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In the beginning of the 20th century 
amongst the symbolic phenomena 
of the Russian cultural renaissance 
were the famous S. Diaghilev 
Russian Seasons. Diaghilev’s 
greatest achievement was his 
dance company - the Ballets 
Russes. Created a century ago, the 
productions of the “Ballets Russes” 
revolutionised early 20th-century 
arts and continue to influence the 
cultural activity of today. On 19 
May 1909,  Diaghilev launched his 
first season of Russian ballet in 
Paris. Audiences were dazzled by 
the dancing and the striking designs 
of the costumes and decorations. 
The first “Ballets Russes” seasons 
were marked by the exotic designs 
of the Russian-born artist Léon 
Bakst. His bejewelled colours, 
swirling Art Nouveau elements and 
sense of the erotic re-envisioned 
dance productions as total works 
of art.  Diaghilev, as the driving 
force of the company,  gathered 
a wide range of composers, 
choreographers, designers,  artists and sculptors. 

The Russian sculptor Seraphim Soudbinine was the first to 
bring together Diaghilev’s Ballet with the Russian Imperial 
Porcelain manufactory. He won fame with his statuettes of 
participants of “les saisons russe” which vividly portrayed 
all the resplendence and originality of the Russian culture. 
Soudbinine began his career as an actor at Stanislavsky’s 
theatre and then  moved to Paris where he began studying 
sculpture at the workshop of O. Rodin1.  Amongst his 
early sculptures were portraits of Stanislavsky and Rodin.  
Soudbinine had many admirers in Europe as both sculptor and 
as an actor, which partly explains the choice of the Minister 
of the Russian Imperial Court Count E. Volkov to ask him to 
create figurines of the participants of  S. Diaghilev’s Russian 
Ballet Seasons at the Imperial Porcelain Factory.  But the 
original idea belonged to the factory’s Head of production 

Nikolay Kachalov. In early 1913, 
during his  trip to Paris, Kachalov 
visited the Sèvres Museum,  where 
he was shown the highlights of 
French porcelain. Kachalov wrote:  
“Finally I saw the last masterpiece. 
Under a glass dome was a small 
biscuit statuette of a ballerina in a 
light puffy skirt. Its peculiarity was 
that the figure wasn’t leaning upon 
anything and was standing just on 
tiptoes. It was there that I came 
across a slightly more complicated 
idea. At that time, Paris was raving 
about so-called “Diaghilev seasons”. 
Russian opera and Russian ballet  
won over and overwhelmed 
Parisian audiences. Everyone spoke 
of Glinka, Musorgsky, Sobinov, 
Shalyapin and Pavlova. Karsavina was 
one of the most popular among our 
ballerinas. It was a statuette of her 
that I suggested to order from the 
Russian sculptor Soudbinine,  who 
at that time lived in Paris and had 
much experience himself working 
in the theatre”2. The contract with 

Soudbinine was signed in early 1913 and he immediately 
started to work for the Imperial porcelain factory.

First, Soudbinine made four models of Pavlova in the ballets 
of “ The Swan,” “Bacchanalia” and “Giselle. 3 ” (Fig.1). Only the 
last one was created in the Imperial porcelain factory.  The 
factory administration put high hopes upon this porcelain 
figurine, because at this time Pavlova was at the height of 
her career and the whole world was at her feet. There is an 
archived document where Soudbinine wrote to the Minister 
of the Imperial Court E. Volkov, “Your Excellence, I dare to 
assure you, that in London only 500 porcelain copies of 
Pavlova will be sold in one day. Pavlova is incredibly popular 
here, and after a number of articles in  London newspapers 
that her figure will be executed at the Imperial Porcelain 
Factory in St. Petersburg, everyone here are is waiting for it 
to appear.4”
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Figure 1. 
S. Soudbinine. Sculpture “Anna Pavlova 
in Giselle”. 1914
Model 1913. Imperial porcelain factory.
Porcelain, polychrome underglaze 
painting, 33,5 х 14,5 х 14,5
Inv.№ ЭРФ – 4043. The State 
Hermitage Museum



In London it happened 
after a journalist of the 
“Pall-mall Gazette” named 
Pavlova’s performance the 
“sensation of the century.5” 
A “Times” correspondent 
wrote, “Pavlova and other 
Russian dancers… have 
shown something absolutely 
new: feeling of the rhythm, 
elegance and passion for 
dance.” Anna Pavlova’s dance 
is an example of a “unique 
beauty,” which was perfectly 
embodied by Soudbinine in 
porcelain6. 

Soudbinine chose the image 
of Giselle in the fortune 
telling scene from the first 
act of the well-known ballet 
“Giselle”.  A. Volynsky, a ballet critic, wrote that “Pavlova in this 
particular scene showed real tragedy, real drama, and thus for 
the first time in the ballet history showed how the feelings  
can be transmitted through dance.”7 It was this moment 
that was captured  by Soudbinine. He perfectly understood 
where her highest artistry was expressed – in two-three 
abrupt gestures and a deathly pale face. Everything was said 
without words, with the mute expression concealing absolute 
hopelessness. 

Perhaps, Soudbinine can be reproached for the exterior static 
of the figure, which is based motionlessly and without an 
“impulse” forward. Still, this moment is masterfully embodied 
in porcelain with a touching expression of love and despair. 
According to A. L. Volynsk’s fair remarks, this work belongs to 
“masterpieces of real tragic art.8”

The dress Pavlova is wearing in Soudbinine’s work differs 
from all known  costumes confirmed for the role of Giselle 
by the Imperial Mariinsky Theatre.  L. Bakst made a sketch of 
the dress in 1912 (Fig. 2). The first time the artist published a 
drawing titled “Giselle, Kostümzeichnung für Anna Pawlowa 
von Leon Baxt”  was in 1913 in the  book called “Anna 
Pawlowa”9. This edition coincided with Pavlova’s tour in Berlin. 
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Figure 2. 
L.Bakst. The sketch for Giselle costume. 
1912
Reproduced from: “Anna Pavlova”. 
Сборник статей. Предисл. О.Bie. 
Verlag Bruno Cassirer. Berlin, 1913,  
P. 44, image 13

Figure 3. 
Cover of the newspaper “Sketch” with 
photo of A. Pavlova posing for  
S. Soudbinine. 
“The Sketch”, No. 1069, July 23, 1913

Their friendship began in 1907 when Bakst created her most 
well-known dress for M. Fokin’s choreographic composition 
“The Swan.” 

Soudbinine being unable to come to St. Petersburg personally 
asked  the porcelain factory administration if the  factory 
painters could paint the figurine of Anna Pavlova as Giselle, 
based on the drawing of the costume.  He sent the plaster 
model to the factory, where the technicians created a mould 
and fired the first 10 sculptures.  Soudbinine also left the 
description of Pavlova’s scenic costume. G. Zimin painted 
the figure precisely following the author’s description of the 
costume. Most likely Soudbinine was not eager to paint the 
figurine. According to the art historian V. M. Farmakovski, 
“[He] worked a lot with marble and was known for his taste 
in using its best qualities; but porcelain is a foreign material for 
him and he is not used to thinking in colours; painting for him 
was either casual and depended on the painter, or simply was 
not necessary for his figurines.10”

In the summer of 1913 in London Soudbinine was  working 
on Pavlova’s portrait in choreographic composition for the 
“Dying swan”.  Pavlova had just started performing with her 
company, but at that time due to some family circumstances 



she decided to move to London. Soudbinine arrived in 
London from Paris and  for several months he stayed  at the 
Abbotsford Hotel.  After a few weeks of work, he sent a letter 
to the Minister of the Imperial Court E. Volkov, informing him 
that “Anna Pavlova is very happy with the work and is posing 
with great pleasure.11” Pavlova posed to Soudbinine at her 
house in Hampstead.  The English newspaper “The Sketch,” 
wrote on July 23rd  that, “the Emperor has rendered honour 
to mademoiselle Pavlova, a well-known Russian ballerina, having 
sent to London sculptor Soudbinine for executing a special 
order – her models – at the porcelain factory belonging to 
His Imperial Majesty.”12 The photo of Pavlova posing for the 
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Figure 4.  
S. Soudbinine. Sculpture A.Pavlova in 
ballet “Bacchanalia”.1910s 
Bronze, H. 38, 7 
Signatures: S. Soudbininee. Sondon. A. 
Rudier. Fondeur. Paris 
Inv. № T&D1962.132. Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco (Legion of 
Honor)

sculptor in the costume for “The Swan” appeared on the cover 
of the July issue of “The Sketch” newspaper (Fig. 3). 

At the same time, Soudbinine executed two sculptural 
portraits of Anna Pavlova  in the ballet “Bacchanalia.” (Fig. 4) 
However, in September 1913, Soudbinine sent a letter to 
the factory administration  saying, “Bacchanalia unfortunately 
could not be executed in porcelain because of its instability 
which you will be able to observe when you receive the 
photographs of the plaster model that I will send you.13” 
Soudbinine created it only in bronze. 

Soudbinine was pleased to have the opportunity to create 
another portrait of Pavlova in the same ballet  - “Bacchanalia”, 
but this time it was her portrait. Since Pavlova was very busy 
and didn’t have a lot of free time to pose, Soudbinine used 
popular photographs of Anna Pavlova to create this portrait. 
Unfortunately the Imperial porcelain factory in St. Petersburg 
rejected the proposal of Soudbine’s proposal to make this  
portrait, since they were expecting the figures of the ballerina 
while dancing. 

Obviously, the biggest success Soudbinine had was two 
portraits of Anna Pavlova in the  “Dying Swan”. These 
portraits couldn’t have gone unnoticed by European art 
critics. (Fig. 5, 6) Having outstanding press for his figurines, 
Soudbinine signed a contract for their execution in biscuit 
with the Sèvres factory in Paris, and thus, became perhaps 
the only Russian sculptor whose works were produced 
by the renowned French manufactory. The contracts for 
manufacturing Pavlova’s busts as a Swan with the Sèvres 
factory were renewed every five years until the early 1940s 
and their moulds still exist in the Sèvres factory archive14. 
According to archived documents, especially at the beginning 
of his cooperation with Sèvres, Soudbinine was personally 
supervising the work.  The statuette of Pavlova as a swan 
was priced at 300 francs and of her in Bacchanalia, 100 
francs. Soudbinine received 25% of the sales revenues of 
each statuette that was sold in the museum shop or sent to 
Continental Europe and England15. 

In compliance with the contract terms, at the end of 1913, 
Soudbinine submitted to the Imperial Porcelain Factory a 
model of a figurine of Tamara Karsavina in the role of the 
Sylph in Les Sylphides, also known as “Karsavina on one toe.” 
(Fig. 7) “La Karsavina” was a phenomenon in the history of 



ballet and became a superstar for all ballet lovers. The figurine 
of the dancer, a prima ballerina of the Imperial Mariinsky 
Theatre, who perfectly embodied M. Fokin’s innovative 
ideas, was repeatedly reproduced at the porcelain factory 
both before and after the Revolution and still is today. The 
sculpture of Karsavina standing on one foot still remains an 
example for sculptors working with porcelain. 

N. Kachalov wrote that, “the main condition of the order was 
that it is essential the ballerina should stand on one tiptoe 
and not on two feet.This is the pith.16” Soudbinine, however, 
deviated from this condition. He wrote from London, “As 
a “pillar” for Karsavina, I have moulded two small cherubs 
who seem to stop the flight of the dancer. Tamara liked this 
idea a lot.17” He was asking the factory whether, from the 
technical point of view, it would be sufficient to make just 
one cherub who would support Karsavina “by embracing her 
leg.18”  When the plaster original arrived at St. Petersburg, it 
turned out that the ballerina was indeed supported by two 
graceful cherubs (this version of the model is now in the 
State museum of ceramics “18th century Estate Kuskovo”). N. 
Kachalov wrote, “I ordered them to cut off the cherubs, and 
our masters have made this really remarkable thing in terms 
of technique and beauty. 19” It was preceded by the long and 
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Figure 5. 
S. Soudbinine. A.Pavlova in 
choreographic composition “Dying 
swan”.  
1910th photo. RGALiI. F. 2741, оp. 1, 
е.h.4, l.3-4.

Figure 6. 
S. Soudbinine. A.Pavlova in 
choreographic composition “Dying 
swan”.  
1910th photo. RGALiI. F. 2741, оp. 1, 
е.h.4, l.3-4.

laborious work of factory employees. Chief sculptor of the 
factory - A. Timus reported that “technicians of the Imperial 
Porcelain Factory, find that a figure having only one point of 
support is difficult to be made in biscuit and the percentage 
of good copies is very small and in general it cannot be fired 
and glazed when supports are not acceptable.20” Still, A. Lukin, 
a master at the porcelain factory was able to overcome 
all the technical difficulties and make a figurine without a 
support. Without stepping away from the author’s intention 
he managed to convey the romantic, airy and light dancing of 
Karsavina. Kachalov was very proud of this figure saying, “the 
ballerina is just about to get off the ground and fly ‘as down 
from Aeolus’ lips.21’”

The sculpture was manufactured without painting, but the 
factory reports for 1913 have instructions from the author 
on its painting. Karsavina had graciously given her costume for 
work on the portrait and after the model was completed in 
plaster gave the costume to the Imperial porcelain factory 

Soudbinine had created several portraits of Karsavina, 
including in the role of the Ballerina in the ballet “Petrushka”. 
(Fig. 8)  He hoped that the factory would consider purchasing 
this figure as well, but that didn’t happen. The sculptor 
rightfully believed that this figurine should appeal to the 



public. Soudbinine has executed the figure in marble and 
in bronze, and was not mistaken in his expectations – it 
was a hit! Simultaneously, some admirers of Russian art 
purchased it for private and museum collections in Europe 
and America. Throughout the 20th century, this piece 
continued to draw attention. In 1988, E. Eropkina, a sculptor 
from the Lomonosov porcelain factory, made a “remake” of 
“T. Karsavina in the Ballet “Petrushka,” and a twin figure of  V. 
Nizhinsky as “Petrushka.” (Fig. 9)

The sculptor petitioned the director of the Imperial porcelain 
factory for permission to execute figurines in other materials, 
and about the possibility of showing them at exhibitions.  
Soudbinine made from bronze and silver figures of Pavlova 
and Karsavina, which were displayed at the Parisian Salon in 
1915.  The same year a figurine of Pavlova in “Giselle” was 
exhibited at the 13th art exhibition of the Union of Russian 
artists in Moscow23. Five bronze figurines of ballerinas Pavlova 
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Figure 7. 
S. Soudbinine. Sculpture “Ballerina T. 
Кarsavina”. 1930s 
Model of 1913. The State porcelain 
factory
Biscuit, 29,7 х 17,0 х 7,0
Inv.№ ЭРФ – 8589. The State 
Hermitage Museum 

Figure 8. 
S. Soudbinine. Sculpture T.Karsavina 
in the role of the Ballerina in ballet 
“Petrouchka”.  
1910s  photo. RGALiI. F. 2741, оp. 1, 
е.h.4, l.5-6.

Figure 9. 
E.Eropkina. Sculpture T.Karsavina 
in the role of the Ballerina in ballet 
“Petrouchka”. 1989
Lomonosovskiy porcelain factory.
Porcelain, polychrome underglaze 
painting, gilding, 30,5 х 13,7 х 10,4
Inv.№ ЭРФ-9461. The State Hermitage 
Museum, St. Petersburg

and Karsavina are now in the collection of the San Francisco 
Museum of Decorative Arts (Legion of Honour).  

A new epoch in art history began with the events of the 
October Revolution in 1917. Never before had Russian art 
experienced such dramatic changes in opinions, customs 
and values. This period was also an important stage in the 
history of the former Imperial Porcelain Factory, which 
was renamed the State Porcelain Factory and then the 
Lomonosov Porcelain Factory. At a time when a new state 
ideology permeated the whole of society and all factory 
employees responded to its demands, pre-revolutionary 
figures of Russian ballerinas were nearly the only exceptions 
and were still produced at the factory; surprisingly, at the 
same time it was allowed to design new theatre-related 
compositions and create new figures of the world-famous 
“Saisons Russes” by S. Diaghilev. In the middle of the 1920s 
the sculptor Dmitry Ivanov designed figures of T. Karsavina 



as the Firebird and M. Fokin as Prince Ivan Tsarevich in the 
ballet “the Firebird” (Fig. 10). The drawing by Ivanov is the 
only one preserved in the collection of the State Hermitage 
Museum sketch for this series of figurines. In 1923 Dmitry 
Ivanov created another figure of Karsavina as Zobeida in 
Rimsky-Korsakov’s ballet “Scheherezada”. The costume for 
Tamara Karsavina was also designed by Leo Bakst. 

The tradition of creating porcelain figurines was continued by 
the wonderful artist Natalia Danko.  The statuette of Vaslav 
Nijinski in the ballet “Le Spectre de la Rose” was created in 
1920.  The virtuosity and charisma of V. Nijinsky were such that 
no one who saw him perform ever forgot him. He transformed 
himself for each role he danced and N. Danko perfectly 
conveyed the feeling of his dance and charisma in porcelain. 

 In early 1930s Danko began working on the sculpture of 
Anna Pavlova in the “Dying Swan” (Fig. 11) It was a request 
by the factory administration to make a statuette of the 
famous ballerina, so that the factory could sell it abroad as an 
exquisite Soviet export porcelain piece. Before the revolution 
Danko saw Pavlova several times performing in the “Dying 
Swan”. She tried to create a model based on her memoirs, 
but at the same time she studied carefully the available 
materials and photographs of Pavlova in this choreographic 
composition, which Pavlova performed all over the world.  
Danko finished her figurine in January 1931.  And a few weeks 
later Anna Pavlova, on her deathbed uttered her last words: 
“Prepare my swan costume.24” 
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Figure 10. 
I. Ivanov. Sculpture T.Karsavina in the 
role of the Firebird and M. Forin in 
the role of Ivan Tsarevich in the ballet 
“Firebird”. 1920
Model of 1920. The State porcelain 
factory
Porcelain, polychrome underglaze 
painting, gilding,  29,7 х 17,0 х 7,0 cm
Inv.№ ЭРФ – 8593а,б. The State 
Hermitage museum
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Figure 11. 
N. Danko. A.Pavlova in choreographic 
composition “Dying swan”. 1936
Model of 1931. The State porcelain 
factory
Porcelain, polychrome underglaze 
painting, gilding. H. 12,3 cm
Private collection
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