
Sale of the week: Serge Diaghilev's handkerchief

Ismene Brown reports on a sale of items from the Lifar Estate
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A checked silk handkerchief still bearing the sweat of the dying Serge Diaghilev, and
the thermometer that measured his temperature at 106F the night he died in Venice in
August 1929, were among a hoard of items owned by his last star and lover, Serge Lifar,
that sold at Sotheby's for £120,000 (estimate £120,000-£150,000).

Lifar was one of the most glamorous and signiNcant dancers in ballet history,
outshining even the ballerinas of Diaghilev's Ballets Russes, and the Nrst muse for the
choreographic genius George Balanchine, who evolved his radical neoclassical style by
creating the seminal ballets Apollo and The Prodigal Son for Lifar.

Diaghilev formally kissed Lifar's leg after the 1928 premiere of Apollo, commenting that
he had only ever kissed the leg of Nijinsky before. Far more handsome than Nijinsky,
his legendary predecessor in the impresario's aVections, Lifar was 24 when the 57-year-
old Diaghilev caught a fatal fever. He nursed the dying man and jumped
melodramatically into the grave at the funeral. Lifar's subsequent directorship of the
Paris Opera Ballet was recognised as remarkable. He died in 1986, aged 81.

The letters, artists' salary lists, telegrams and photographs were described by Sotheby's
as "probably the last major archive of materials relating to the Ballets Russes likely to be
oVered for sale at auction".

The same buyer also paid £80,000 (est £80,000-£100,000) for Diaghilev's black
notebook in which he noted ballet plans, possible castings and collaborators from 1923

to 1925. Question marks beside names such as Picasso or Gris, pencil scribbles and
doodles make the notebook a profoundly exciting insight into the mind of a genius.

The two lots were the chief of 35 sold by the Lifar estate, which fetched more than
£310,000. Included in the sale were Igor Stravinsky's working manuscript of an early
version of The Firebird (£36,000) and Natalia Gontcharova's designs for Lifar's ballet,
Chota Rustaveli (£11,000). A letter from Balanchine to Lifar urging on a sexual
relationship with a ballerina, Alice Nikitina, fetched £2,200.

Two major items that failed to sell were Lifar's collection of material relating to Nijinsky
(est £15,000-£20,000) and a remarkable series of 13 early letters by Diaghilev, setting
out his artistic manifesto before he left Russia to found the Ballets Russes (est £10,000-
£15,000).
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