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BOLÉRO

Ida Rubenstein was a famous barefoot ballet dancer in Paris during the first half of the Twentieth 
Century.  She appeared in Sergei Diaghileff’s Ballets Russes, and other productions, starring as 
Cleopatra, Salomé, Helen of Troy, and Scheherazade; and she ran with the avant garde crowd of Igor 
Stravinsky, Sarah Bernhardt, and Claude Debussy. 
 
Ida was a sensualist, an emancipated feminist, a shameless self-promoter, and rich.  She posed in the 
nude for French painters, kept a black panther as a pet, and delighted in drinking champagne from 
Madonna lilies.  Trafficking in her statuesque sensuality, she attracted a bevy of rich male admirers who 
underwrote many of her productions.   Eventually, she started a ballet troupe of her own. 

In 1928, Ida Rubenstein commissioned from Ravel a piece to be used as the music for an original ballet.  
The result was Boléro.  Ida’s choreography turned Ravel’s composition into symbolic lovemaking.  To 
quote Madeline Goss in her book Boléro, “The stage of Mme. Rubenstein’s ballet Boléro was set to 
represent the interior of an Andalasian Inn, with a huge table in the center, and a large lamp hanging 
directly over it.  The scene was like one of Goya’s paintings, with deep shadows and brilliant contrasts 
of light and color.  A crowd of all male Gypsies sprawled about in chairs and on the floor, half asleep.  
Mme. Rubenstein, with castanets and a brilliant Spanish shawl, climbed onto the table and started to 
dance to the music, slowly at first in languid rhythm, then with more and more abandon.   Gradually, 
the on-looking Gypsies began to awaken and sway with the music. Finally the whole company joined 
in the dance and whirled to the furious and lustful climax of motion, sound, and color.”  The cascading 
excitement of the music, and the hypnotic power of the persistent rhythm, and Rubenstein’s suggestive 
performance precipitated a riot in which she barely escaped injury.

Later on, when Ravel himself conducted the premier of the purely symphonic version of the music, many 
in the cheering audience found it irresistible, but one terrified woman was seen at the back of the hall 
clutched to an exit door screaming hysterically, “He’s a madman, he’s a madman!”  When Ravel was told 
about her reaction to his music, he smiled and said, “She is the only one who really understood it!”


