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Un t i l now, no t muc h has heen wr i t t en ahou t t h e visual works of Vaslaw Ni j insky . (1) In 1 9 3 2 , 

mo r e t h a n twelve years a f t e r they were made , s ome drawings were exh ib i t ed — t h e few reviewers 

app r o a ch ed t h em with e i the r r eve ren t app r e c i a t i on or v igo rous r e j ec t i on — hu t w i t h ou t a t h o r o ugh 

i nves t iga t ion t o eva lua te t h em . They were mere ly seen as an append i x to t h e h iography of t h e 

ou t s t a nd i n g danc e r a n d cho reog raphe r , at a s tage in his h iography in which they were t h o u g h t t o 

i l lus t ra te s ymp t oms of Nij insky ' s men t a l crisis. So peop le still saw t h e r h y t hm of t h e danc e r in 

t h em , a n d a l ready saw s ymp t oms of madne s s — they were n o t perce ived as s e l f - s u f f i c i en t works. 

Ni j i n sky h imse l f t o ok t h em very seriously. In fac t , they played a vi ta l ro le f o r his work o n himse l f 

a n d in d e t e rm i n i n g his place in t h e world . 

In t h e fo l lowing t ex t t h e cha rac t e r i s t i c s of t h e drawings a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s t h a t have heen sugge ­

s ted un t i l now will he discusse d, hef ore a t t emp t i n g a new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I will fo l low t h e sugges­

t i o n s of Han s ­M i c h a e l Sch a f e r in t h i s ca ta logue , with a r o ugh ch r ono l ogy of t h e works he tween 

1 9 1 8 / 1 9 . 

CHARACTERISTICS 

A lmo s t all known images hy Ni j i n sky cons i s t of circles, s egmen t s of circ les a n d s imi la r ly cu rved 

shapes . In t h e ear l ies t drawings , he drew f igures, wherehy even t h e i n n e r f o rm s fo l low a r e s t r i c t ed 

visua l l anguage (see ills pp. 1 0 9 ­ 1 7 ) . Eve ry t h i ng he r e is es t ah l i shed hy a few s imp le l ines . Bu t 

t h e imp r e s s i on of t h e a s t on i s h i ng con f i d e n c e of his pen is mis l ead ing . Look i ng mo r e closely, you 

no t i c e t h a t muc h has heen erased . Ni j i n sky has h i dden his s t ruggle fo r pe r f e c t i on in t h e des ign . 

In con t r a s t t o this , in mos t of t h e non ­ f i g u r a t i v e l ine drawings t h e l ine overlays prev ious l ines u n ­

t i l t h e curves i nd i ca t e Nij insky ' s s a t i s f a c t i on (Ser ies Arcs and Segments: Lines, pp. 1 2 6 ­ 4 3 ) . He r e 

t h e r ad iu s of t h e f o rm s co r r e s pond s t o t h e r ad iu s of his f o r e a rm or his h a n d . T h e drawings can 

he r e ad as a con t r o l l e d r e co rd of s teady hody movemen t . As he had d o n e previously, as a f o rm e r 

danc e r on t h e stage, Ni j i n sky fil ls ou t a f o rm he re with a pen as precise ly as possible . Th i s mea n s 

t h a t h is geome t ry has a h um a n d imen s i o n a n d is no t r ig id . O n e can clear ly see t h a t t h e d rawing 

was don e with h a n d a n d a rm — wi thou t t h e aid of ru le r a n d compas s . Ni j i n sky consc ious ly al lows 

t h e f o rm s in his p ic tu res t o t a ke o n a mean i n g t h a t is no t exact in t h e sense of a t e chn i ca l drawing , 

in f avo r of vitali ty, of b r e a t h i ng . 

O t h e r o r i e n t a t i o n po in t s f o r these non ­ f i g u r a t i v e drawings are t h e s imp le d iv i s ions o f t h e paper 

he uses, especia l ly t h e ho r i z on t a l a n d ver t ica l axes ­ h en c e t h e r e su l t ing s ymme t r y in mos t of t h e 

pic tures . It is im p o r t a n t t o t h e a r t i s t t o place t he se mand o r l a ­ s h a p e d f o rm s on these axes (they a re 

no t ell ipses, as is always mis t aken ly wri t t en ) . The f a c t t h a t they a re o f t e n c roppe d at bo t h ends , 

t h e i r po in t s t h u s s e eming t o lie ou t s i d e t h e pic ture , make s f o r a mon um e n t a l e f f e c t . T h e use of 

many para l le l l ines i n t ens i f i e s t h i s f u r t h e r . 

T h e drawings deve lop va r i a t i ons of t h e basic vocabulary . Curve s push f o rwa rd f r om t h e sides, 

c o n f r o n t or t o u ch each other , or c o n n e c t ce r t a i n po in t s o n t h e ver t ica l a n d ho r i z on t a l bo rde r s of 

t h e drawings . Two, t h r e e or mo r e mand o r l a f o rm s of d i f f e r e n t sizes s t and a longs ide or o n t op of 
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eack other, reach from the centre to one of the corners of the picture, cross ana penetrate each 
other, or interlock. The sections are evenly filled in with parallel lines in red and hlue, giving plas­
ticity and direction and making connections and larger forms clear. In contrast, tke closed quality 
of full circle forms is enhanced hy filling them wi th furth er concentric circles. 

Although Nijinsky certainly always turned his paper round while drawing, an overview of the se­
ries of drawings makes it clear that the vertical symmetry axis always dominates and any dynamic 
movement always aligns itself vertically. This knowledge helps us to position the drawings, which 
otherwise give no hint f their orientation. 

The mandorla forms on their own can already he read as eyes. Nijinsky also often draws a circle 
at th eir centre, which gives the impression of wide­open eyelids and a staring look. Place two 'eye 
mandorlas' side hy side, or two discs together in one mandorla, and the pictorial elements helow 
them can he read as nose and mouth, resulting in the impression of a complete animal or human 
face (see ills. pp. 148 ­53 ) . As with the individual 'eyes', there is, however, a halance hetween non­
representational configuration and physiognomy, so that the latter seems to he expressionless, 
hollow­eyed and empty, and the viewer is forced to interpret it as a mask. 

Nijinsky also tried more complex compositions, such as those in which repeatedly, circle segments 
hranch inwards from even (1/2 to 1/2) or uneven (1/4 to 3/4, 1/3 to 2/3) division points of oth er 
circle segments, so that a swinging pendulum motion leads into the centre of the image (Series 
Arcs and Segments: Planes, pp. 144­8) . Sometimes the viewer finds an eye motif there, looking 
hack at him or her (Series Eye, pp. 167 ­8 ) . In these drawings, not all these explorations lead to 
a satisfying overall composition, which could suggest that Nij insky was more interested in the 
process than the result. 

The later landscape­format crayon drawing series in red and hlue (Series Sketchhook: Blue and 
Orange, see ills. pp. 120­5 ) is dominated hy the motif of single asymmetrically placed discs, rings 
or hulhous mandorla forms, most of which are cropped, thus appearing to he too hig to fit onto the 
paper, which gives them a monumental look, bometimes these cropped discs have a smaller disc 
placed on them off centre; sometimes this hecomes the focus of a turning movement, in which 
superimposed ring forms layered around them seem to taper off; sometimes cropped rings appear 
in the circles, as if we can look through an opening into another space. 

Prohahly suhsequent to this, Nijinsky translates similar compositions using hlue and red 
ink (Series Black and red circular Segments, pp. 161­5) . Only then does he explore new terri­
tory wi th this medium. The result is a series of dark drawings, where the red ink and the 
white paper set the strongest contrasts to the dominant hlack ink. All of them are also 
hased on compositions of circles (Series Mask, pp. 1 5 5 ­ 6 0 and Series Eye, pp. 167­9 ) . 

In fact, these images are over­painted. An ohlique light source renders the original geometric 
compositions visihle. Nijinsky has hidden his first ideas, if indeed he did not even want to era­
dicate them. What remain are like hlack ahysses from which red and white single forms flash, 
occasionally a complete doll face (p. 159) . Several drawings present large eye shapes, usually with 
a red upper lid ­ the hlack of the picture seems to look hack at the viewer (Series Eye). With oth ers 
you have first to reconstruct that the white or red spandrel shapes are the sides of a disc within a 
mandorla — the white of the eye'. Then you guess shadowy faces, often with unconventional hats' 
and 'collars' (Series Mask). These pictures also surely disturh many viewers hecause of the amhi­
valence in the design hetween non­representation and physiognomy. 



EAR L I ER I N T E R P R E T A T I O N S 

MADNESS 

Un t i l now, Nij insky ' s drawings a re mos t c ommon l y i n t e r p r e t ed as be long ing t o t h e field of so -

ca l led ' p sychopa tho log ica l ar t ' a n d a re i den t i f i ed with t h e dan c e r - c ho r e og r a ph e r ' s madne s s : Ma r s -

den Har t l ey saw in t h em ' p sychopa th ic cha r t s ' (2 ) , Vera Krasovshaya t h o u g h t t h a t t h a t 'N i j i n sky 

had en t r u s t e d 'h is t o r t u r o u s ha l l u c i n a t i o n s t o pape r (3). Os twa l d judged t h a t ' H e con t i n uou s l y 

drew circles . He t u r n e d t h e spira l i n t o a man i a ' ( 4 ) , a n d in 2 0 0 3 two a u t h o r s f o u n d ' s igns of ( . . . ) 

i n n e r t u rmo i l ' in Nij insky ' s drawings . (5) 

S in c e t h e 1 8 t h Cen tu ry , psychia t r i s t s especia l ly have wan ted t o read t h e p ic tu re s mad e by asy lum 

i nma t e s as s ymp t oms of ex t r eme men t a l s ta tes . Cesa r e Lomb r o s o was t h e f irst , in his booh Genw 

e Follia ( 1 8 6 4 ) , t o set ou t an i nven to ry of charac te r i s t i c s . (6) O t h e r s fo l lowed h im in t h i s un t i l 

well i n t o t h e secon d half of t h e 2 0 t h Cen tu ry . 

Fo r t h em , Ni j insky ' s psychic cr is is cou ld be clear ly visible in bis pic tures . In 1 9 3 6 t h e psycho ­

ana lys t E r n s t Kris i n t e r p r e t ed ' t he emp t i n e s s in t h e fac ia l express ion of s ch i zoph r en i c c rea t i ons , 

a n d the f r e quency with which t h e h um a n f ace is r e nd e r e d in t h e i r s p on t a n e ou s p roduc t i on s , as 

pa r t o f t h e g ene r a l con t a c t d i s t u r b anc e of t h e s ch i zoph r en i c ' (7) Ha n s Ren n e r t judged in his book 

Merkmale schhophrener Bildnerei ( 'Cha rac t e r i s t i c s of Sch i z oph r e n i c Ar t i s t r y ) ( 1 9 6 2 , 2 1 9 6 6 ) 

very s imi la r ' g ro tesque faces ' as ev idence of a d i s tu rbed , amb i v a l e n t emo t i o n a l i t y , d ic t a t ed by 

fear , a de lu s iona l a tmosphe r e , a f ee l ing of t h e un c a n n y a n d s imi l a r a f f ec t i ve feelings. ' (8) 

T h e ab s t r a c t i on s in Nij insky ' s p ic tu re s wou Id also be pa r t i cu l a r l y suspec t t o Renn e r t : they would 

f e a t u r e in his list of cha rac t e r i s t i c s with t h e ' s o l id i f i ca t ion of visual express ion ' , with pa r t i cu l a r 

r e f e r en c e t o t h e s ubo r d i n a t e po i n t s of ' s c hema t i z i ng a n d geome t r i z i ng ' and ' s ymme t r i c division' . 

Espec ia l ly because it was poss ib le t o perce ive a ' s tyle ch ange f r om re laxed image c ompo s i t i o n 

t owards r igid s ymme t r y ' (9) in Nij insky ' s visual deve l opmen t . O n t h e t e n d en cy t o ' geomet r ize ' , 

Leo Navra t i l in his book Schhophrenie an J Kunst ( ' S ch i zoph r en i a a n d Ar t ) ( 1 9 6 5 ) says: ' T h e 

real i ty loss of t h e s ch i zoph r en i c pa t i e n t reveals t h e d i s r up t i on of his abi l i ty t o c ommun i c a t e in 

t h e r a t i ona l sphere . His t e n d en cy t o geome t r i s e come s f r om an a t t emp t t o re bui ld o rde r f r om 

scratch. ' (10) 

Finally, t h e a c c umu l a t i o n of eye mo t i f s in Ni j i n sky would seem s ign i f i can t f o r Renn e r t and Nav ­

ra t i l . (11) Fo r t h e on e t h e p r e f e r r ed pa r t mo t i f ' of t h e s ingle eye' symbol i zes t h e expe r i ence of 

be ing l o oked at mean ing fu l l y ' ; ( 1 2 ) t h e o t h e r i n t e rp r e t s it as an obse rv ing , warn ing and t h r e a t e ­

n ing eye' and po in t s ou t t h a t in t h e psychologica l d iagnos t i c Ror s chach tes t eyes a re i n t e r p r e ted 

as pa r a no i d comp l ex responses. ' ( 1 3 ) 

Fo r today ' s reader , probab ly each of t he se a s s e s smen t s would also ho ld t r u e f o r many works by 

p r om i n e n t 2 0 t h Cen t u r y ar t i s ts , which a lso show f ea tu re l e s s faces, a deve l opmen t toward g e ome ­

t r ic shapes , an empha s i s on s ymme t r y or s ingle eyes — a l t hough no t all toge ther . But above all, it 

mus t be r emembe r e d t h a t many compa r ab l e works were mad e be fo r e Nij insky ' s were c rea t ed , so 

t h a t i n f l u ence c a n n o t be d i s coun t ed (see below). 

However t h e a f o r em e n t i o n e d ca t a logues by Kris, Renn e r t a n d Navra t i l , which un t i l now 

have no t been sub jec ted t o de ta i l ed c r i t i c i sm ( 14 ) , a re in t h emse lve s ques t ionab le . Firs t , 

muc h of t h e t e rm i no l ogy used is no t neu t r a l , bu t cons i s t s r a t h e r of j u dgmen t a l t e rms such 

as ' empt iness ' , ' t o rpo r ' and s ch ema t i z a t i o n ' t ha t o r i g i na t e in t h e l anguage of psychia t r ic d i ­

agnos i s a n d a l ready pre judge an i l lness. Second , an unque s t i o n ed ideology of expres s i ­

on lies beh i nd t h e conc l u s i on s t h a t have been a c c ompan i e d by o t h e r views of ar t s ince at 



least the en J of the 19th Century. An J third, with all three writers, the number of ex­
amples given is not sufficient to give evidence of a valid argument hy today's standards. 

When one surveys the approximately 5 . 0 00 works of the famous Prinzhorn Collection at the 
Heidelherg University Psychiatric Clinic alone, donated for the mo9t part hetween 1919 and 
1921 hy a large numher of German psychiatric institutions, it hecomes clear that there are no 
overarching characteristics. Prinzhorn's verdict, in his hook ahout the Heidelherg collection, BilJ-
nerei Jer Geisteskranken (Artistry of the Mentally 111 ) (1922) , is also 'rather modest. We cannot 
say with certainty that any given picture comes rrom a men tally ill person just hecause it hears 
certain traits.' (15) Written hefore surveys with more convincing methodology had heen made, 
this restraint remains exemplary. 

What is in question ahove all is the concept that works of art show symptoms of extreme psy­
chological states, and are therefore 'sick' ­ not least hearing in mind the sinister developments in 
Germany in the recent past. On one hand, psychiatric diagnosis and thus the definition of what 
is 'healthy' and 'sick' is not 'natural', hut evolves continuously. On the other hand, artistic work 
is basically a symbolic act; here experience, even the most eccentric, is translated in a unique, 
aesthetic way, and made accessible to the artist him or herself and to others. The work, therefore, 
always speaks of something, and is not of what it speaks. 

Since Goethe, artistic works were called 'sick' by people who disagreed with the notion of art 
presented or which they found aesthetically incomprehensible, hven Prinzhorn, who was 
so cautious with 'traits', thinks that insanity shows itself in 'artistry' by overwhelming the 
viewer. This manifests in a sense of the uncanny that is a reflection of the gruesome solip­
sism' of the schizophrenic which far exceeds the limits of psychopathic alienation'. (16) 

3 2 5 

Indeed, some of Nijinsky's drawings are uncanny, especially the mask like faces formed almost 
randomly out of circles, and the single eye shapes dominated by black. This could be explained 
by referring to the most 'common case' of the uncanny: when there is doubt about 'whether a 
lifeless object has a soul or not'. (17) Here, however, it is not yet clear what intentions lie behind 
Nijinsky's designs. 

C O N T E M P O R A R Y H I S T O R Y - B I O G R A P H I C A L 

Other interpretation:; of Nij insky's pictures see in them responses to contemporary histo­
ry and personal memories. They are based on a passage in the book by Romola Nijinsky. 

First, she reports a short dialogue, which should have taken place towards the end of 1918 or 
early in 1919wi th i n an actual installation by the artist: As the days passed, Vaslaw was working 
more and more. He seemed to make a drawing in three minutes with lightening speed. His study 
and rooms were literally covered with designs; no longer portraits or scenic or decorative subjects, 
but strange faces, eyes peering from every corner, red and black, like bloodstained shrouds. They 
made me shudder. "What are those masks?" "Soldiers faces. It is the war. 
They were artistic creations, even though so frightening and morbid.' (18) 

It is unclear which works Romola Nijinsky is referring to here. Does she mean the ink and gou­
ache drawings? Then the comparison with the bloodstained shrouds wou Id be inappropriate, be­
cause the drawings are predominantly black, not white. 

Subsequently she briefly mentions other pictures and Nijinsky's comments on them: I hen other 



d e s i g n s c a m e ; t a n c i f u l b u t t e r f l i e s w i t h ( a c e s w k i c h t o r e a r e s e m b l a n c e t o V a s l a w ' s a n d b i g s p i d e r s 

w i t b t b e ( a c e o f D i a g b i l e v . " T h a t i s S e r g e i P a v l o v i t c b , a n d t b e s e b u t t e r f l i e s a r e we , t h e y o u t h o f 

R u s s i a , c a u g h t i n h i s w e b f o r e v e r . " ' ( 1 9 ) 

S u c h i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s c o u l d r e l a t e t o t h e c i r c u l a r c o m p o s i t i o n s w i t b s m a l l d o l l - l i k e f a c e s . I n f a c t , 

a c r a y o n d r a w i n g ( n o t e d b y R o m o l a ) c a r r i e s t b e t i t l e ' D i a g b i l e v ' ( p . 1 1 0 ) . ( 2 0 ) B u t c a n w e r e a l l y b e 

c o n v i n c e d t h a t t h i s i s D i a g b i l e v , i n f r o n t o f t h i s h i g h l y a b s t r a c t e d p h y s i o g n o m y ? 

I n N i j i n s k y ' s ' D i a r y ' , t h e o n l y a u t h e n t i c w i t n e s s f r o m h i s h a n d f r o m t h e p e r i o d b e f o r e h i s a d m i s ­

s i o n i n t o t b e B e l l e v u e S a n a t o r i u m i n M a r c h 1 9 1 9 , t h e r e i s n o p a s s a g e t h a t c a n h e l p u s wi t b t h e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e s e d r a w i n g s a s p o r t r a i t s , a n d o n l y o n e i n w h i c h p i c t u r e s a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

wa r . H ow e v e r , t b e s e c o m e m u c h c l o s e r t o h i s v i s u a l l a n g u a g e i n i t s d e g r e e o f a b s t r a c t i o n : I d o n o t 

l i k e a n e y e i n a r e d c a p w i t h b l a c k s t r i p e s . I l i k e a n eye w i t k h a i r o n t h e h e a d . I a m G o d ' s eye , a n d 

n o t a w a r l i k e eye.' ( 2 1 ) 

S u r e l y N i j i n s k y w a s p r e o c c u p i e d , l i k e o t h e r E u r o p e a n s a t t h e e n d o f 1 9 1 8 , w i t h t h e t r a u m a o f 

t h e G r e a t Wa r . A n d h e c e r t a i n l y s t i l l h a d h i g h l y a m b i v a l e n t f e e l i n g s t o w a r d s t h e D i r e c t o r o f t b e 

B a l l e t s R u s s e s , a s t b e ' D i a r y ' p r o v e s . ( 2 2 ) B u t if b o t h d i d , a f t e r a l l , p l a y a r o l e i n h i s p i c t u r e s , t h e n 

i t w o u l d b e i n a h i g h l y a b s t r a c t f o r m , l o o k e d a t f r o m a b r o a d e r p o i n t o f v i e w ­ a n d i n t e n s i o n t o 

o t h e r i m a g e s . 

T b e s e l i t e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , w h i c h l e a d t o t h e w o r k s b e i n g g i v e n t i t l e s a f t e r t h e f a c t , a r e b a s e d 

o n a d e s i r e t o d e f u s e t h e i m a g e s . ( 2 3 ) I t wa s u n b e a r a b l e t h a t N i j i n s k y , by a v o i d i n g t i t l e s , r a d i c a l l y 

r e f e r r e d t o t h e i r n o n ­ r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l q u a l i t i e s . 

NEW I N T E R P R E TA T I O N S 

THE PH I LO SO PHY OF THE CIRCLE 

S e v e r a l a u t h o r s h a v e c o n n e c t e d t b e wa y N i j i n s k y c o n c e n t r a t e d o n t h e c i r c l e i n h i s d r a w i n g w i t h 

h i s r e w o r k i n g o f h i s d a n c e s c r i p t i n 1 9 1 6 . ( 2 4 ) I n 1 9 1 7 / 1 8 , h e t r i e d t o ' s i m p l i f y ' i t ( 2 5 ) by 

r e d u c i n g t b e n u m b e r o f l i n e s o f n o t a t i o n , w h i l e t b e m o v e m e n t s o f t h e d a n c e r s w e r e i n d i c a t e d 

by v e r t i c a l a n d h o r i z o n t a l c o o r d i n a t e s o n a c i r c l e . ( 2 6 ) B u t N i j i n s k y d i d n o t o n l y i n t r o d u c e t h e 

c i r c l e t o v i s u a l i z e m o v e m e n t i n a n e w way . I t i s a l r e a d y c l e a r t h a t h e , a s R o m o l a N i j i n s k y r e p o r t e d 

i n s p r i n g 1 9 1 8 , w a s w o r k i n g o n a b a l l e t a b o u t ' h i s o w n l i f e p u t i n t o a c h o r e o g r a p h i c p o e m ' w h i c h 

wa s b a s e d o n t h e c i r c l e . ' I h e s c e n e r y wa s a d e s i g n i n c u r v e , a n d e v e n t h e p r o s c e n i u m o p e n i n g w a s 

r o u n d . V a s l a v w o r k e d o u t t h e w h o l e d e s i g n h i m s e l f t o t h e s m a l l e s t d e t a i l , i n b l u e s , r e d , a n d g o l d , 

a e l i s t i c i n s ty le . ' T h i s wa s c o n s i s t e n t , b e c a u s e t b e w o r k wa s l o c a t e d i n t b e R e n a i s s a n c e , f o r 

w h i c h t h e c i r c l e wa s t b e s y m b o l i c f o r m p a r e x c e l l e n c e . ( 2 7 ) 

F u r t h e r m o r e , N i j i n s k y e x p l a i n e d t o h i s w i f e a t t h a t t i m e : ' t h e c i r c l e i s t h e c o m p l e t e , t h e p e r f e c t 

m o v e m e n t . E v e r y t h i n g i s b a s e d o n i t ­ l i f e , a r t , a n d m o s t c e r t a i n l y o u r a r t . I t i s t h e p e r f e c t l i ne . ' 

( 2 8 ) N i j i n s k y ' s i n t e r e s t wa s t h u s m a i n l y i n t b e ' e x p e r i m e n t a l a n d p h i l o s o p h i c a l d i m e n s i o n s ' o f t h e 

c i r c l e . T h a t p r o b a b l y e x p l a i n s w h y i n b i s l a t e n o t e s h e h a r d l y g i v e s a n y e x a m p l e s o f t b e p r a c t i c a l 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f b i s n e w c h o r e o g r a p h i c s y s t e m . ( 2 9 ) 

C o n s i d e r i n g t b e s e d e v e l o p m e n t s , i t s e e m s p l a u s i b l e t o s e e a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f h i s s p e c u l a t i o n s 

a b o u t t h e c i r c l e i n N i j i n s k y ' s f r e e d r a w i n g s . T h e e a r l i e s t c i r c l e s , f r o m w h i c h f i g u r e s a n d f a c e s a r e 

c o n s t r u c t e d , f o r m i d e a l ' m o l e c u l e s ' t h a t n o t o n l y g u a r a n t e e p e r f e e t f o r m , b u t a l s o s y m b o l i z e t h e i r 

v i t a l i t y . I n c o n t r a s t , t h e l a t e r , n o n ­ f i g u r a t i v e d r a w i n g s , i n w h i c h c i r c u l a r f o r m s m e e t , p e n e t r a t e 

o n e a n o t h e r a n d c o n t r i b u t e t o a n o v e r a r c h i n g d y n a m i c , w h i c h c o u l d r e p r e s e n t t h e h a r m o n i o u s 



constellation of different movements or dimensions of movement - an abstract concept of ballet, 
which could apply not only to dance on stage, hut to the aesthetics of any hind of movement. (30) 

Interpreted in this way, the drawings can he connected to ideas which other abstract or non-
representational artists of the time were concerned with — even up to their dreams of a fourth 
dimension. (31) Nijinsfcy may even have been encouraged by them to his own circle forms. His 
position in this was, however, significantly different to that of most of his contemporaries. 

T H E D R A U G H T S M A N AS A M E D I U M 

I his informs his 'Diary', this internal monologue, with which Nijinsfcy tried to order his affairs 
shortly before his breakdown. Here, he did not only occasionally mention his paintings. He also 
entrusted his thoughts about philosophy and his art in general to this manuscript, which can be 
connected to visual works, even if they are not directly addressed. Here it also becomes clear how 
much importance his pictures had for him. 

They were not just a distraction for a dancer who had no engagement. For Nijinsfcy they had an 
almost existential importance, as an integral part of his life project. Lifce his writing (32) and all 
other artistic activities, he valued drawing and painting as wort on himse If: 'I want to be Goa, 
and therefore I try to improve myself. I want to dance. I want to draw. I want to play the piano. I 
want to write poetry. I want to compose ballets.' (33) And especially with the visual, he bel ievea 
he was on the right track: 'I used to paint a lot, and I made good progress.' (34) Theref ore even 
the appreciation expressed by his father-in-law pleased him (35), just as much as it hurt him that 
Romola and his parents-in-law supposedly ignored, or at least did not understand him on another 
occasion. (36) 

Several times, Nijinsfcy describes in bis 'Diary', how on lonely walfcs he entrusts himself to inspi­
rations, and follows the resounding voice of God and Nature — up to a point of dangerously pas­
sivity.(37) His dancing was animated in a similar way.(38) And he also experienced his writing as 
an involuntary act. Thus at one time he writes: 'I write without thinfcing,' (39) and another time: 
'I do not bnow what to write, hut God wants my writings because he knows their significance.' (40) 
At the same time Nijinsfcy was opposed to spiritualism. (41) He had experience of this in 1918, 
in the form of group seance, in which messages from the other side' were written down. (42) He 
differentiates his inspired writing from this: 'I fcnow people who are saying that everything I write 
is a spiritualist trance. I would lifce everyone to be in such a trance, because Tolstoy was also in 
such a trance. So were Dostoevsfcy and Zola.' (43) Nijinsfcy is not, lifce the spiritualists, looting to 
the service of the ghosts of others; he is trying to follow his own feeling, which he is convinced is 
the expression of God. 

It is likely that Nijinsfcy also saw himself as a medium when drawing. Indeed, two drawings in the 
Neumeier collection strongly recall a particular type of mediumistic drawing. In these drawings 
(pp. 114­15) , the existing form seems to he to be created from involuntary movements o f the 
pencil. At one time a face appears in the circular motion o f the pencil and at another time the 
unintentional formation can be completely interpreted as the bust of a woman, emphasized by 
surrounding hatching. 

This fcind of searching through drawing for the materialization of something understandable, which 
indicates a willingness to receive, can be found in the mediumistic drawings of the opera singer Mal­
vine Schnorr von Carolsfelds ( 1 8 2 5 ­ 1 9 0 4 ) (now in the Prinzhorn Collection), done in 1897 . 
She bel I eve d that th rough them, she could get in touch with her late husband (see ill. p. 83) . (44) 



Looking at the field of mediumistic art, we can see that many of these works are defined hy geo­
metric figures, which refer to spiritual levels. It has long heen established that this was one of the 
major sources of interest in ahstraction at the heginning of the 20th Century. (45) Outstanding 
works which can he compared to Nijinsky's include paintings hy the Swedish artist Hilma af Klint 
( 1 8 6 2 ­ 1 9 4 4 ) and the Swiss artist Emma Kunz ( 1 8 8 2 ­ 1 9 6 3 ) (for both see ill. p. 83) . Both 
recorded fundamental principles or laws ahout w hat lay behind perceptible reality. Both strongly 
referred to Christian religious ideas. (46) 

N I J I N S K Y ' S P O S I T I O N IN HIS P I C TURES 

What is special about Nijinsky's pictures is not only the claim of the artist to be the medium of 
communication for divine energy. It also shows in the position he takes himself in his works — and 
thus in the world. 

This points to another passage in the 'Diary'. Nijinsky's entry is initially about the above­menti­
oned idea of a ballet with autobiographical scenes stage­designed in circles: Shakespeare under­
stood the theater as an invention. I am life. The theater is life. I am the theater. Ik now its habits. 
The theater is a habit, and life is a non­habit . I am without habit. I do not like theater with a 
square stage. I like a round theater. I will build a round theater. I know w hat an eye is. An eye is 
a theater. The brain is the audience. I am the eye in the brain.' (47) The dancer­choreographer 
designs a theatre that is determined by vitality instead of convention and expresses this in its 
roundness. The vitality he himself embodies in his life (h ence also the autobiographical dance 
project) ideally is at one with divine energy. As such, he stands opposite humanity, with his life 
and his divinely inspired vitality he mediates essential insights to humanity — as suggested by the 
metaphor of the eye and brain. 

To this, Nijinsky adds: I like looking in a mirror and seeing one eye in my forehead. — a provo­
cative paradox, since it is the third, enlightened' eye (Eph. 1.18), with whi ch the h eart perceives, 
that is absolutely not visible in the mirror. It is instructive, therefore, that the diary ends with a 
seemingly unrelated statement: I often draw one eye.' It clarifies the function that drawing has for 
Nijinsky: it makes his spirituality, the divine in him, visible 'I am God's eye.' (48) 

Thus it becomes understandable why Nijinsky's eye images always appear as mandorlas — why his 
pictures see' with their mandorlas. A mandorla is created when two circles intersect. This fact is 
also behind the use of mandorlas for Christ and Mary in Christian iconography. The intersecting 
circles mean two worlds, the earthly and the heavenly ­ Mary and Christ participate in both. 

Nijinsky's drawings are the ground on which circles meet. With the pencil at the final point of 
the movements of hand and arm, which transpose divine impulses, the draughtsman makes a 
supernatural ideal geometry visible in details, particularly those details which lo cate him in the 
overall design. 

Metaphorically he makes that clear in the first drawing, with which the diary opens, in which his 
first and last names are written within two mandorle (Fig. 4). 

So Nijinsky puts the essential idea of his Diary' into an image : that he is God in man, (49) the 
alternative Christ. (50) The uncanny quality of the eyes and faces in the drawings is the result 
neither of madness nor the shudder of war, hut of the fact that here, we are being looked at by 
God. 
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