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It would not be an exaggeration to say that all artistic culture in Russia of the first two decades of the 20th century was theatricalized. Many of the artists of the World of Art Movement were instrumental in revolutionizing the theatrical arts in Russia under the direction of the colorful empresario, Sergei Diaghilev. Following the pioneering steps of Konstantin Korovin, artists including such renowned painters as Nicholas Rerikh, Alexander Benois, Leon Bakst, Mstislav Dobuzhinski, and later the avant-garde painters Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail Larionov, and Kazimir Malevich among a host of others, envisioned a synthesis of the arts with music at its heart. They combined composition and visual design with word, movement, and music to express a fundamental unity between the arts that not only transformed opera and ballet as evidenced by the success of the Ballets Russes in Europe, but also transformed Russian painting itself. This seems to be particularly true in Rerikh’s paintings. In his work one can begin to see the boundaries between easel painting and set design start to evaporate as his focus on set design became more and more central to his painting. After his success with Stravinsky in their production of Rite of Spring in 1913, Rerikh departed from Russia’s historical narrative as the primary basis of his work and his focus shifted to what might be called a metaphorical, perhaps, transcendental narrative. Following an orientation towards more Eastern esoteric themes, Rerikh adapted his work to monumentalizing moments in the experience of a transcendental reality as potentially the most dramatic points of human experience. Using the notion of theatricalization as a means of approach to Rerikh’s work provides an entry into the artistic mind of the controversial painter to discover the painterly prism through which his ideas are filtered and expressed in his paintings.

