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Introduction
These notes have been created to prepare and stimulate audiences for the exclusive Brisbane season of the Bolshoi Ballet.  We hope 
that this briefing will support teachers, students, parents and audience members to further enjoy and enhance this international dance 
experience.

The Queensland Dance and Music syllabi and the new Australian Curriculum: The Arts Foundation to year 10 have been used as 
guides for the planning of this document. These notes are designed to be adapted by Performing Arts (Dance, Music and Drama), 
English, SOSE and Dance Studio teachers to suit classes, their current investigations and age levels.

History and Context 
On 28 March 1776, Catherine II granted the prosecutor, Prince Pyotr Urusov, the “privilege” of “maintaining” theatre performances 
of all kinds, including masquerades, balls and other forms of entertainment, for a period of ten years. And it is from this date that 
Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre traces its history.

The Bolshoi building, which for many years now has been regarded as one of Moscow’s main sights, was opened on 
20 October 1856, on Tsar Alexander II’s coronation day.

The Bolshoi Theatre is a symbol of Russia for all time. It was awarded this honour due to the major contribution it made to the 
history of the Russian performing arts. This history is on-going and today Bolshoi Theatre artists continue to contribute to this legacy 
(refer http://www.bolshoi.ru/en/about/ for more information).http://www.bolshoi.ru/en/about/ for more information).http://www.bolshoi.ru/en/about/

L E A R N I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Some Key Dates:
• In September 1737, Jean-Baptiste Lande petitioned the Empress Anna Ioanovna for permission to start a ballet school for 

the training of professional dancers in court performances. 

• In 1738, the first ballet school in Russia opened (Roslavleva, 1966). 

• The Bolshoi Ballet formed in 1776 under the direction of Michael Maddox and Prince Ursov (Robertson and Hutera, 
1990).  

• The Imperial Theatres of Moscow were established in 1806, with the first gala performance of Opera and Ballet taking 
place at The New Bolshoi Petrovsky Theatre on January 19,1825 (Roslavleva, 1966).

The Russian Aesthetic
Russian ballet from 1910s to 1930s spelled magic to the general public, and even today evokes visions of theatrical excitement (Au, 
2002). Russian ballet is revered for superb technicians, choreographic masterpieces and dying swans however as an art form this 
understanding in the west is a fairly recent phenomenon, dating only from the early 20th century. The history of Russian ballet itself 
actually goes back much further (Au, 2002).

Like court ballet in France, Russian ballet derived from social custom and noble hierarchy. Ballroom Dancing was obligatory for 
the education of young noblemen of the time, and since it required a high standard of technique was perfectly applicable to the 
contemporary stage. Pupils from the corp des cadets participated in some of the first ballet performances in Russia (Roslavleva, 1966).

It was only in the eighteen-sixties that ballet in St Petersburg began to be presented more and more frequently as a spectacle existing 
on its own, quite apart from Opera (Roslavleva, 1966). During this time, Ballet and Opera became available to anybody who could 
afford a ticket. Prices were in no way prohibitive, while the presence of a rayok (paradise gallery) enabled people of the humblest 
means to see good theatre and the rows of simple benches were always filled (Roslavleva, 1966).

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Russian ballet was a strong, complete and rapidly developing institution, in line with the 
prevalent trends in arts (Roslavleva, 1966).  The second half of the nineteenth century is associated in the history of Russian Ballet 
with the name of Marius Petipa (1819-1910). Petipa devoted fifty-six years of his life to the Russian stage working for the benefit of 
the Russian art with which he identified himself (Roslavleva, 1966).

A prolific worker, Petipa created forty-six original ballets in Russia, most of them comprising several acts, while outside Russia; his 
compositions number only 12 short pieces. Petipa revived seventeen ballets by other choreographers, frequently creating new scenes 
and dances as in the case of Giselle and Giselle and Giselle Le Corsaire (Roslavleva, 1966).Le Corsaire (Roslavleva, 1966).Le Corsaire

Until the late nineteenth century, Russia played the role of follower rather than a leader in the world of dance. This situation was 
reversed, however, within the brief span of two decades between 1890 and 1910, which marked the apogee of the classical ballet, 
exemplified by the works of the French born choreographer Marius Petipa and the beginning of a new approach to choreography 
instigated by the Russian Michel Fokine. The transition between the two may be seen as the passing of the torch from France, the 
birthplace of ballet, to Russia where ballet was renewed (Au, 2002).

DID YOU KNOW??
Balletomanes in the nineteenth century from the highest possible society expressed their admiration by clapping not with 
their hands, but with the help of two wooden clappers tied with a ribbon bearing the name of the object of their adoration 
(Roslavleva, 1966).
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Notes about the Choreography

Le Corsaire

Le Corsaire is a swashbuckling tale of pirates and romance set on an exotic island off Greece.Le Corsaire is a swashbuckling tale of pirates and romance set on an exotic island off Greece.Le Corsaire

Based loosely on the text of Lord Byron’s poem, The Corsair, at its time of publishing it captured the zeitgeist of its era. Byron 
modelled Corsair on stories of the Barbary brigands, who sailed around the Mediterranean and Aegean, kidnapping men and women Corsair on stories of the Barbary brigands, who sailed around the Mediterranean and Aegean, kidnapping men and women Corsair
to sell as slaves. Such was its impact that on the day of publication all 10,000 copies of the poem sold out, and the Corsair cult began Corsair cult began Corsair
to spread to the other arts, with no fewer than five different ballets inspired by the poem between 1826 and 1856 (Mackrell, 2007). 
Despite a complicated plot superficially based on Byron’s poem, the original choreography by Joseph Mazilier (1856) was notable 
chiefly for its realistic storm and shipwreck (Au, 2002).

When Ratmansky tried to turn back the clock for Corsaire, the version he could most satisfactorily retrieve from history was the final 
Petipa staging of 1899. Over half of the choreography had been recorded, albeit in the highly convoluted notation of the time, and 
there was precious documentary evidence to be gleaned from photos, sketches and production notes. Even though it wasn’t possible, 
or even desirable, to attempt a fully authentic reconstruction, Ratmansky rightly feels he has put back on stage a truthful impression of 
what Corsaire used to be (Mackrell, 2007).Corsaire used to be (Mackrell, 2007).Corsaire

There are many influences at work in Le Corsaire, from Byron, whose poem provided the starting point, to Joseph Mazillier, the 
original French choreographer, and Adolphe Adam, the original composer, to Marius Petipa, who brought the ballet to St Petersburg 
and re-choreographed it in his own grand Russian style, giving us the ballet as we (mostly) know it today. Along the way it picked up 
music by four more composers (Pugni, Delibes, Drigo and Prince Oldenbourg) and some spectacular special effects for the opening 
shipwreck that deposits three corsairs on Medora’s Greek shore (Craine, 2001). Le Corsaire is a feast for the eyes and a grand example Le Corsaire is a feast for the eyes and a grand example Le Corsaire
of classic ballet executed at the very highest technical and artistic standards.

The Bright Stream

The Bright Stream is a ballet unique to Russia in its content, story, costuming and music in that it was created by Russians for Russia. 
Set on a collective farm, The Bright Stream follows the tale of field workers celebrating the end of harvest festival. Love, mischief and 
adventure ensue as the ballet is told through a mix of traditional folk dances, ballet movements and ensemble pieces.

Originally choreographed by Fedor Lopukhov and revived by Alexander Ratmansky, The Bright Stream is truly an example of the 
Russian aesthetic and style. 

A romantic farce set on a Soviet collective farm, with music by Dmitri Shostakovich, The Bright Stream premiered at Leningrad’s 
Kirov in 1935. It enjoyed a rousing reception, but when it moved to Moscow and the Bolshoi, it enraged Stalin. Pravda, the official 
Communist daily whose name means ‘truth’ attacked it as “formalism” and “balletic falsehood.” The choreographer and Kirov director 
Fyodor Lopukhov, lost his position for several years and Shostakovich, who had composed two previous ballet scores, never wrote 
another. Yet the ballet does not make its satiric target the great utopian project of an ideal egalitarian society; in fact, the nineteenth 
century style blends harmoniously with such Soviet ideals (Rogoff, 2012).

Though Lopukhov’s choreography disappeared long ago, Ratmansky followed his original libretto and studied his notes; nevertheless, 
his continuously absorbing, marvellously funny, and often affecting choreography, The Bright Stream is all of a piece with his 
(Ratmansky) previous works.
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Learning and Engagement Activities

Key Words and Concepts

Discuss and define the following terms in relation to the Bolshoi Ballet’s QPAC season of Le Corsaire and Le Corsaire and Le Corsaire The Bright Stream:

 • Bolshoi • Vaganova • Composer

 • Classical Ballet • Formalism • Character

 • Folk Dance • Design • Story telling

 • Communism • Politics in Art • Company repertoire

 • Technical and expressive skills • Dance notation • Marius Petipa

 • Michel Fokine

Ballet and Dance Definitions 

• Classical BalletClassical Ballet
(1) The traditional style of ballet, which stresses the academic technique developed through the centuries of the existence of 
ballet.

 (2) A ballet in which the style and structure adhere to the definite framework established in the nineteenth century. Examples of 
classical ballets are Coppélia, The Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker and Swan Lake. 
http://www.abt.org/education/dictionary/index.html

 There are variances in the methodology of classical ballet study which are often based upon region. Vagonova, Cecchetti, and 
more recently Balanchine or R.A.D. are examples. The term classical ballet is generally used as a means of differentiating these 
traditional principles of study from those of contemporary ballet. 
http://danceadvantage.net/2008/07/07/classic-confusion/

 Classical ballets today are performed by companies such as The Royal Ballet, the Stuttgart Ballet, The Hamburg Ballet, 
Nederlands Dans Theatre, La Scala Ballet, New York City Ballet, American Ballet Theatre, San Francisco Ballet, The Australian 
Ballet, Paris Opera Ballet, Rambert Dance Company, the Bolshoi Ballet, Royal New Zealand Ballet, Ballet Nacional de Cuba, 
Queensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, JiˇQueensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, JiˇQueensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, Jiri Kylián, Nacho Duato, John Cranko, Maurice Béjart and Queensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, Jiri Kylián, Nacho Duato, John Cranko, Maurice Béjart and Queensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, Jiři Kylián, Nacho Duato, John Cranko, Maurice Béjart and ˇQueensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, JiˇQueensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, Jiri Kylián, Nacho Duato, John Cranko, Maurice Béjart and Queensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, JiˇQueensland Ballet; and noted choreographers include Mats Ek, Ji
Graeme Murphy. 

• Modern Dance, like the art of ballet in the seventeenth century, was at one point in the early 1900s a new idea 
(see http://danceadvantage.net/2008/06/18/what-is-modern-dance/ for a little history lesson).  The emergence of this new dance 
style was led by a small group of choreographers or “founders” of Modern Dance (Martha Graham, Isadora Duncan, and Mary 
Wigman) who broke the rules of their predecessors by creating movement based on the experiences 
of their own eras.    

• Post Modern Dance emerged in the 1960s and 70s as an experimentalist trend.  Dance companies and artists such as  Judson 
Dance Theatre, Trisha Brown, Yvonne Rainer, Twyla Tharp, Merce Cunningham, Pina Bausch, Anna Teresa De Keersmaeker 
and Steve Paxton were leaving the theatrical stage altogether and performing dance in public parks, on buildings, in museums and 
on busy streets. Choreographers explored improvisation as legitimate performance and often presented performers with no dance 
training in their work. Audiences were asked to accept everyday movement like dressing, walking, and playing as dance. It was a 
direct upheaval of the concepts and codification that Modern dance artists had fought to develop.  

• Contemporary Dance is a style of dance which emerged in the twentieth century as an outgrowth of modern dance and other 
20th century dance techniques.  “Defining this style of dance can be difficult, as contemporary dance is an extremely fluid and very 
nebulous style of dance. Unlike traditions such as ballet, contemporary dance is not 
associated with specific dance techniques, but rather with a dance philosophy. In contemporary dance, people attempt to 
explore the natural energy and emotions of their bodies to produce dances which are often very personal.” Refer http://
dancedocsthinktank.wordpress.com/2010/07/30/what-is-%E2%80%9Ccontemporary%E2%80%9D-dance/ 
for more information.
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Curriculum Links

Dance
Pre-performance

Choreography:

• Work with a group of four students to convey the idea of a shipwreck to an audience.

• Work with a group of five or six students to create movement which shows one member of the group being rejected by the others, 
experiment with using different styles of dance to convey the same idea.

• As a class, listen to the music from Le Corsaire or The Bright Stream, then working individually or in pairs, choose a section that 
you connect with and express through movement the feelings, emotions and story of that piece of music.

• Working collectively means sharing all resources, so try to create a short movement sequence in a completely collective way. Have 
one class member observe the process and note what they see in terms of power and decision making. Discuss the results of your 
collective experiment.

Performance:

• Identify the most difficult movements you can currently perform, watch the ballets carefully to see if the dancers perform your 
selected movement, or any version of it.

• Referring to the key terms of dance listed in this document and working in small groups, define movement vocabulary and 
qualities of Classical Ballet and Modern Ballet. Choose some examples from each style and perform for the class.

Appreciation:

• Research key figures in the creative team from the Bolshoi Ballet’s Le Corsaire and Le Corsaire and Le Corsaire The Bright Stream – ie the choreographer, 
composer, repertoire, rehearsal director etc. Share findings with class. Is there anything that is interesting or innovative that you 
discovered through your investigation?

Post performance
Choreography:

• Identify and breakdown the format and structure of the grand pas de deux from Le Corsaire. Using the choreographic structure of 
Classical Ballet as a template, create your own version of the grand pas de deux. You may choose to create your own movement 
vocabulary or use movement based on contemporary or jazz techniques. An example of Petipa’s structure and form in a pas de deux 
can be found at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMJgYRURjMk

• Identify a section of The Bright Stream that features folk dance or popular dance of the nineteenth Century.  With reference to 
popular dance of today, replace the traditional folk dance with modern movements. Discuss how this affects the choreography, the 
plot and the characters in this section of choreography.

Performance:

For Students

• Identify movement or short sequences of choreography that you consider to be the most physically challenging in either of 
the ballets, then:

– Find the correct way to refer to these movements

– Rate the dancers you saw on their performance of your selected movements

– Try the movements yourself, with assistance from your teacher, and rate yourself on your performance of the skills.
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For Teachers

• Identify notable movements or sequences of choreography from the performance and teach these to the students as short sections 
of modified repertoire. The following links will be helpful:

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpaJ-MssZ5s    

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cn_Qq4YkvFM 

Appreciation:

• Discuss in small groups, is ballet an art form that belongs in a museum or does it have any relevance for a modern audience?

• Write an essay that expresses your view on this question. Use detailed evidence from either Le Corsaire or Le Corsaire or Le Corsaire The Bright Stream to 
support your argument. You will need to comment on the components of dance including movement, dancers, visual setting, aural 
elements and historical context. 

• Compare and Contrast the Bolshoi Ballet’s production with another dance performance you have seen.

• Notate a small section of the choreography to describe to a person who has not seen the production.

• Story board the narrative of the ballet using key moments, movements and images. This could be done through following a 
character’s point of view and tracking their journey through the narrative. 
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Le Corsaire
Individually compare and contrast the choreography and performance of the famous Le Corsaire pas de deux as performed by the Le Corsaire pas de deux as performed by the Le Corsaire
Bolshoi Ballet and other international Ballet Companies. 

What is notable about the Russian style? 

Did you have a favourite version of the pas de deux? 

What skills or attributes does your favourite pas de deux possess? 

Helpful links
Bolshoi - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O0XcnsES3-s

American Ballet Theatre - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zb-U1aXoCuQ

Royal Ballet - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bc29kCSYelI

The Bright Stream
• View an excerpt from The Bright Stream – http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zJqw8UBZhqc

 Referring to dance components below, what can you identify as pointers to the context and time period of the ballet?

– Costumes

– Props

– Setting

– Movement vocabulary

– Characterisation

– Music

• In small groups discuss one of the following questions and report back to the class with findings:

– What defines this work as a piece of ‘modern ballet’? Give examples.

– How is mime and gesture used to move the plot forward?

– How is traditional Russian folk dance incorporated into the ballet movement vocabulary?

– How is this stylistically different to the classical ballets of the Bolshoi such as Le Corsaire?
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Drama

Pre-Performance
• Investigate how texts are translated into movement or theatrical pieces:

– Is there a process for this transition from page to stage?

– Are there any conventions of theatre which aid in this transition from text to performance?

• Research the history and the roles of the arts in propaganda

– Hypothesise the purpose and function of politics in art.

• Create a Character Profile for one of the main characters from either of the ballets, imagine how your chosen character would react 
in specific situations.

Post-Performance
• Select a work and discuss how the ideals of the time period, the discourses and paradigms are reflected in the work? This could be 

done through:

– small round table discussions

– mosaic of short responses written out and grouped in similar ideas

– stage a classroom debate.

• Select a pas de deux you saw in one of the ballets and script a conversation between the characters which reflects the emotions you 
observed in the dancing. Read the script to the class with a partner.

Music

Pre-Performance
• Discuss the role music and live orchestration provides in the delivery and aesthetic of a performance:

– What are the pros and cons to having a live orchestra accompany a live performance?

– What defines the music of Shostakovich? 

• Locate three short sections of orchestral music which each evokes a different emotion in the listener. Play your selections to the 
class and justify your interpretation of them.

Post-Performance
• Discuss how the Orchestra supported the choreography and the dance performance:

– How did the conductor set the pace/guide the dancers through the performance?

– Can you describe the relationship between conductor/orchestra and ballet dancers?

– If there was no dancing, how much of the story would be conveyed in the music alone?
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English

Pre-performance
• Research Lord Byron and locate him in the literary context of his time

• Retell the story of Byron’s Corsair in modern languageCorsair in modern languageCorsair

• Account for the extreme popularity of Byron’s Corsair

• Compare the characters of ‘Conrad’ and ‘Captain Jack Sparrow’.

Post-performance
• How did the ballet communicate the parts of the poem that you recognised?

• Write your own Pirate poem, make sure that your audience can tell whether you are sympathetic towards pirates or not

• Write a monologue as ‘Conrad’, read it to the class.

Studies of Society and Environment (SOSE)

Pre-performance
• Locate a modern definition of Piracy and list some activities of modern pirates. Summarize your findings in a paragraph entitled 

“The Reality of Piracy in the Modern World”

• Investigate the way pirates have been portrayed in art and literature and suggest reasons for the “romanticisation” of pirates

• Research Stalin and the methods he used to impose his absolute control of Russia

• Research to discover which other ballets were banned during the early Soviet era and suggest reasons for these bans

• Write a description of a collective farm? Evaluate the successes and failures of this experiment in communism. 

Post-performance
• Imagine you are Stalin and write a strongly worded letter to the choreographer of The Bright Stream identifying your objections to 

the work

• Can you identify other ballets or societies that have used art to reflect politics? Give examples.
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Conclusion:

With one mighty leap, Brisbane has taken centre stage as one of the country’s most vibrant cultural centres.

Long perceived as a dynamic metropolis and a mecca for tourists from all over the world, Queensland’s capital has, over the past 
decade, developed a parallel reputation for daring and imagination in the presentation of the visual and performing arts. A significant 
driver of this transformation has been QPAC, the Queensland Performing Arts Centre.

Landmark cultural events have increasingly come to be recognised as generating visitation, local, national and international and 
with the support of the state’s leading tourism and major events authority, Tourism and Events Queensland, QPAC has been able to 
develop a suite of ground-breaking presentations exclusive to Brisbane.

In 2012 the inaugural QPAC International Series presented a unique series of performances focused on one of Europe’s great capitals 
of culture – Hamburg. Three of that city’s lighthouse companies – The Hamburg Ballet, Hamburg Philharmonic Orchestra and 
Hamburg State Opera – all visited Brisbane for the first time for a season that left critics searching for new superlatives. The visit 
marked the Australian debut of all three companies who performed together outside of Germany for the first time in more than three 
decades.

This year the QPAC International Series showcases yet another of the world’s most famous companies, Russia’s mighty Bolshoi 
Ballet, returning to Australia for the first time in almost two decades. 

The visit by this legendary company will be followed by equally exciting announcements over the next three years, consolidating the 
already powerful image of the QPACs International Series and fulfilling our promise to bring the world to Brisbane.

We hope these education notes excite you and point you in some interesting directions as you approach this cultural highlight 
 in Brisbane.
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