


This written response is illustrative of an A grade.
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