
Art Appreciation Group visit to Worcester Art Gallery to view the Matisse and 
Diaghilev/Ballet Russes Exhibitions.

After a delicious lunch in the cafe in the Worcester Museum and Art Gallery and a 
short preview of the Matisse/Diaghilev/Ballet Russes exhibition, the Group were given 
an informative talk by the Assistant Curator, Clare, on the Exhibition. The talk took 
place in ‘The Chemist’s Shop’, a reconstruction of a chemist’s shop from the late 19th or
early 20th century. 

  

                        The Art Appreciation Group in the Chemist’s Shop.

The Matisse lithographs are part of a Hayward Gallery Touring Exhibition and the 
Diaghilev/Ballet Russes content was offered by a Worcester Collector who had 
assembled this Collection over many years. This is the first time the Collection has ever
been shown and it is not expected to be displayed ever again, thus making the visit a 
unique opportunity to see an outstanding exhibition.

Clare began by giving a biography of Matisse (1869 – 1954), who, along with Pablo 
Picasso, is commonly regarded as one of the artists who best helped to define the 
revolutionary developments in the visual arts throughout the opening decades of the 
twentieth century, and was responsible for significant developments in painting and 
sculpture. He is credited with initiating or belonging to the art movements and styles 
of:  Fauvism,  Impressionism,  Modern Art, Modernism and Neo-Impressionism.

In his later years Matisse, who had inexhaustible imaginative power and energy, was 
confined to bed due to ill health. It was at this time, from 1946, that he began his 
‘Drawing with Scissors, an innovative style using dazzlingly bright colours and ‘simplistic’
shapes. This was a period of vitality and re-invention. 
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The original art works are huge in size, but the exhibition displayed lithographic copies 
of the originals. There is a story of Matisse, lying in his bed, having made the cut-outs, 
giving precise and meticulous instructions to his assistants as to where to place them 
onto the vast canvas.

Matisse also worked with Serge Diaghilev (1872 – 1929) and the Ballet Russes, 
designing cut-out costumes for luminary dancers such as Alicia Markova and Leonide 
Massine. Diaghilev was a Russian exile working in Paris, who encouraged Russian dancers 
to join him in creating an innovative new art form. This émigré company never returned 
to their homeland, instead remaining an itinerant ballet company, based in Paris, that 
performed throughout Europe and toured North and South America between 1909 – 
1929.

The Ballet Russes is widely regarded as the most influential ballet company of the 20th
century, in part because it promoted ground-breaking artistic collaborations among 
young choreographers, composers, designers, and dancers, all at the forefront of their 
several fields. Diaghilev commissioned works from composers such as Igor Stravinsky, 
Claude Debussy, and Sergei Prokofiev; artists such as Vasily Kandinsky, Alexandre 
Benois, Pablo Picasso, Salvador Dali and Henri Matisse, and costume designers Léon 
Bakst and Coco Chanel.

Diaghilev also employed choreographers such as Fokine, Nijinsky, Massine, Najinska and
Georges Balanchine; dancers such as Markova, Pavlova and Nijinsky and set designers: 
Benois, Bakst, Picasso and Natalia Goncharova. 

The Ballet Russes was experimental and pushed boundaries. It changed ballet into a 
modern art form and also pushed the limits of costumes and settings. 

Diaghilev oten couldn’t pay them as all income was taken up in development and 
production.

There will be a forthcoming Natalia Goncharova exhibition at Tate Modern, which was 
recommended. She has been compared to ‘Pussy Riot’, a 21st century all-girl Russian 
punk rock group, who have recently been imprisoned for challenging the Russian 
authorities for more freedom of expression and actively speaking against President 
Putin, who they consider a dictator. Goncharova and ‘Pussy Riot’ are both Russians 
battling authority.

The Ballet Russes company's productions created a huge sensation, completely 
reinvigorating the art of performing dance, bringing many visual artists to public 
attention, and significantly affecting the course of musical composition. It also 
introduced European and American audiences to tales, music, and design motifs drawn 
from Russian folklore. The influence of the Ballet Russes lasts to the present day. 
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The Art Appreciation Group in the Matisse exhibition, in Worcester.

The Art Appreciation Group then had leisure to view the exhibitions. The bright 
colours, simplified shapes and explanatory notes of the Matisse lithographs helped us 
to appreciate the radical new art form that was on display, which included lithographs 
of ‘The Snail’ and ‘Blue Nudes’.

The Diaghilev/Ballet Russes Collection included archive footage of the dancers 
performing on stage and reminiscences by some of its ‘stars’. There were costumes, 
programmes, artwork, photos and other memorabilia connected to the Impresario and 
his company. We were delighted to find some sketches by Laura Knight, who is a great 
favourite in the Art Appreciation group.

Another exhibition currently on display is the ’50 Objects, 50 Stories’ – a collection of 
the Museum Curator’s favourite objects over his 50 years of working at the Museum. 
Visitors were intrigued to find a giant hornet’s nest, a cast of a dodo’s skull and a ‘lost’ 
David Cox painting among the exhibits. 

The consensus of opinion was that it was a very good day out with a unique opportunity 
to view rare and exquisite objects and artwork. The Matisse/Diaghilev/Ballet Russes 
exhibition closes on April 27th.

Heidy Hague


