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It was 1909. Paris was a-buzz with the extraordinary Ballets 
Russes whose premiere performance had just been courageously 

(some said outrageously) unveiled.  From that same Paris scene 
sprang the icon-shattering art works of Chagall, Braque, Matisse, 
Picasso, and others, as well as the new unfettered fashion styles of 
Chanel, Paul Poiret and Margaine-Lacroix. And, in the doll world, 
there was the stunning attempt at the creation of a new form of 
doll, memorialized in an article written at the time, named “The 
Renaissance of the French Doll” and extolling the doll creations of 
artists such as the sculptor Albert Marque.  To some the art scene 
was exhilarating; to others, merely scandalous. 

The Ballets Russes, which is celebrating its 100th anniversary 
in 2009, altered the course of musical history, re-defi ning ballet 
for the 20th century. It was avant-garde for its time, profoundly 
refl ecting the Art Nouveau and Modernist movements, but also a 
benchmark for the future. 

The Ballets Russes idea was simple: collaboration. Sergei 
Diaghilev, who led the troupe from 1909 to 1929, arrived in Paris 
from his St. Petersburg home which had disdained his new style 

of dance and entered the 
Parisian art scene with 

a unique agenda. He 
would draw upon 

the talents of artists 
from every fi eld 

toward the goal 
of creating a 
performance 
perfect in 

every aspect – 
choreography, set, 

costumes, and music. 
Artists such as Braque, 

Bakst, Matisse and 
Utrillo collaborated 

with him in set 
design. It is 

known that 
Coco Chanel 
created some 

of the costumes. 
The art world 

of Paris in the 
pre-WWI years 
was a tight society. 
Everyone knew 
everyone. Artists, 
painters, sculptors, 
designers, writers 
and even visionaries 

The inscription on the foot of the Marque reads “Danseur Russe N.3” 
indicating its presentation as a dancer from the avant-garde Russian 
ballet troupe. The N.3 inscription, presumably indicating number 3 of 
a set, suggests that other of the Marque dolls were also costumed as 
performers from Ballets Russes.
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Albert Marque and the Ballets Russes Connection

struggled against the constraints of the past yet still admiring 
its principles. Scale, proportion, purpose were still important, 
although skewed to up-end the expected. In such a world the 
members of the art world clung to each other for courage, 
and were inspired by each other’s visions. So it was with 
Ballets Russes and so it was with a young artist, Albert 
Marque. And in this world, their paths crossed.

From documents published in Francois Theimer’s important 
work, Albert Marque, A Sculptor, A Doll, we learn of Marque’s 
deep involvement in the Parisian artistic world. Even his 
venture into the renaissance of the French doll movement 
revealed close collaboration with another sculptor, Aristodeme  
Botta, and with fashion designer, Madame Margaine-Lacroix. 
So it is not unreasonable to assume that he was inspired by and 
involved with other artistic movements of the time. 

In fact, there is proof of this. And the proof appears on 
the dolls, themselves. Until now collectors have searched for 
edition numbers on the back of the doll’s head. They have 
examined costumes, some known to be original. And they 
have known, from Theimer’s fi ne research, of the connection 
with fashion designer Margaine-Lacroix in the creation of 
costumes and themes. 

What collectors have not heeded is another hidden clue 
that sometimes appears on the Marque doll. Written in pencil 
on the base of the foot of some of the dolls is a notation of 
how the doll was costumed and presented in the Margaine-
Lacroix Exhibition of 1915. An example of this foot marking 
is shown on page 392 of The Encyclopedia of French Dolls by 
Theimer. And now, another example has come to light on the 
foot of an Albert Marque doll from the Bracco Collection of 
Milan, Italy to be auctioned by Theriault’s on Sunday, July 12, 
in Atlanta, Georgia. 

The inscription on the foot, in a sprawling penmanship 
identical to that shown in The Encyclopedia of French Dolls says, 
simply, Danseur Russe N.3. Putting two and two together, it is 
clear. The doll was intended to be costumed as a dancer from 
the Ballets Russes! Albert Marque and Madame Margaine-
Lacroix were showing their allegiance to the nouveau art 
world by a simple act of deference to that troupe.

It is surely more than coincidence that three of the most 
popular costume themes of the Ballets Russes are identical 
to three major themes of the documented Marque costumes. 
One is Russian folklore, another is fantasy, and the third 
theme is the 18th century French court. A study of the Marque 
costumes in the Theimer book documents this fact, as does 
a review of 1909-1929 Ballets Russe costumes. And, it is as 
a gallant of the 18th century French court in which Danseur 
Russe N.3 is costumed.

A word of caution, here. To date, documents are not known 
that verify an absolute connection between the Ballets Russes 
and the Albert Marque dolls. Nothing but a simple pencil 
inscription serves as proof of this tantalizing tidbit. Still, for 
those who love history, the re-appearance of the Danseur 
Russe Marque on the centennial anniversary of the Ballets 
Russe is a felicitous delight. 

The Albert Marque doll to be 
auctioned by Theriault’s on 
Sunday, July 12, from the 
Bracco Collection of Milan, 
Italy. The doll bears the 
Marque signature on the
 head along with the 
notation, 21, indicating 
its appearance from the 
mold (it is believed that 
no more than 100 
numbered examples 
were made), and is 
costumed as a gallant of 
the 19th century court, 
probably inspired 
by the 1909 
premiere 
performance 
of Armida’s 
Pavilion by 
Ballets 
Russe. 
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