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Praise forSimply Stravinsky

ÒThis is a shor t book but a te eming one, boiling o ver wi th the

insig hts tha t have accrue d over f or ty years and mor e, ever sinc e

Pieter v an den Toorn se t the music olog ical wor ld on i ts ear wi th

his r evelations about S tr avinskyÕs creativ e methods, de duced fr om

an unpr ecedentedly close and frui tful e xamination o f the publishe d

scores. Since then he has be en at the manuscripts as w ell, and

has made even fur ther -r eaching obser vations about S tr avinskyÕs

epochal r hythmic inno vations. All o f this he no w plac es at the

disposal o f musicians and gener al readers, laid out wi th a

chr onolog y of the c omposerÕs life and timesÑa gr eat g if t to us all and

a fit ting cr own to a most distinguishe d scholar ly career.Ó

ÑRichar d Taruskin, au thor o f Str avinsky and the Russian

Traditions

ÒPieter v an den Toorn brings fr esh insig hts to the lif e and work

of one o f the t wentie th c entur yÕs most wri t ten-about c omposers.

He has devoted his en tir e career to e xamining ho w Str avinskyÕs

music ÔworksÕ and now shares that deep understanding wi th a wide

readership. The gr eat str ength o f this book is the w ay it tells the

lif e thr ough the music, esche wing much o f the quotidian ti t tle-ta t tle

to f ocus on the essen tials o f the music Õs harmonic and r hythmic

organization. I t certainl y made me r eturn to familiar music wi th ne w

ears.Ó

ÑJonathan Cr oss, Professor of M usico logy, Uni versity o f Oxfor d

ÒA readable and compr ehensible stud y by one of our le ading

Str avinsky the orists. Pie ter v an den Toorn has the g if t o f guiding the

reader gentl y and agreeably thr ough some qui te in tric ate mat ters

while pain ting a lucid o verall pic tur e.Ó
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ÑStep hen Walsh, author o f Str avinsky: A C reative Spring: Russia

and France, 1882-1934

ÒPieter is among the f oremost Str avinsky scholars in the w or ld. His

new book Simply Stravinsky is a synthesis o f music al analysis,

histor y, and cri ticism. W hat is r emarkable about this book is tha t

it pr esents a sophistic ated account o f Str avinsky Ôs musical

achievements accessible to a br oad audienc e. And even mor e

impr essive is that i t not onl y pr ovides r eaders wi th a stimula ting

account of Str avinsky Ôs works wi thin their rich in telle ctual and

cultur al context, but also opens their e ars to the jo y and w onders o f

the music i tself.Ó

ÑDavid Bernstein, Pr ofessor of M usic, M ills Co lleg e

ÒStr avinsky w as both gr ounde d in tr adition and a br eaker of

tr adition, and Pie ter v an den Toorn Õs insightful book sho ws us both

sides of him. Ther eÕs a great deal to le arn her e of Str avinskyÕs

methods o f composi tion, which r emained consisten t in spi te o f the

radical changes of dir ection and st yle thr oughout his c areer, which

are explaine d in fascina ting de tail. I tÕs no wonder tha t Str avinsky is

so many composersÕ favori te composer!Ó

ÑColin M atthews, E nglish com poser and Prince Consort

Professor of M usic and F ello w of the R oyal Colleg e of M usic
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Series Editor's Foreword

Simpl y Char lyÕs ÒGreat Liv esÓ series offers brief but a uthori tativ e

intr oduc tions to the w or ldÕs most inf luential pe opleÑscien tists,

artists, wri ters, economists, and other historic al f igur es whose

contributions ha ve had a meaning ful and enduring impac t on our

society.

Each book pr ovides an illumina ting look a t the w orks, ideas,

personal liv es, and the legacies these individuals lef t behind, also

shedding lig ht on the thoug ht pr ocesses, specif ic events, and

experienc es that le d these r emarkable people to their

groundbr eaking disc overies or other achie vements. Addi tionall y,

every volume e xplor es various challenges the y had to fac e and

overcome to mak e histor y in their r espectiv e fields, as well as the

li t tle-kno wn char acter tr aits, quir ks, str engths, and fr ailties, m yths

and contr oversies tha t sometimes surr ounde d these personali ties.

Our authors ar e prominen t scholars and other top e xper ts who

have dedicated their c areers to e xploring e ach facet o f their

subjectsÕ work and personal liv es.

Unlik e many other w orks that ar e merely descriptions o f the major

milestones in a person Õs life, the ÒGreat Liv esÓ series goes above and

beyond the standar d forma t and c onten t. I t brings substanc e, depth,

and clari ty to the some times-c omple x lives and works of histor yÕs

most po werful and inf luential pe ople.

We hope tha t by exploring this series, r eaders will not onl y gain

new kno wledge and understanding o f wha t dr ove these geniuses,

but also f ind inspir ation f or their o wn liv es. IsnÕt this what a gr eat

book is suppose d to do ?

Charles Carlini, Simpl y Charly

New York City
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Preface

I gor Str avinsky ne ver lack ed for an appr eciativ e audienc e. The

interna tional c elebri ty tha t w as his wi th The Firebird in 1910 was

his late in lif e as well. His neoclassical works of the 1920s, 30s, and

40s, althoug h less popular than the balle t scores composed earlier

for the Balle ts Russes, at tr acted a devoted follo wing. Constan tl y on

the mo ve during this period, in tr oducing his music in Eur ope and

the Uni ted States, he conduc ted and perf orme d at the piano.

The serial and 12-tone w orks of his Americ an years (1939 until

his death in 1971) were not popular a t all, but S tr avinsky w as always

careful to cushion the ne w wi th the old and the familiar in his

programs. In 1959, he began co-authoring books o f commen t and

reminisc ence wi th Rober t Cr aft, his associate who, when not

assisting him a t the podium, began publishing his o wn studies o f

the c omposer . These public ations a t tr acted a wide audienc e, and for

a while the t wo were very much in the limelig ht. In celebr ation o f

Str avinskyÕs 80th bir thda y in 1962, President John Kennedy and his

wif e, Jacqueline, held a dinner in his honor a t the W hite House.

Simply Str avinsky takes a fresh look at these e vents and

cir cumstanc es, at the c omposer and his legac y, as well as the music

and the biogr aphy tha t surr ounds i t. I t r eexamines the c ondi tions

at tending the c onception o f many of Str avinskyÕs works, the years

of appr entic eship in St. Petersbur g, the collabor ation wi th Sergei

Diaghilev and the Balle ts Russes, the neoclassical years in Fr ance,

and the serial ones in Calif ornia. Abo ve all, it explor es the r hythmic,

melodic, and harmonic quali ties o f Str avinskyÕs music as the y relate

to his aesthe tic ide als and the stric t perf orming st yle he

champione d as a conduc tor and pianist.

In all these ma t ters, the book is in tende d for the gener al reader

wi th, ide ally, a modest backgr ound in music and a listening

experienc e of per haps two or thr ee Str avinsky w orks. The text w as

conceived as an intr oduc tionÑin other w ords, to g ive the r eader/
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listener a br oad view of the c omposerÕs wor ld. Stimula ting some

fur ther in ter est in the music o f this e xtr aordinar y composer w as its

ultima te obje ctiv e.

Pieter v an den Toorn

Santa Barbar a, CA
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Introduction

A t the time o f Str avinskyÕs death on April 6, 19 71, at the age o f

88, the speculation among cri tics c enter ed qui te natur ally on

his legacy. Would his music sur vive into the ne xt c entur y and

perhaps well beyond tha t? Looking back, wha t had be en the

substanc e and scale of his inf luenc e? Had he been, perhaps, in

Western ar t music, the last o f the Ògreat composersÓ?

Str avinsky w as certainl y the most c elebr ated composer o f the

20th c entur y and possibl y the gr eatest as w ell, if b y ÒgreatestÓ we

mean Òdeepest,Ó as in thedepth of the f eelings or emotions stirr ed

by his music. Fame arriv ed early wi th the thr ee balletsÑThe Firebird

(1910), Petrushka (1911), andThe Rite of Spring (1913). The popular

success of these balle t scores, overshadowing tha t o f all other

classical music o f the past c entur y, brought the c omposer

interna tional star dom at the age o f 28. And this e arly success has

proved lasting: to this da y, the early ballets, along wi th other

Str avinsky music, is perf orme d in c oncert halls, oper a houses, and

ballet the aters the w or ld over. Str avinsky and his music ar e still in

vogue, in other w ords, still v ery much a par t o f the c ontempor ary

scene.

At the same time, the t wists and turns o f his cr eativ e path w ere

impulsiv e and contr adictor y. To many cri tics and listeners a t the

time, the y seemed inc ompr ehensible. W hile the ster eot ypic al thr ee-

par t division ma y readily be inf err ed fr om his music, the r adical

natur e of the changes ac companying the thr ee divisions or Òstylistic

periodsÓ was unpr ecedented. Each of the thr ee periodsÑ Russian,

neoclassical, and serialÑseemed to nega te (and even to be tr ay) the

one tha t pr eceded or suc ceeded it. Str avinskyÕs neoclassicism o f the

1920s, 30s, and 40s seemed a disavowal of the e arlier f olkloristic

idioms, while serialism se emed a contr adiction o f his ne oclassical

ideals.

Consider , by way of comparison, the ne arly seamless way in which
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the thr ee stylistic periods f ollo w each other in Lud wig van

Beetho venÕs music. (Recent scholars ha ve parti tione d Beetho venÕs

music in still mor e sophistic ated ways, but the thr ee-par t division

works well enoug h for our purposes ). An early assimilation o f the

formal and mor e technic al elements of the Classic al style is follo wed

by a gradual individualization of those elemen tsÑin ef fect, the

arriv al of the c omposerÕs second, middle, or Òher oicÓ period. This is

the Beetho ven sound wi th which a udienc es are most familiar and,

symphon y-wise, i t beg ins wi th the length and dr ama of the ÒEroicaÓ

Symphon y and ends wi th the Se venth and Eig hth Symphonies.

The distinguishing mar ks of Beetho venÕs Òlate st yleÓ include the

many theme-and-v ariation mo vements tha t ar e found in the Nin th

Symphon y, in the piano sona tas and string quar tets of this er a.

Extende d fugues may also be found in this music, r ef lectiv e of a

renewed in ter est in the c ontr apuntal te chniques o f Johann

Sebastian BachÕs keyboard music. And Be etho venÕs sonata forms ar e

now often subje ct to sudden br eaks in tempo and te xtur e. The

cri tic-philosopher The odor Adorno pr ofessed to de tect an air o f

Òresignation Ó in these works, a retr eat fr om the her oics of

Beetho venÕs second period. T o follo w Adorno Õs quasi-Marxist

cri tique, f eelings o f at-oneness wi th the outside w or ld w ere

follo wed Òcatastr ophic allyÓ by disillusionmen t and aliena tion.

But the lar ger poin t her e is that, r egardless of the modif ications

fr om one cr eativ e stage to the ne xt, the bulk o f Beetho venÕs music

extends the Classical style tha t this c omposer had inheri ted fr om

his imme diate pr edecessors, including J oseph Haydn and W olfgang

Amadeus Mozart. And the music al language cloak ed by tha t st yle

was shared not onl y by Beetho venÕs contempor aries, but also b y

composers o f the Bar oque and Romantic er as. Thus, the period

extending fr om about 1650 to the close o f the 19th c entur y has long

been kno wn music ally as the Òcommon pr actic e period.Ó Consisting

harmonic ally of triads deriv ed fr om the major and minor sc ales

of the dia tonic se t, this Òpractic eÓ is hierarchic al in na tur e. The

triads gr avitate ar ound a c entr al or ÒtonicÓ triad. They depar t fr om

and r eturn to tha t triad, ac quiring their spe cif ic func tions in the
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process, and emit ting a sense o f motion or harmonic pr ogression.

On a line ar or melodic sc ale, the connections be tween triads ar e

lines or par ts tha t f ollo w voice-le ading rules, the most impor tant o f

which is smoothness. The triads o f a given scale and the func tions

associated wi th them f orm a key, and tr anspositions be tween keys

are called modulations.

Tonality is the term usuall y reserved for these music al pr ocesses.

The system allo wed for a certain struc tur al depth in pi tch

relationships, one tha t pr oved capable of r enewing i tself or

ÒadvancingÓ through many chang ing f orms, instrumen tations, and

styles. The art music o f the W est was bound in this fashion f or

centuries, as w as that o f Russia.

Thus, Str avinskyÕs apprentic eship in St. Petersbur g began wi th

piano instruc tion and v ery tr aditional lessons in tonal harmon y and

counterpoin t. The la t ter w ere capped by nearly thr ee years

(1905-08) of priv ate lessons in c omposi tion and or chestr ation wi th

Nikolai Rimsky-K orsakov. Acquir ed by such me ans was a close

familiari ty wi th tonal pr actic e and a master y of instrumen tation

and the or chestr a; an intima te kno wledge of 1) Russian folk songs

harmoniz ed in a kind o f Westerniz ed, tonal fashion ( such songs w ere

modal, as a rule ), and 2) sequences built on symme tric al scales such

as the whole-tone and the oc tatonic. These skills w ere brought to

frui tion wi th The Firebird and the sensational suc cess of i ts f irst

perf ormanc e in Paris on June 25, 1910.

However, The Firebird was follo wed in shor t or der b y Petrushka

(1911) andThe Rite of Spring (1913), two works of trul y star tling

orig inali ty. In par ticular , The Rite, wi th i ts r hythmic irr egulari ties

and sustaine d dissonanc es, can seem lig ht-y ears fr om the

imme diatel y inheri ted tr aditions tha t under lie The Firebird.

Changing musical styles and tastes

Exiled in Swi tzerland during W or ld War I, the c omposer par tl y
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turne d his back on this e arly phase of his cr eativ e lif e. In place of

the or chestr a, he began composing f or small chamber ensembles,

and then e ventuall y for singers and gr oups tha t r esembled peasant

bands and the instrumen tations o f str eet music. H e began

cultiv ating a music al folk language o f his o wn, deriv ed fr om bi ts

and pieces of authen tic Russian f olk songs and popular v erse. These

effor ts culmina ted in Renard (1916), The Wedding (1917-23), and The

SoldierÕs Tale (1918). The period in question, str etching fr om the

composerÕs years of tutelage in S t. Petersbur g to The Wedding, is

often r eferr ed to as his Russian period.

Returning to Fr ance after the w ar, Str avinsky turne d his back

once again, this time on the f olk languages wi th which he had

worked wi th such abandon in S wi tzerland. Star ting alr eady wi th the

ballet Pulcinella (1920), he began seeking an accommoda tion wi th

the tonal f orms, me thods, and st yles of the Classic al and Baroque

eras. This second or middle period is o ften c alled neoclassical, and

it includes w orks such as the Octet (1923), the Symphony of Psalms

(1930) and, later , the Symphon y in C (1940), and the Symphony in

Thr ee Movements (1945), by which time S tr avinsky had mo ved fr om

France to Los Angeles. A climac tic momen t in ne oclassicism w as

reached wi th the c omposerÕs collabor ation wi th the poe t W. H.

Auden on The RakeÕs Progress(1948-51), the opera for which Auden,

wi th the help o f Chester Kallman, wr ote the libr et to.

No doubt, S tr avinsky r emained true to himself thr ough these

neoclassical excursions. Fr om the time o f The Firebird to The RakeÕs

Progress,ther e were featur es of pi tch, me ter , rhythm, and f orm tha t

prevailed in one w ay or another , remaining a permanen t par t o f

the c omposerÕs Òvoice.Ó And such was the case with man y of the

serial w orks as well, especiall y the e arly ones composed during

the 1950s. Str avinsky w as slow and deliber ate in his adoption o f

serial me thods. Enc our aged by Rober t Cr aft, the c onduc tor and

wri ter who in la ter y ears became his close associate and spok esman,

Str avinsky began wi th the stud y of several scores by Arnold

Schoenber g and Anton W ebern. The middle par t o f In Memoriam

Dylan Thomas (1954) is built on a chr omatic series o f f ive notes,
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while the r ows in some o f the minia tur es of the balle t Agon (1953-57)

are hexachor dal, composed of six suc cessive notes. (As a general

rule, all notes o f a row are sounded in or der bef ore ther e is a return

to the poin t o f depar tur e. A series may be tr ansposed as well as

inverted or r etr ogradedÑsounded in r everse.)

The ÒSurge, aquilo Ó section o f Canticum Sacrum (1955) was

Str avinskyÕs first c omple tel y 12-tone music, and i t w as follo wed by

six full-sc ale works, all 12-tone in c onception. Man y of these la t ter

accompanie d relig ious te xts, often biblic al or li tur gical in orig in;

their spiri t is star kly devotional. As wi th Beetho venÕs late w orks,

Str avinskyÕs featur e contr apuntal te chniques, in his c ase, canonic.

Along wi th these full-sc ale works were seven smaller ones, o ften

shor t memorials f or friends and c ollabor ators who had passe d away.

To the e xten t tha t the term style (as in Òstylistic periodÓ) implies a

music al surfac e of some kind, inf lection a t a music al foreground, the

term c an hardly stand as a descriptiv e cover f or the thr ee giant le aps

in music al orien tation sur veyed brief ly above: Russian, neoclassical,

and serial. The f oundation o f Str avinskyÕs music change d

dramatic ally in each case. The Russian folk songs, tales, and v erses

of his Swiss years were replaced by the Bar oque and Classical

models o f neoclassicism, and then, during the serial period, b y a

method o f composi tion e ven mor e radically distan t fr om the

routines o f neoclassicism than the la t ter w ere fr om those o f the

Russian era.

Somewhat analogous to these disloc ations in S tr avinskyÕs creativ e

path w ere those in the ar t o f Pablo Picasso, a friend o f the

composerÕs during the 1910s and 20s in Fr ance. (Picasso provided

the scener y for the f irst stage d perf ormanc e of Pulcinella, and

collabor ated wi th the c omposer on other oc casions as well.) Wi th a

good deal of overlapping, Pic assoÕs early ÒblueÓ period was follo wed

by cubism un til about 1925. A neoclassical phase during the 1920s

coincide d wi th Str avinskyÕs early on; i t w as follo wed by surr ealism

and, to ward the end o f the 1930s, expr essionism.

Yet the c oncept o f style mig ht w ork wher e the c omposerÕs

individual v oice is concerned, wi th f eatur es that, as we have note d,
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remained char acteristic o f Str avinskyÕs music thr ough much o f his

career. These featur es include the f ollo wing:

1. Octatonic harmon y, materials tha t impl y, or may orig inall y have

been deriv ed fr om, the oc tatonic sc ale (the Òdiminishe d scale,Ó

as it has long be en known in Americ an jazz cir cles);

2. Superimpositions of triads and other f orms o f vocabular y

(placing one triad on top o f another , often oc tatonic ally

related, as a means of cr eating ne w dissonan t sonori ties).

3. Stratifications or pol yrhythmic te xtur es in which ther e is a

superimposi tion o f motiv es and chor ds that r epeat according

to varying spans or periods;

4. Ostinatos , often c onceived as separate layers wi thin a

str atif ication;

5. Block structur es in which t wo or mor e heter ogeneous and

relativ ely self-c ontaine d blocks o f material ar e placed in a kind

of abrupt juxtaposi tion wi th one another;

6. Displacements of r epeated themes, motiv es, or chor ds relativ e

to the me ter ( such displac ement being so en tir ely

characteristic o f Str avinskyÕs music as to assume the e armar ks

of a stylistic c ommon denomina tor );

7. A strict perf ormance style, according to which, in the

perf ormanc e of much o f Str avinskyÕs music, the be at is

main taine d stric tl y wi th a minimum o f nuanc e or rubato;

8. A percussive approach to c omposi tion and instrumen tation;

staccato doublings o f legato lines; a per cussive use of the piano

and string piz zicato as a means of punc tuation.

These eight f eatur es are style characteristics to the e xten t tha t the y

are heard and understood as in ter acting wi th one another . One

such char acteristic c an pr esuppose another . Thus, if the me tric al

displac ement (6) of a repeated motiv e or melod y is to be f elt b y the

listener , then the be at must be main taine d evenly (7). And so for th.

Finally, at the time o f Str avinskyÕs arriv al on the in terna tional

scene wi th The Firebird in 1910, the certain ties o f tonali ty, of an
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inheri ted and shar ed music al grammar and syn tax, were being

challenge d and even overturne d by composers in Fr ance and

Germany. They were being challenge d in Russia as well, if w e count

the man y octatonic or minor -thir d related sequences in Rimsky-

KorsakovÕs operas and symphonic poems as non-tonal, subje ct to

forces that w ere symmetric al rather than tonal. The chr omaticism

of the Pr elude to W agnerÕs Tristan und I solde (1862) is usually ci ted

in connection wi th the br eakdown o f tonali ty, but lar ger f orces,

including the driv e for orig inali ty, were activ e in sowing the se eds of

tonali tyÕs exhaustion e arlier in the 19th c entur y.

In France, Claude DebussyÕs music w as often triadic and dia tonic

but no longer tonal, while in Vienna and German y, SchoenbergÕs

music and tha t o f his studen ts Webern and Al ban Berg was ÒatonalÓ

or serial, f ounde d on the total chr omatic; dissonanc e and the pi tch

wor ld gener ally were Òemancipa tedÓ from tonali ty. Str avinsky w as

thus one o f many composers r eacting to a music al meltdo wn. Lik e

him, Bela Bartok and Le os Janacek explor ed the use o f authen tic

folk songs (Hungarian and M oldavian, r espectiv ely) in contempor ary

set tings. Sergei Prokofiev and many others cultiv ated neoclassical

idioms tha t w ere at times closel y related to Str avinskyÕs.

And so, the dr amatic turns o f Str avinskyÕs thr ee stylistic periods

were to some e xten t a r ef lection o f the music al times. This w as

especiall y the c ase with his bela ted embr ace of serialism during

the 1950s, methods o f composi tion fr om which he had soug ht to

distanc e himself in e arlier de cades.

On the ma t ter o f Str avinskyÕs ÒgreatnessÓ as a composer ,

at tributions o f this kind w ere once applied fr eely to c ontempor ary

composers. The y implie d unfa thomable depths ( or heig hts) on the

par t o f the music o f a given composer , depths tha t w ere presumed

to be f elt widel y by a listening public. Ther e was something lik e a

canon; in other w ords, a consensus to gr eatness.

However, wi th the fall o f tonali ty and the disappe arance of a

music al mainstr eam in the gener ations f ollo wing Str avinskyÕs,

ÒgreatnessÓ has seemed no longer to appl y. Modernism in music ma y

well have begun her e, that is, wi th the inabili ty of composers and
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listenersÑunc onsciousl y, as with a languageÑto absorb a c ommon

grammar and syn tax when mo ving fr om the music o f one c omposer

to tha t o f another , and even fr om one individual pie ce to another .

Self-c onscious Òpre-c omposi tion Ó began here: composing fr om

scratch, as i t w ere, Pierre BoulezÕs brave new w or lds of the 1950s

and 60s, and the hig h degr ee of self -r eference or individuali ty tha t

the Americ an composer Milton Babbi t t ascribe d to the 12-tone

works of Schoenber g.

Is greatness possible among the apples and or anges of toda yÕs

plur alism? Are unfathomable depths ( or struc tur al depths, f or tha t

mat ter ) possible wi thout a c ommon language tha t is absorbe d

effor tlessly by composers and listeners alik e? Is language-fr ee

music ne cessarily f lat and shallo w, a succession of Òpret ty sounds,Ó

as the Americ an the orist Fr ed Ler dahl pr oposed in his description

of BoulezÕs Le marteau sans ma”tr e (1955)?1

By the 1990s, postmodernists had inf lic ted fur ther unc ertain ty

on a pr edicament alr eady rif e wi th doubt. Composers w ere

Òdeconstruc tedÓ in their char acters, poli tics, and sexuali ties.

Between the t wo Wor ld Wars, Str avinskyÕs poli tics w ere reactionar y

(anti-Communist, a t the v ery least), pro-or der, pro-tr adition, and

pro-establishe d relig ion. H e admir ed Benito Mussolini and fascist

Italy for a time. (L ater in the Uni ted States, he admir ed Harr y

Truman.) Ar e his neoclassical works of the 1930s inf lected (or

inf ected) by these socio-poli tic al associations? Ar e they inher entl y

scarr ed by them ? Or is much o f this mor e accur atel y a question o f

what the listener ma y be reading in to the music?

And what mig ht the maleness o f the W estern c anon impl y, not

to men tion i ts whi teness? Is the r each of this music limi ted by

its Òlack of div ersi tyÓ in this regard? The pr oponen ts of the N ew

Music ology at the beg inning o f the 21st centur y certainl y thoug ht

so. (Ideas about the a utonom y of music, i ts abili ty to stand alone

and be listene d to f or i ts own sakeÑideas shared and pr omote d

by Str avinsky f or at le ast a half-c entur yÑhad by this time r eceded

altoge ther .)

To follo w W. H. Auden, the Òmodern pr oblemÓ had to do with
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tr adition and self -c onsciousness, wi th the ar tist being Òno longer

suppor ted by a tr adition wi thout being a ware of i t.Ó2 Composers

were no longer able to think cr eativ elyÑnatur ally and in good fai th,

as true belie versÑin the language o f tonal harmon y and melod y, the

materials ha ving become spent thr ough overuse. (The pr overbial

remedy for o veruse, a constan t alter ation or individualization of

the ma terials, c ould be c arrie d onl y so far wi thout the system i tself

breaking do wn.) The loss o f tonali ty signaled some thing akin to a

loss of innocenc e, a fall fr om gr ace.

One mig ht have expected fr om all this a stilte d and f orced

character on the par t o f Str avinskyÕs neoclassical works, houses

divide d un to themsel ves, as it w ere. But such is not the c ase. Bach

could har dly be mor e overtl y pr esent in 20th-c entur y music than he

is in the se cond mo vement o f Str avinskyÕs Capriccio (1929) and in the

ÒDumbarton OaksÓConcerto in E -f lat (1938). Yet this music sounds

new and fr esh, not br oken or c ontriv ed. The impr ession gained is

that o f a music c omposed in one f ell swoop, in a sing le sweep of the

imagination. I t is as if BachÕs music, separated fr om Str avinskyÕs by

two centuries, had be en a part o f the la t terÕs immediate past. Such

is surely a measure of the suc cess of this music, ma ybe even of i ts

old-fashione d greatness.
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1. Years of Apprenticeship

I gor Fyodor ovich Str avinsky w as born on June 5, 1882, in

Oranienbaum (now Lomonoso v), a small but fashionable r esort

town to the w est of St. Petersbur g on the Gulf o f Finland. A t the time

of his bir th, his par ents, Fyodor and Anna, had be en on vacation. I n

tsarist times, Or anienbaum had f lourishe d as the summer

destina tion o f ar tists and li ter ary f igur es. Among the musicians who

came and went, M odest Mussor gsky spent his last summer ther e in

1880. The Str avinsky famil y returne d in 1884 and again in 1885.

The thir d of four childr en, all boys, the futur e composer appe ars

to have been Òdeeply lonel yÓ and Òunhapp yÓ as a child, in need, as

he would la ter r ecall, of Òa sister o f my own.Ó When he marrie d

his f irst c ousin, Catherine N osenko, in early 1906, he may have

done so at le ast in par t out o f a need for sister ly companionship.

The t wo were marrie d in secret, as parallel-c ousin marriages w ere

prohibi ted in imperial Russia. And the y remained devoted to e ach

other f or the ne xt f ew decades, notwi thstanding the c omposerÕs

mari tal inf ideli ties, which w ere often qui te open and bruising in

their ef fect on his imme diate famil y. Two childr en were born prior

to The Firebird (1910) and the c omposerÕs subsequent r elocation to

France and French-spe aking Swi tzerland: Fyodor (The odor e), who

later be came an artist and designer , and Lyudmila (Mika ), the f irst o f

two daughters.

Family tr auma accompanie d the c omposerÕs early sense of

loneliness. The oldest o f his f our br others, Roman, die d in 1897,

while his y ounger br other , Gury, died of t yphus in 1917. Tragedy of

this kind was not unc ommon a t the time, given the sta te of medical

science and, especiall y, the lack o f antibiotics. B ut i t seems to have

lef t i ts mar k all the same. The c omposerÕs father die d of thr oat

cancer in 1902, while he himself suf fered early on fr om bouts o f

tuber culosis. Catherine w ould spend much o f her marrie d lif e in

and out o f clinics and sana toriums, ba t tling tuber culosis un til f inall y
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succumbing to this debili tating dise ase in Mar ch 1939. Str avinsky

too suf fered a relapse of several mon ths dir ectl y follo wing her

death.

Scarcely surprising, then, ar e the grim and unsmiling appe arances

of the c omposer and his famil y in por tr aits and photogr aphs fr om

this e arly period o f his lif e. His biogr apher, Stephen W alsh, would

later r ecord something o f the g loominess o f the gener al

surr oundings, the ber eavements tha t could pr evail for mon ths on

end.1 At the same time, ho wever, the ble akness of his home lif e

could not ha ve overshadowed altoge ther the good f or tune tha t w as

his in man y ways. He adored his German go verness, Bertha Essert,

who w ould ac company his famil y to Swi tzerland in 1910. His parents,

cultiv ated and comf or tabl y well-to-do, liv ed across from the

Mariinsky The atr e in St. Petersbur g, on the second f loor o f an

apartmen t building tha t still stands toda y at 66 Kr yukov Canal.

For 25 years, the c omposerÕs father ser ved as the principal bass

singer at the Mariinsky The atr e, site o f the Cour t Oper a. He is

believed to ha ve perf orme d in some 60 r oles, mostl y fr om Russian

and Italian l yric oper as. Resourceful, Fyodor amassed a libr ary of

7,000 v olumes (mostl y histor y and folklor e), and adopte d what

Americ an music olog ist Richar d Taruskin has c alled a Òscholar lyÓ

approach to his oper atic r oles, designing his o wn c ostumes and

seeing to his o wn mak e-up. 2 FyodorÕs technique as a basso was

Òamazing,Ó as Igor r ecalled much la ter , althoug h he w as especiall y

priz ed as a Òsinging actor .Ó

One can onl y imag ine the c oncerts and oper a produc tions the

young I gor at tende d, and the man y friendships struck up wi th

singers and musicians. H e learned at an early age to sig ht-r ead at

the piano, de vouring the v ocal scores in his fa therÕs libr ary in the

process. Impr ovisation a t the piano w as another habi t pick ed up

in his y outh. ÒI could impr ovise wi thout end, Ó he conf ided in his

1908 resume, Òand was passionatel y fond o f doing so.Ó From these

early years thr ough the en tir ety of his c areer, Str avinsky w ould

compose at the piano. ÒFingers are not to be despise d,Ó he wrote

in his 1935 Autobiogr aphy; Òthey are great inspir ers and, in c ontact
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wi th a music al instrumen t, often g ive bir th to ide as which mig ht

other wise never have come to lif e.Ó

Apart fr om school, the futur e composer spen t much o f his y outh

and early teenage years impr ovising and stud ying the piano, the

lat ter fr om the age o f nine wi th a suc cession of piano Òmistr esses.Ó

He seems not to ha ve developed as a concert pianist, ho wever, even

if, beg inning in the mid- 1920s in France, this is wha t he ultima tel y

becameÑa composer wri ting and fr equentl y perf orming his o wn

piano music. W hile his famil y lik ely suspected tha t I gor w ould

eventuall y become a musician, the y did not ac tiv ely encour age such

an outc ome. Instead, they insiste d tha t he at tend univ ersi ty in

preparation f or an appoin tmen t in the civil ser vice. Thus, in 1901 he

enter ed the Univ ersi ty of St. Petersbur g, studying law. Such w as the

expected path f or y oungsters o f Str avinskyÕs age and social station,

and i t w as the one his fa ther had tak en years earlier in Kie v.

Yet Str avinsky w ould c ontinue wi th his studies in music. Tha t

same fall he embar ked on a series o f 14 lessons in tonal harmon y

wi th Fyodor Stepano vich Akimenk o, a recent studen t o f Rimsky-

KorsakovÕs at the S t. Petersbur g Conservator y. And the f ollo wing

spring he took up tonal c ounterpoin t wi th another o f Rimsky-

KorsakovÕs studen ts, a stud y which gr eatl y appealed to him a t the

time, fr om species counterpoin t to c anon, and fr om in vertible

counterpoin t to fugue. H is experienc es as a student o f pr actic al

theor y were li t tle dif ferent fr om those o f the or y studen ts

generally over the c enturies, whe ther in Russia or in toda yÕs colleges

and univ ersi ties the w or ld over. Genuinel y music al results have

always been easier to c ome by in the stud y of counterpoin t than

in f our -par t harmon y, which, wi th i ts voice-le ading rules, is a mor e

comple x subject, especiall y when a f igur ed bass is wi thheld. M ost

dif f icult o f the ac ademic exercises has always been the dr eaded

chant donnŽe: a melody fr om which studen ts are asked to e xtr act

the harmon y in f our par ts and wi th pr oper v oice-le ading in tact.
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The master and his student

Momentous f or Str avinsky during his univ ersi ty years was his first

meeting wi th Nik olai Rimsky-K orsakov. This took plac e in the

summer o f 1902 near Heidel berg, Germany, wher e Rimsky-

KorsakovÕs youngest son, V ladimir , had been stud ying philosoph y.

The Str avinsky famil y was also in German y at the

time, accompanying Fyodor who had be en under going X-r ay

tr eatmen t f or thr oat cancer. (Sadly, Str avinskyÕs father faile d to

impr ove and died wi thin se veral mon ths o f his tr eatmen t.) The

meeting wi th Rimsky-K orsakov was arranged by Vladimir , who had

also been stud ying at St. Petersbur g, and wher e he, his br other

Andr ei, and Str avinsky had be come friends. Rimsky-K orsakov senior

must ha ve been pleased by what he he ard and saw, for he

recommende d tha t I gor c ontinue wi th his c ounterpoin t lessons and

return oc casionally for advice. He also invited him to a t tend his jour s

fix es, music al gatherings tha t w ere held every other W ednesday at

his apar tmen t in St. Petersbur g.

Str avinsky f ollo wed thr ough wi th much o f this, be coming a

regular at his te acherÕs jour s fixes, and then r eturning fr om time

to time wi th his c omposi tions. I n August o f 1904, he returne d wi th

his f irst opus, the Piano Sona ta in F-sharp Minor , which w as

subsequentl y perf orme d at a Rimsky-K orsakov jour fix e on Februar y

9, 1905.

A former N aval off icer and ÒAnglophile,Ó as Str avinsky la ter

remember ed him, Rimsky-K orsakov was largely self-ta ught as a

musician. Althoug h something o f a cold f ish personall y, he was

patien t and gener ous to the hundr eds of studen ts who passed

thr ough his the or y and composi tion classes at the Conser vator y.

Flexible and sensitiv e to the individual ne eds of his studen ts, he

advised the ill-pr epared Str avinsky not to a t tend the c onservator y,

but to c ontinue priv atel y on his o wn. He was methodic al as a

composi tion te acher, insisting tha t all bases be touche d, and tha t

music al ideas be thoug ht thr ough log ically. (Claude Debussy called
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him a Òvolun tar y academic, the w orse kind,Ó while Rimsky-Korsakov,

as if in r etalia tion, thoug ht o f DebussyÕs music as ÒdecadentÓ). The

year 1905 marked violen t anti-go vernmen t pr otests and strik es in

St. Petersbur g, pro-democr acy demonstr ations in which Rimsky-

Korsakov himself took par t at the Conser vator y. Both the

Conservator y and the Univ ersi ty were closed for extende d periods.

Str avinskyÕs regular ly scheduled lessons wi th Rimsky-K orsakov

began in the fall o f 1905, and continue d for ne arly thr ee years until

the la t terÕs death o f an asthma at tack in June 1908. The lessons

were held on W ednesdays at 4:00-6:00 P M; on jour s fixes, the young

composer sta yed for dinner . Taruskin r epor ts tha t Str avinsky had

by this time be come a vir tual member o f the Rimsky-K orsakov

household, Rimsky-K orsakov himself, some thing lik e a substi tute

father .

Str avinskyÕs exercises in or chestr ation w ere li t tle dif ferent fr om

the ones Rimsky-K orsakov had been assigning f or y ears at the

Conservator y. We know this fr om the testimon y of his studen ts,

in par ticular Ser gei Prokofiev. Include d in these e xercises were

collections o f Beetho venÕs sonatas and Franz Schuber tÕs waltzes;

occasionally, he would assign an e xercise fr om his o wn r ecent w ork,

which in the c ase of Str avinsky w ould ha ve been The Invisible City of

Kitezh (1907). Str avinsky ma y have had a hand in the or chestr ation o f

this oper aÕs thir d act.

Composi tion w as another ma t ter . Str avinskyÕs lessons began wi th

a solidl y academic Symphon y in E-f lat major in f our mo vements

and ended wi th the Scherzo fantastique (1908) for lar ge orchestr a.

The Scherzo was follo wed by a shor t w ork, Fir eworks (1909), which

in turn w as interrupte d for the Chant fun•br e (1908). Composed in

memor y of his te acher, the score and par ts of the Chant were lost

for o ver a centur y, and not f ound un til 2015 in an ar chive at the S t.

Petersbur g Conservator y. The melodic motiv e that opens the Chant

foreshadows tha t o f The Fir ebird two years later ( see example 2.1).

The dif ference lies in the in ter val that encloses the motiv e in each

case. That in ter val is a perf ect f our th in the e arlier Chant , a tri tone
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in The Firebird. As we shall see in Chapter 2, tri tones ar e key to the

melodic and harmonic lif e of The Firebird.

Conceived ini tiall y wi th a pr ogram based on Ma uric e

Maeter linckÕs book La Vie des Abeilles, the Scherzo fantastique

consists music ally of sequences derived fr om the whole-tone and

octatonic sc ales. In Americ an jazz cir cles, the oc tatonic sc ale is

known as the Òdiminishe d scale.Ó In this and other w ays, the Scherzo

is conspicuousl y a produc t o f Rimsky-K orsakovÕs teachings and o f

Str avinskyÕs close familiari ty wi th his te acherÕs operas and

symphonic poems. ( Such familiari ty would ha ve begun much e arlier ,

of course, when, as a bo y, Str avinsky sig ht-r ead thr ough his fa therÕs

vocal scores and at tende d pr oduc tions o f the Cour t Oper a). The

superna tur al themes o f Rimsky-K orsakovÕs music, dr awn lar gely

fr om Russian folklor e, were invariabl y accompanie d by sequential

pat terns deriv ed fr om the t wo scales mentione d above. The

pat terns in S tr avinskyÕs Scherzo and Fir eworks, althoug h sometimes

mor e elaborate and in ventiv e than those in Rimsky-K orsakovÕs

oper as, are all very much a par t o f a tr adition tha t str etches back to

Mikhail Glinka Õs Ruslan and Ludmilla.

The descending sequence cited fr om the Scherzo in example 1.1a

consists o f four arpegg iated triads or dominan t seventh chor ds,

which ar e often pr ovided by sustaine d pi tches. These ar e shown

analytic ally in example 1.1b, while example 1.1c demonstrates the

octatonic sc ale implie d by the sequence. The scale is symmetrical .

It is hal ved at the tri tone, which, in turn, is hal ved at the minor

thir d. The tri tone and minor -thir d cycles divide the oc tave equally.

The passage is thus overtl y non-tonal, ha ving li t tle to do wi th the

asymmetr y of the dia tonic major and minor sc ales. The triads ar e

not motiv ated tonall y, but ar e subject to the pulls and a t tr actions o f

their symme tric al conf inemen t.

In his te achings and classes at the Conser vator y, Rimsky-

Korsakov always referr ed to the oc tatonic sc ale as the Òtone-

semitone sc ale;Ó his students called i t the ÒRimsky-Korsakov scale.Ó

Apart fr om the tri tone and minor -thir d in ter vals, the scale is

composed of alterna ting tones and semi tones, steps and half -steps
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or the r everseÑhalf -steps and steps. I n addi tion, Rimsky-K orsakov

called octatonic se t tings such as the one outline d in example 1.1a,

b, and c harmonic , given tha t the y featur ed the triad as the uni t

of vocabular y; along a descending minor -thir d cycle, triads and

dominan t sevenths ar e roote d her e on E, C#, Bb, and G . (Minor

triads and minor se venth chor ds tr ansposed along this same c ycle

also remain conf ined to the g iven octatonic sc ale.)

EXAMPLE 1.1a, b, and c:Scherzo fantastique, octatonic triads, dom. 7th chor ds

On the other hand, oc tatonic se t tings lik e the one ci ted in examples

1.2a, b, and c were called melodic by Rimsky-K orsakov, since they

featur ed the minor or Dorian te tr achor d as melody; here, (F Eb

D C) is tr ansposed down the minor -thir d cycle to D , B, and G#.

Examples 1.3a and b show a form o f linkage be tween the harmonic

and melodic: the r oot, seventh, and f if th o f the dominan t-se venth

chor d (f irst in version, close d posi tion ) become an inc omple te or

gapped Dorian te tr achor d, (E D (C#) B ). These linkages form an

essential backgr ound to the pi tch r elationships in an y number o f

Russian-period w orks.
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EXAMPLE 1.2a, b, and c: Scherzo fantastique, octatonic Dorian tetr achords

EXAMPLE 1.3a and b: Dorian tetr achord as octatonic-diatonic bridge

Astonishing as i t may be, the oc tatonic fr amework outline d in

examples 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 would r emain an in tegr al par t o f Str avinskyÕs

music al thoug ht f or ne arly the en tir ety of his lif e. The triads,

dominan t sevenths, and minor te tr achor ds in these e xamples

continue d to pr eoccupy him f or the ne xt 12 or so years until the

close of the Russian period wi th w orks such as The Wedding, The

SoldierÕs Tale, and the Symphonies of Wind I nstruments. Works of

the ne oclassical era conf ine themsel ves in lar ge part to the triads

and dominan t sevenths pic tur ed in examples 1.1a, b, and c. The

dominan t seventh and i ts links to the Dorian te tr achor d and the

modal dia tonicism o f Russian folk songs (examples 1.3a and b) are

mor e specif ic to the Russian er a.

To be sure, the sound o f the oc tatonic in S tr avinskyÕs music

changed over time. Alr eady wi th Petrushka (1911) and certainl y wi th
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The Rite of Spring (1913), the oc tatonic v ocabular y shown in

examples 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 began to be superimposed, leading to the

creation o f new dissonan t sonori ties. Str avinsky w ould some times

arr ange the r epeti tion o f this v ocabular y pol yrhythmic ally,

producing cr oss accents. Or he w ould plac e two or mor e ÒblocksÓ

of heter ogeneous, contr asting ma terial in a kind o f abrupt

juxtaposi tion wi th one another . Such w ere the te chniques wi th

which the oc tatonic be came closely iden tif ied in his music, a sound

that w ould pr ove inf luential wi th a gr eat many composers o f the

past centur y, including, la te in lif e, Debussy.

For Str avinsky, the sour ce of the oc tatonic sc ale was undoubte dly

Rimsky-K orsakov, while, f or the la t ter , it w as Franz Liszt. And Liszt

may have extr acted i t fr om symme tric al passages such as the one

that opens the Sanc tus in Schuber tÕs Mass in E-f lat major .

In his autobiogr aphy, My Musical L if e, Rimsky-K orsakov credited a

descending sequence in LisztÕs first symphonic poem, the Mountain

Symphony or ÒCe quÕon entend sur L a Montagne,Ó with ha ving stirr ed

him in the dir ection o f the oc tatonic. Under lying this se quence was

Òa scale which subse quentl y played an impor tant par t in man y of

my composi tions.Ó Beginning wi th Mlada (1892), he would be come

incr easingly enamor ed of the oc tatonic sc ale, inventing e ver mor e

intric ate oc tatonic models wi th which to tr anspose up and do wn the

minor -thir d cycle.

And ther ein lay the rub. T oo easily and quickl y, the scheme

became tir esome, mostl y because of i ts symme tr y. Conf ined to a

given octatonic sc ale, tr anspositions o f a motiv e or chor d up or

down the r elevant minor -thir d cycle are exact. This stands in

marked contr ast to tonal se quences, which, c onf ined to a g iven key,

allow for c onsider able variation. The in ter vals of a diatonic motiv e

or chor d tr ansposed sequentiall y change automa tic ally; minor

thir ds become major thir ds, semi-tones, tones, and so f or th.

Moreover, ther e are as a rule only t wo repeti tions o f a model in tonal

sequences, the model i tself f ollo wed by t wo tr anspositions. (BachÕs

Art of the Fugue contains f our -le veled sequences, but the y remain

exceeding ly rare in the music o f the 18th and 19th c enturies.)
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In contr ast to tonal se quences, those of Rimsky-K orsakovÕs plunge

methodic ally thr ough all f our nodes o f the minor -thir d cycle; the

octatonic model is f ollo wed by thr ee exact r epeti tions. The dr y,

mechanic al quali ty of many of these sequences is fur ther enhanc ed

in the Rimsky-K orsakov oper as mentione d above by a two-plus-t wo

or f our -plus-f our me tric al squareness.

All of which applies to no less an e xten t to the oc tatonic

sequences in Str avinskyÕs Scherzo fantastique. Here too, exact

repeti tions o f the oc tatonic model ar e metric ally square. The

dif ference lies in their spe ed and or chestr al vir tuosi ty. The swir ling

sequences can delig ht and engage the listener , and the Scherzo

became somewhat o f a cr owd-ple aser in the y ears tha t f ollo wed,

serving o ften as the opener to spe cial Str avinsky pr ograms.
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2. To The Firebird (1910)

Premier ed on the e vening o f January 24, 1909, the Scherzo

fantastique was Str avinskyÕs first public suc cess. It w as

intr oduc ed on a subscription series f ounde d by Alexander Siloti, a

conduc tor and vir tuoso pianist; the se t ting w as formal and

prestig ious. Siloti r egular ly hir ed the best ensemble in S t

Petersbur g, which w as that o f the Mariinsky The atr e, the or chestr a

wi th which S tr avinsky had be en familiar sinc e childhood. The

reaction to his music w as cordial and suppor tiv e. The reviews

placed him among the ÒmodernistsÓ or ÒadvancedÓ musicians of the

day, presumably wi th an e ar to ward the ScherzoÕs octatonic

chr omaticism and or chestr al vir tuosi ty. Not all c ommen ts were

approving, ho wever. In a let ter da ted January 25, the composer

Cesar Cui complaine d about the Òmany curious sound ef fectsÓ in the

Scherzo and i ts Òpursui t o f sheer sonori ty [and] or chestr al effect.Ó

This Òpursui tÓ had come at the e xpense of substanc e, he argued.1

Present tha t same fateful e vening o f January 24 was the

impr esario who, f or the ne xt 20 or so y ears, would be a t the

forefr ont o f in tr oducing and pr omoting S tr avinskyÕs music to the

wor ld at lar ge. This was Sergei Diaghilev, who had also at tende d

the Univ ersi ty of St. Petersbur g, and, as a youngster , had been an

aspiring c omposer . Unlik e Str avinsky, however, he had met wi th

rejection a t the hands o f Rimsky-K orsakov. His youthful

composi tions w ere pronounc ed Òworse than nonsensic al.Ó Stunne d,

Diaghilev had r etr eated before resurfacing y ears later as a collector

and pr omoter o f contempor ary art, mostl y Russian, but also Fr ench

and Dutch.

With wha t appears to ha ve been an super abundanc e of charm,

energy, and ambi tion, Diag hilev launche d the ar t journal Mir

iskusstva (Wor ld of Ar t) in 1898 and began sponsoring e xhibi tions,

including the e xhibi t o f Russian folk ar t in P aris in 1900 . His tastes

were conservativ e, or at le ast retr ospectiv e, and combine d an ar t-
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for -ar tÕs-sake philosoph y wi th a belief tha t the futur e of Russian

music la y wi th an engagemen t wi th i ts folk ar t, music, and v erse.

An Òenlig htened despotÓ is how Str avinsky la ter describe d Diaghilev,

Òtyrannic alÓ when in pursuit o f an ar tistic vision, y et adept a t

gauging talen t and seeing to i ts mar ketable poten tial. Still la ter ,

the c omposer w ould lik en him to the I rish pla ywrig ht Oscar Wilde,

his imposing fr ame, wi t, and cunning. B ut Diag hilev could also be

unscrupulous and manipula tiv e in his de alings wi th ar tists and

patr ons, quali ties tha t w ere obviousl y a good deal less endearing.

His close friendship wi th Str avinsky dimme d during the 1920s, a

result o f their ne ar-c easeless quarrels about c ontr acts and f inancial

arr angements. Both w ould ha ve a hand in the de terior ation and f inal

breakdown o f the par tnership.

Diaghilev turne d next to music. Conc erts of Russian music and

oper a were sponsor ed at the P aris Oper a in 1907 and 1908,

respectiv ely. Include d in 1908 was a lavish pr oduc tion o f

Mussor gskyÕs Boris Godunov, starring Fe odor Chaliapin in the ti tle

role. The sets and c ostumes w ere designed by Alexander Golo vin

and Alexander Benois, the la t ter a wri ter , painter , and long-time

associate (as well as a cousin) of DiaghilevÕs. Pieced toge ther fr om

fabrics and ar tifac ts tha t had be en collected fr om acr oss Russia, the

designs were sumptuous, if ina uthen tic fr om the standpoin t o f the

time and plac e in question ( the pr oduc tion c ould ne ver have been

moun ted in Russia). But the y appealed to the P arisian appe ti te f or

the primi tiv e and exotic. 2

Both balle t and oper a were staged during the f ollo wing saison

russe in Paris in 1909. On the str ength o f the Scherzo fantastique,

Diaghilev had commissione d Str avinsky to or chestr ate a Chopin

Nocturne and a W altz to ser ve as the opening and closing numbers,

respectiv ely, of Les Sylphides.A ballet wi th chor eography by Mikhail

Fokine, Les Sylphides was a huge success not onl y in 1909, but also

later wi th the Balle ts Russes. As in preceding y ears, a small arm y

of singers, c oaches, stagehands, and te chnicians w as impor ted fr om

Russia. Include d among the danc ers were Anna Pavlova, Tamara

Karsavina, Vaslav Nijinsky , and Fokine himself.
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The Firebird

On the pr owl again in la te summer o f 1909, Diaghilev was in pursui t

of Òa Russian ballet,Ó as he called i t in a le t ter to the c omposer

Anatol y Lyadov. ÒWe have Russian opera, symphon y, song, dance,

and r hythm,Ó he complaine d, Òbut as yet no Russian balle t.Ó His new-

found in ter est in the danc e was entir ely material. Oper a had

become f inanciall y risky , necessitating a change o f venue. And i t

helped tha t the balle t w as then in a sta te of disr epair , having been

neglected by contempor ary Russian composers, wi th the

possible exception o f Alexander Glazuno v. Rimsky-K orsakov

thoug ht i t Òdegener ateÓ as art, primaril y because of the r ole of mime,

which he describe d as Ònot a full-f ledged ar t f orm but onl y an

accompanimen t to spe ech.Ó3 A few years later , Str avinsky w ould be

voicing similar r eservations about mime, althoug h mor e because of

the c omple tel y subservient posi tion in which music al composi tion

was placed. The balle t lay in w ait, as it w ere, dorman t but r eady to

be revived wi th fr esh talen t and en terprise.

However, Lyadov, who had ini tiall y expr essed in ter est in

DiaghilevÕs project, wi thdr ew. And, after him, Glazuno v did so as

well. Indeed, before Lyadov, Nikolai Tcher epnin ma y also have

bowed out af ter an ini tial posi tiv e response. Consequentl y, when

the c ommission f or The Firebird f inall y did fall to the r elativ ely

untrie d Str avinsky , it did so a t le ast a few times b y default. N ot un til

December w as a contr act signe d by the c omposer , by which time he

had been at w ork for w ell over a mon th. Years later he include d a

recollection o f these early days in his Memories and Commentaries

(1961):

I had begun to think about The Firebird when I r eturne d

to St. Petersbur g in the Fall, 1909, thoug h I w as not yet

certain o f the c ommission ( which, in fac t, did not c ome

until De cember , mor e than a mon th af ter I had begun to

compose; I r emember the da y Diaghilev telephone d me to

say go aheadÉ Ear ly in N ovember I mo ved fr om St.
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Petersbur g to a dacha belong ing to the Rimsky-K orsakov

famil y about 70 miles southe ast of the ci ty. I went ther e

for a vacation in bir ch forests and snow-fr esh air, but

inste ad began to w ork on The Firebird. Andr ei Rimsky-

Korsakov was with me a t the time, as he often w as during

the f ollo wing mon ths; because of this, The Firebird is

dedicated to him.

In futur e years, Str avinsky w ould de velop the habi t o f working

closely wi th his chor eographers, pr eferring to c ompose wi th Òexact

measurementsÓ rather than blank sla tes. In the c ase of Petrushka

and The Rite of Spring , he would be c o-authoring the sc enarios wi th,

respectiv ely, Benois and Nik olai Roerich. The Firebird was a very

dif ferent mat ter , however. The libr et to had be en comple ted well

before it had r eached Str avinsky. Put toge ther fr om an assor tmen t

of Òstock f olk-tale ingr edien ts,Ó it had c ome to the c omposer r eady-

made. And this me ant tha t he w ould be assuming a subor dinate

role in his c ollabor ation wi th the chor eographer Fokine. Constan t

meetings be tween the t wo were requir ed to c oor dinate the music

being c omposed wi th the de tails o f the libr et to and wi th danc e

steps tha t had alr eady taken shape. Especiall y sensitiv e in this

regard were the narr ativ e por tions o f the balle t, those which

requir ed a recitativ e-t ype music. These narr ativ e por tions w ould

contribute most to the close c oor dination be tween music, danc e,

libr et to, and sc ener y tha t w ould c atch the a t ten tion o f the cri tics in

Paris. In the end, The Firebird was seen as having been inspir ed by

the ide als of WagnerÕs Gesamtkunstwer k.

It w as at this time, too, tha t Str avinsky began to a t tend the w eekly

meetings o f DiaghilevÕs Òcommi t tee,Ó an outgrowth o f the e ditorial

board of Mir iskusstva and antecedent in turn of the so-c alled

Dir ector ate of DiaghilevÕs Ballets Russes. The quotation belo w is

fr om the r ecollections o f Sergei Grigorie v,4 for man y years the

calm-and-c ollected regisseur (manager) of the Balle ts Russes. His

recollection is priz ed as one of the e arliest descriptions w e have

of the y oung c omposer . In i t, ÒNouvelÓ stands for Valentine N ouvel,
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an off icial o f the I mperial Cour t, while Òthe Gener alÓ is General

Bezobr azov, a patr on of the ar ts:

From no w on Str avinsky began to be pr esent at our

commi t tee meetings, and so I me t him f or the f irst time.

He was rather shor t, wi th pr ominen t f eatur es and a very

serious expr ession. He took an ac tiv e part in the discussions

especiall y those on the pr oduc tion o f The Firebird. His

composi tion o f the sc ore went ahead rapidl y, and he

sometimes pla yed passages over to us. W e all listene d

at ten tiv ely but, apar t fr om Diag hilev, expr essed no opinion.

Nouvel did not shar e DiaghilevÕs taste f or Str avinskyÕs music,

and as for the Gener al, he declared qui te fr ankly tha t he

dislik ed it and i t w as unsuitable f or dancing. Diag hilev had

certainl y been rig ht when he w arned us tha t we should f ind

Str avinskyÕs music new and unusual.

The orig ins of The FirebirdÕs libr et to ar e comple x. Several folk tales

fr om Alexander AfanasyevÕs Russian Fair y Tales appear to ha ve been

instrumen tal, ho wever. Typic ally, such tales w ere blun t in their

juxtaposi tion o f black and whi te, evil and goodness, or the mag ical/

superna tur al and human sen timen t. In The Firebird, King Kaschei

and his king dom (the evil componen t) are pit ted against I van-

Tsarevitch and his r escue of the Princ ess from captivi ty.

Accompanying the f irst o f these c ategories, Str avinsky wr ote music

that w as chromatic, o ften symme tric al in terms o f the oc tatonic

scale; accompanying the se cond c ategor y was music tha t w as

diatonic and some times wi th borr owed folk tunes harmoniz ed in a

quasi-tonal fashion. I n this, o f course, his o verall appr oach was very

much in line wi th wha t his pr edecessors had been.

In addi tion, the chr omatic music o f The Firebird, formless and

impr ovisational in char acter , was designed to ac company the

mime d por tions o f the balle t, which in turn were designed to c arr y

the narr ativ e. These por tions stood in mar ked contr ast to the

diatonic se ctions, o ften wi th f olk songs tha t w ere dance numbers.

The alterna tion be tween the mime d and danc e numbers in The
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Fir ebird mirr ors tha t between recitativ e and aria in oper a. The

music al realization o f this duali ty in Rimsky-K orsakovÕs operas was

tr ansferr ed to The Firebird as a ballet .

To the in tric acy of these arr angements, however, the composer

added yet another c omplic ation: lei tmotifs. H e would ackno wledge

as much in a length y pr ogram note to his 1929 pianola v ersion o f

The Firebird. The ir ony her e is that, by 1929, his disdain f or W agnerÕs

music and f or the system o f lei tmotifs gener ally had become widel y

known. Yet his 1929 program note w ould mar k his most e xtensiv e

technic al analysis of his o wn music. I t w ould be applie d to a

Wagnerian me thod o f composi tion to which he had gr own hostile.

The FirebirdÕs intricacies

The opening me asures of The Firebird afford as good an illustr ation

as any of the w orkÕs chromatic /oc tatonic /ÓLeit-Musique Ó music.

The Intr oduc tion beg ins wi th an ostina to in the lo wer strings; se e

example 2.1. Spanning a tri tone, the ostina to mo ves back and for th

between the pi tches Ab and D . Outline d by the br ackets in this

example ar e two motiv es, the f irst o f these c onsisting o f the

ostina toÕs first, se cond, f our th and f if th pi tches, pair ed as a major

and minor thir d, and the se cond o f i ts f irst f our pi tches, spanning

the tri tone. Representing King Kaschei and the Fir ebir d,

respectiv ely, these t wo lei tmotifs appe ar in v arious guises

thr oughout the sc ore, tr ansposed, inverted, and r etr ograded

(sounded in r everse). The version sho wn in e xample 2.2 is fr om the

Danse infernale (Infernal D ance), possibly the best kno wn o f the

suiteÕs dance numbers.
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EXAMPLE 2.1: The Firebird, Intr oduction; chr omatic (octatonic ) leitmotifs

EXAMPLE 2.2: The Firebird, Danse infernale; the Fir ebird leitmotif

Example 2.3 reintr oduc es the opening me asures of the I ntr oduc tion

and continues wi th a f ew subsequent passages. At mm. 5- 7, another

form o f the Kaschei motiv e is intr oduc ed in the tr ombones.

Basically, the oc tave Ab is spli t at the tri tone, each half o f this spli t

articula ting the Kastchei motiv e. The resultan t conf igur ation c an

be interpr eted triadic ally as well, in terms o f the t wo oscilla ting,

tri tone-r elated triads, (Bb D F) and (E G# B ); see mm. 18-20.

EXAMPLE 2.3: The Firebird, Intr oduction
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Cruciall y, the tri tone r elation enc ompassing the t wo motiv es

impar ts none o f the ur gency or tendenc y to ward resolution one

would ha ve expected had i ts surr oundings be en tonal. The tri tone

or symme tric al division o f the oc tave at Ab and D allo ws each of the

complemen tar y in ter vals, Ab-D and D-Ab, to oppose one another

as Òequals,Ó to balance each other out, as i t w ere, by vir tue o f their

simili tude. And the same holds f or the individual pi tches Ab and D .

Ab, to which a kind o f centrici ty may be assigned, is not a ÒtonicÓ;

nowher e is its centrici ty def ined by tonall y func tioning me ans.

And so, Str avinskyÕs A-f lat minor k ey signatur e is beside the poin t.

Indeed, the signa tur e is dr opped at m.18 with the r eturn o f the

conf igur ation a t mm.5- 7. The Intr oduc tion has li t tle to do wi th the

key of A-f lat minor , wi th the sc ales or the tonall y func tioning

behavior associa ted wi th them. This (possibl y) first music to be

composed in The Firebird is octatonic . The opening ostina to and i ts

two embedded motiv es, a design from which much o f the ensuing

chr omatic f igur ation o f The Firebird is deriv ed, was conceived

wi thin an oc tatonic fr amework.

ÒA novel and highly personal endeavorÓ

When, in 1919, Str avinsky fashione d an or chestr al suite fr om six

dance numbers o f The Firebird, the music, pla yed the w or ld over,

became for a long time the most perf orme d and popular pie ce of

contempor ary art music. I n his Memories and Commentaries (1962),

the c omposer a t tribute d the suc cess of The Firebird to i ts having

been Òof the st yles of i ts time.Ó The ballet score was Òmor e vigor ous

than most o f the c omposed folk music o f the period, Ó he averr ed,

Òbut it is also not v ery orig inal. These ar e all good c ondi tions f or

success.Ó

More recentl y, too, cri tics and historians ha ve follo wed sui t. The

composerÕs instrumen tal wizar dr y has been pr aised, as well as his

Òinstinctiv e grasp of the pr oper ties o f instrumen tal sound.Ó But the
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music has been dismissed as conventional and unorig inal, as having

been li t tle mor e than the Òculmina tion Ó of a dying tr adition. ÒToday,Ó

wr ote one c ommen tator , Òit is easy to hear The Firebird as a

hodgepotch o f kuchkist-t ype folk-song se t tings ac cented a la

Borodin,Ó to hear Òthe sparkling ac ademic balle t st yle of Glazuno v,

and a few exoticisms fr om Rimsky-K orsakov and Scriabin.ÓThe

Fir ebird is Òa veri table monumen t to the still-r evered Rimsky,Ó wrote

another , but lacks Òany trul y great orig inali ty.Ó

All of which ma y be true, o f course, but i t is par tial all the same.

The historic al record is pursue d at the e xpense of aesthetic r eality.

For i t is onl y in r etr ospect, and onl y in vie w of the abrupt depar tur es

fr om the tonal tr adition tha t composers lik e Schoenberg, Webern,

Bartok, and Str avinsky w ere to ini tia te early in the 20th c entur y, that

The Firebird is lig htl y dismissed as a 19th-centur y clichŽ. Despi te

its ties, the music is no mor e lik e Rimsky-K orsakov than, say,

Beetho venÕs string quar tets Opus 18 and 59 are lik e HaydnÕs. Hence,

the historic ally misle ading implic ations o f Str avinskyÕs explanation

of The FirebirdÕs success, which he at tribute d to i ts having been au

cour ant (up to da te), as if composing in Òthe st yles of i ts day,Ó were

a cir cumstanc e inher entl y disadvantageous or not in ac cord wi th

precedence in Western music generally; as if an explosion lik e The

Rite of Spring were ÒnormalÓ; or as if, too, historic al reckoning, an y

mor e than anal ytic al-the oretic al, could c ope wi th the vicissi tudes o f

public taste and appe al.

Indeed, evidenc e suggests that , far fr om having labor ed as a

bundle o f conventions, The Firebird was in its day deemed a novel

and hig hly personal ende avor. Diaghilev and his c ommi t tee thoug ht

it Ònew and unusual.Ó And when rehearsals got under way in St.

Petersbur g, Grigorie v recalled the f ollo wing:

Fokine began r ehearsals wi th The Firebird, since it w as

clearly the most dif f icult o f the v arious w orks; and

Str avinsky w as then f irst in tr oduc ed to the c ompany. Fokine

star ted on a passage near the middle o f the sc ore: the gr eat

ensemble called by Str avinsky the Danse infernale. From the
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momen t the y heard the f irst bars the c ompany were all

too disma yed fr om the absenc e of melod y in the music and

its unlik eness to wha t the y were used to dancing to the

Mariinsky . Some of them inde ed declared tha t i t did not

sound lik e music at all.

And still la ter , with the or chestr a at the P aris Oper a, the follo wing:

Diaghilev invited the w ell-kno wn Parisian c onduc tor Gabriel

Pierne to tak e charge of the or chestr a. Str avinsky at tende d

the or chestr a rehearsals and endeavored to e xplain the

music; but ener getic ally thoug h the musicians a t tacked it,

they found i t no less bewildering than did the danc ers.

Only Taruskin, among toda yÕs cri tics and historians, has e xamine d in

consider able detail the chr omatic /lei tmotif se ctions o f The Firebird,

praising the in ventiv e ways in which the y expand on Rimsky-

KorsakovÕs model. But T aruskin, lik e the others, f ound li t tle meri t in

the mostl y diatonic danc e numbers o f the c oncert Suite. He, too,

conclude d tha t the c oncert sui te Òcontains li t tle music o f in ter est

fr om a stylistic and historic al poin t o f viewÓ, and none at all Òthat

gives any inkling o f the Str avinsky to c ome.Ó5

But this c an hardly be the onl y way of listening to this e arly,

celebr ated music. Wi th the possible exception o f the f olk-song

arr angements in the Khor ovod, the music o f the Suite still br eathes,

even after a c entur y of wha t Str avinsky c alled Òdestruc tiv e

populari ty.Ó And it does so as a ref lection o f the t wists and turns he

was able to manage even at this e arly stage of his career.

The Finale o f The Firebird Suite consists o f the c onstan t r epeti tion

of a borr owed folk tune. This r epeti tiv e construc tion is r emarkable

by any standar d, even if i t is seldom c ommen ted upon, so

accustome d have we become not onl y to i t, but also to S tr avinskyÕs

methods mor e generally. For ther e is no mistaking the la t ter .

Masking the r epeti tion ar e repeated shif ts in the songÕs metric al

alignmen t. At r elativ ely shallow levels of the me ter , alignmen ts of

the t wo phr ases are displaced. And ther e are few pr ocesses more
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imme diatel y indic ativ e of Str avinskyÕs music than these; r epeating

a motiv e as a way of displacing i t, and displacing i t as a way of

catching the listener o ff guar d, causing her me tric al bearings to be

challenge d or lost altoge ther . The impac t o f much o f Str avinskyÕs

music ma y be felt according ly.

In example 2.4, the t wo phr ases of the f olk song ar e bracketed

and labeled A and B. Below the music al quota tion is an outline o f

the r epeti tion o f these phr ases for the thr ee sections o f the Finale:

Lento, Allegr o, and Doppio v alore. To the lef t ar e the r ehearsal

numbers, to the rig ht, the r epeti tion o f the t wo phr ases A and

B. The lat ter phr ases are repeated in alterna tion, as the r eader

can see, althoug h the r epeti tion is not al ways stric t; A-plus-B ( as

boxed off ) is the standar d succession, but in the Allegr o, ther e are

sometimes t wo and even thr ee As to a B and vice-a-v ersa. And this

anticipa tes, beginning wi th the opening table au of Petrushka, the

block struc tur es of Str avinskyÕs later w orks, the te chnique o f slicing

up thema tic sta temen ts in to smaller uni ts and o f r epeating those

uni ts separatel y and independen tl y of each other .

EXAMPLE 2.4: The Firebird, Finale: repetition of f olk-song phr ases A and B
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Observe, too, tha t the r epeti tion o f the A-plus-B struc tur e is a

featur e of the orig inal c onception. N ew in The Firebird, however,

is the upsw eeping quasi-g lissando on the f inal beat o f phr ase B;

see example 2.5b. And still ne wer is the e ventual displac ement o f

this g lissando fr om the thir d beat o f phr ase B in the Len to section

to the f irst be at o f phr ase A in the Allegr o; see example 2.5c. This

displac ement oc curs at r ehearsal no.17. (Note values are evened out

into quar ters at this poin t, while Str avinsky sque ezed phr ases A and

B into t wo successive 7/4 bars.) 6

EXAMPLE 2.5 a, b, and c: The Firebird, Finale: folk song and its source

Readers of the prin ted score have tende d gener ally to ac cept a

composerÕs notation o f the me ter as an accur ate r ef lection o f the

listenerÕs experienc e. At r ehearsal no. 17, the assumption is tha t

the displac ement will be f elt as such; the g lissando appears on the

downbe at o f t wo successive 7/4 me asures. Cruciall y, however,

phr ases A and B are no longer me tric ally parallel. In conf lic t wi th the

earlier r epeti tion in the Len to section, the f olk songÕs two phr ases

A and B fall on the se cond and f irst be ats of the 7/4 bar line,

respectiv ely.

And, inde ed, listeners c ould v ery well r espond according ly. In

opposition to the nota tion, the y mig ht be incline d to c ontinue wi th

the alignmen ts of the pr evious Len to section, sensing the quasi-

glissando on an upbe at, tha t is, on the last be at o f phr ase B. These

listeners will be spar ed the ne cessity of swi tching to the dif f icult
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quar ter -note be at (wi th Str avinskyÕs metr onome c ount o f 208 beats

per minute ); instead, they could c ontinue wi th the half -note be at,

avoiding the nota ted sevens altoge ther . To demonstr ate ho w this

works, the passage is given in i ts orig inal f orm in e xample 2.6a and

rebarr ed in 2.6b; phr ases A and B encompass 3/2 and 4 /2 bars,

respectiv ely, as the br ackets indic ate. The g lissando beat, accented

by the tuba and bass drum, be comes a giant sync opation.

EXAMPLE 2.6 a and b: The Firebird, Finale: opening bars of Allegro section,
alternative barring

In subsequent sections o f the Allegr o, the t wo phr ases A or B are

repeated separatel y and independen tl y of each other . The ini tial

phr ase A is repeated t wic e before a return to the A -plus-B pa t tern.

And althoug h, the oretic ally, listeners c ould c ontinue to he ar the

glissando as an upbeat to phr ase A, their sense of the half -note

beat is lik ely to be disturbe d, wi th a c onfr ontation wi th the irr egular

sevens of the nota ted score all but ine vitable.

The dr ama of this music, fr om a r hythmic perspe ctiv e, unfolds in

just this fashion. The me tric al displac ement o f a motiv e or f igur e

creates a sense of conf lic t. Either the displac ement at r ehearsal

no.17 is felt as such (as notated, tha t is), or the r epeti tion o f the

glissando is f elt as being par allel to the orig inal. Either w ay, however,

the alterna tiv e to the r oute tak en is lik ely to surfac e in the f orm o f a
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challenge. As the r epeti tion o f the t wo phr ases continues irr egular ly

and at a r apid pace at r ehearsal no.18, the listenerÕs sense of a meter

above the quar ter -note be at is lik ely to be upende d altoge ther . The

rhythmic ÒplayÓ of Str avinskyÕs music orig inates often enoug h wi th

maneuvers of this kind.
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3. Petrushka(1911)

B allet; Bur lesque in f our table aux by Igor Str avinsky and

Alexander Benois. L arge orchestr a. Dedicated to

Alexander Benois. Orig inal chor eography by Mikhail Fokine.

(First perf ormanc e, Ballets Russes, ThŽ‰tr e du Ch‰tele t,

Paris, June 13, 1911. Conducted by Pierr e Monteux.)

I was called to the stage to bo w at the c onclusion [ of

The Firebird], and w as recalled several times. I w as still on

stage when the f inal cur tain had c ome down, and I saw

coming to ward me Diag hilev and a dark man wi th a double

forehead whom he in tr oduc ed as Claude Debussy. The great

composer spok e kindl y about the music. (I gor Str avinsky and

Rober t Cr aft, Memories and Commentaries )

It w as not onl y Debussy who in tr oduc ed himself to the y oung

Russian composer in the w ake of The FirebirdÕs premier e on June 25,

1910. A host of French wri ters, ar tists, and musicians did so as w ell,

possibly at subsequent perf ormanc es. If we can trust S tr avinskyÕs

recollections, the wri ters include d Jean Cocteau and Andr e Gide,

futur e collabor ators o f his, suppliers o f the L atin and Fr ench te xts

for, respectiv ely, Oedipus Rex (1927) and Persephone (1934). These

and other mor e specif ically European as well as neoclassical

ventur es lay not too distan tl y in the futur e.

For the momen t, ho wever, the sensational suc cess of The Firebird

had led Diaghilev to sche dule supplemen tar y perf ormanc es.

Hurr ying back to S t. Petersbur g to gather his t wo childr en, wif e,

mother , and Gur y, Str avinsky r eturne d en famille for the f inal

perf ormanc e on July 7. Rimsky-K orsakovÕs son Andr ei made the trip

as well, arriving in time f or the same e vent. H is concerns w ere very

dif ferent fr om Str avinskyÕs, however. They center ed on his fa therÕs

symphonic poem, Scheherazade,which had be en chor eographed by

Fokine and pair ed wi th The Firebird on the same pr ogram. Not onl y

had the elder Rimsky-K orsakovÕs score been cut r ather se verely
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(Diaghilev and Fokine had lobbe d off the thir d movement), but the

exaggerated exoticism o f the c ostumes, scener y, and dances were

not wha t had be en in tende d. Andr ei wr ote to his mother o f his

distr ess, and include d the f ollo wing about S tr avinsky:

Igor is f loating on air a t the suc cess of his balle t, and at the

praise which has be en and still is being sho wered on him.

HeÕs in r aptur es over the Fr ench, and says that onl y her e

do you f ind r eal taste and ar t, etc. H eÕs even talking about

emigr ating c omple tel y. All this mak es reasonable people

very much shak e their he ads.1

And so it must sur ely have been. Overnig ht, at the age o f 28, the

composer had gaine d in terna tional star dom, and the e xperienc e

could not but ha ve tr ansforme d him. Dir ectl y follo wing the

premier e, he had been making plans to r emain in Fr ance for the

summer (L a Baule, Bri t tany), and to pr oceed fr om ther e to

Lausanne, Swi tzerland, in September . As it turne d out, he and his

famil y would end up in Clar ens, on the e astern shor e of Lake

Geneva, and then, f or the win ter mon ths, in southern Fr ance. The

ostensible r eason for this Eur opean itiner ary was the health o f his

childr en and, above all, tha t o f his wif e, Catherine ( or Katya), who

had a histor y of tuber culosis and w as expecting her thir d child. ( A

boy, Sviataslov or Soulima, w as born on September 2 3 at a clinic in

Lausanne.) Medical facili ties in Swi tzerland w ere superior to those

in St. Petersbur g, and the clima te w as thoug ht to be he althier as

well.

Qui te apar t fr om these personal ma t ters, ho wever, ther e were

professional ones as well. Str avinskyÕs success had come as a

liber ation o f sor ts. No longer so en tir ely at the mer cy of the music al

establishmen t in St. Petersbur g (that o f the Rimsky-K orsakov clan,

mor e specif ically, made up o f the c omposerÕs famil y and his man y

studen ts), Str avinsky w as now fr ee to char t his o wn c ourse. Indeed,

in the ne xt f ew years, his r elations wi th the Rimsky-K orsakovs

cooled. Incr easingly, he found himself ha ving to def end not onl y

Diaghilev and the Balle ts Russes, but also the Parisian public, and,
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in opposition to oper a, the aesthetic v alue of balle t as an ar t f orm.

And i t w as above all the y oungest son V ladimir who challenge d the

composer on these ma t ters, despairing o f the balle t as Òthe lowest

form o f ar t.Ó In a let ter da ted September 1911, Str avinsky r eplied to

Vladimir in the f ollo wing manner:

I can onl y tell y ou tha t I, on the c ontr ary, love and am

inter ested in balle t most o f all, and this is no empt y

enthusiasm, but a serious and pr ofound delig ht in the

theatric al spectacleÑas living visual ar t. And IÕm simpl y

perple xed tha t you, who so lo ved the plastic ar t and w ere so

keenly in ter ested in pain ting and sculptur eÑcan pay so li t tle

at ten tion to chor eography.2

Str avinskyÕs aff ini ty for the danc e, intensel y felt, w ould c ontinue

thr ough the ne oclassical years wi th Apollo M usagetes (1928),

Orpheus (1947), and Agon (1953-57). Each of these w ould be

chor eographed by Georgi Meli tono vich Balanchiv adze, bet ter

known almost imme diatel y upon his arriv al in the W est as George

Balanchine. And this list does not include the w orks chor eographed

after the fac t, as it w ereÑpieces such as the Violin Conc erto (1931),

which, as a balle t, was renamed Balustr ade (1941).

But i t w as the indif ference and even hostili ty of the Rimsky-

Korsakov clan to ward Petrushka that w ould pr ove fatal. The clan Õs

impr ession of this music se ems to have been tha t o f a loosely

sti tche d medley of cleverly arr anged borr owings, an admixtur e of

Russian folk tunes ( of which the clan appr oved, at le ast in principle ),

and Russian str eet songs and Òdit tiesÓ (which i t belie ved unwor th y of

the c omposer , and certainl y of any studen t o f Rimsky-K orsakovÕs).

Qui te simpl y, Petrushka was undignif ied as music and the ater , out o f

step wi th the serious and f ormalist pa th tha t had be en laid do wn b y

the c omposerÕs teacher. (Upon Str avinskyÕs request, Andr ei Rimsky-

Korsakov had forwarded prin ted copies of the Òurban songsÓ he had

been inser ting in to Petrushka. Andr ei include d a note questioning

his rig ht to use such Òtrash.Ó)

In the y ears before Wor ld War I, the c omposer w ould c ontinue to
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visit St. Petersbur g, and to spend his summers in U stilug, Ukr aine,

wher e his famil y had long main taine d a summer home. B ut he w ould

never trul y live in St. Petersbur g or Russia again. Rejected for

mili tar y service because of his tuber culosis, Str avinsky spen t the

war years exiled in Swi tzerland. In October o f 1917, the Bolshevik

coup cut him o ff fr om Russia altogether . A French ci tiz en in 1934,

he became an Americ an in 1945. But looking still fur ther in to the

futur e, on the e ve of his r eturn trip and tour o f Russia in 1962, he

proclaime d his alleg iance to his homeland.

IÕve spoken Russian all my lif e, I think in Russian, m y way of

expr essing myself is Russian. Perhaps this is not imme diatel y

apparent in m y music, but i t is la ten t ther e, a part o f i ts

hidden na tur e.

Caught up in the momen t, no doubt, in the language and sig hts

that had long be en lef t behind, the c omposer w as for a brief period

in fr ee fall. As his companion R ober t Cr aft la ter r ecalled, however,

the toasts and c eremonials turne d boozy and surr eal in a hurr y,

and wi thin a f ew w eeks of arriving back in Fr ance from M oscow,

the tour w as quickl y forgot ten. The home coming w as set aside and

bracketed. And for most o f the c omposerÕs life, it w ould be in Fr ance,

Swi tzerland, and then in Calif ornia tha t he w ould f eel reasonably

at ease, not onl y artistic ally and in telle ctuall y, but per haps even

personall y as well. Above all else, no doubt, he wishe d to be lef t

alone. Oppor tuni ties f or the perf ormanc e of his music ma t ter ed,

but i t w as his abili ty to c ompose r elativ ely fr ee of distr action tha t

concerned him most.

Petrushkatakes shape

At L a Baule, France, Str avinsky w as in communic ation wi th the

Russian painter , wri ter and ar cheolog ist Nik olai Roerich about a

scenario f or The Great Sacrifice. This w as The Rite of Spring in
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embr yonic f orm, at le ast a year before anything c oncr ete had tak en

shape. While c omple ting The Firebird in Mar ch, Str avinsky had had

Òa fleeting vision Ó of a ÒmaidenÓ dancing herself to death. This ide a

was not accompanie d by music, but he c ontacted Roerich an yway, a

specialist in the pagan ri tuals o f pr e-historic Russia.

Arriving on a visi t to S tr avinsky and his famil y in O ctober o f 1910,

Diaghilev was quite natur ally expecting to he ar something o f the

Sacrifice. Instead, he was intr oduc ed to the beg innings o f Petrushka,

as the follo wing c elebr ated passage from Str avinskyÕs Autobiogr aphy

makes clear:

Before tackling The Rite of Spring, which w ould be a long

and dif f icult task, I w anted to r efr esh myself by composing

an orchestr al piece in which the piano w ould pla y the most

impor tant par tÑa sor t o f Konzertstuck. In composing this

music I had in mind a distinc t pic tur e of a puppe t, suddenl y

endowed wi th lif e, exasperating the pa tienc e of the

orchestr a with diabolic al cascades of arpegg ios. The

orchestr a in turn r etalia tes wi th menacing trumpe t blasts.

The outc ome is a terrif ic noise which r eaches a climax and

ends in the sorr owful and querulous c ollapse of the poor

puppe t.

The konzertstuck to which S tr avinsky r eferr ed above was never

comple ted as such. Diaghilev quickl y persuade d him to c onvert the

puppe t imager y in to a balle t scenario. And this f irst music to be

composed became the second table au of Petrushka, the name f or

the Russian Punch or Pierr ot, an angr y and volatile char acter , as

Str avinsky describe d him abo ve. As the scenario e volved, however,

Petrushka w ould ac quir e a more sympathe tic and tr agic-c omic

image, along the lines o f the stock char acters in the I talian

Commedia dellÕarte. Petrushka w ould also be joine d by t wo other

puppe ts, the B lackamor e and the Princ ess. All thr ee characters

would be br ought to lif e by a magic trick a t the end o f the f irst

tableau, the sc ene of the Shr ovetide fair a t Admir alty Square in St.

Petersbur g (cir ca 1830). The love triang le would pla y itself out in the
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second and thir d table aux. The w ell-kno wn ÒRussian Dance,Ó also in

the f irst table au, was composed along wi th the ini tial konzertstuck .

And the notorious Ò Petrushka chor dÓ, the nucleus o f the pianos

Òdiabolic al cascades of arpegg iosÓ and of the or chestr aÕs ÒmenacingÓ

retalia tion, w ould c onsist o f the t wo tri tone-r elated triads r oote d on

F# and C; se e examples 3.1a, b, and c. In combina tion, the Òchor dÓ is

octatonic, o f course, but i t is the separ ation o f the t wo triads, wi th

the one clashing wi th the other , that most de termines the sound

of this music. A t opposite poles o f the cir cle of f if ths, arpegg ios

of (F# A# C#) and ( C E G) pit ted the black k eys of Str avinskyÕs

piano against the whi te, his lef t hand against the rig ht. Such binar y

oppositions, irr econcilable hal ves, were designed to c omplemen t

the quir ky antics o f the half -r eal, half-me chanic al puppe t, a

Petrushka gr ossly maligne d, but thr ough his Òchor dÓ in the final

measure of the f our th table au, jeering a t the che ap sentimen tali ty

of the r eal wor ld of the M oor , the Ballerina, and the Cr owd. (The

borr owed Joseph Lanner w altz tunes in the thir d table au depic t

insipid or other wise standar dized sentimen tali ty. Str avinsky la ter

expr essed a par ticular f ondness for the f inal exposi tion o f

Petrushka Õs Òchor dÓ in the trumpe ts at r ehearsal no. 132, four th

tableau: ÒI wanted É to sho w tha t his g host is still insulting the

public.Ó)3

EXAMPLE 3.1 a, b, and c: Petrushka, second tableau, ÒPetrushka chor dÓ
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Str avinsky la ter claime d tha t he had c onceived of the ini tial

Petrushka music Òin two keysÓ, presumably, in F# major and C major .

This conception o f Òtwo keysÓ would le ad to the pr opagation o f

terms such as Òbitonali tyÓ and Òpolytonali tyÓ in the first half o f the

past centur y. Darius Milha ud and other c omposers w ere led to wri te

piano pie ces Òin separate keys.Ó But apar t fr om the dubious na tur e

of these notions, espe ciall y fr om a per ceptual standpoin t (listeners

can at tend to onl y one key at a time, e ven if the clashing o f keys may

doubtless be f elt as an ÒeffectÓ), there is no simultane ous, tonall y

func tional unf olding o f separate keys in PetrushkaÕs second table au,

only an oscilla tion or superimposi tion o f the tri tone-r elated triads

on F# and C.

In other w ords, it is the superimposi tion o f the t wo triads ( rather

than the t wo keys) that counts. In example 3.1a, the two triadic

outlines ar e superimpose d in the clarine ts, while a snippe t o f the

composerÕs Òcascades of arpegg iosÓ appears in example 3.1b; the

orchestr aÕs Òmenacing trumpe t blastsÓ are reproduc ed in example

3.1c, where, in triple ts, an outline o f a C-major triad is superimpose d

over (A# C# F#). I n examples 3.1a and c, the tri tone-r elated triads

no longer progressor suc ceed one another ( as they do, harmlessl y,

in the e xamples fr om the Scherzo fantastique and The Firebird in

the pr evious chapters ). They are now impose d simultaneously . And

the ÒbiteÓ of the r esultan t dissonanc e, from which the most star tling

implic ations w ere to accrue in harmonic, melodic, instrumen tal,

and r hythmic design, opene d up a new univ erse for Str avinsky, a

new dimension in oc tatonic thoug ht, one tha t he w as to r ender

peculiar ly his own.

Remarkably, Str avinsky w ould c omple te the f irst and se cond

tableaux of Petrushka before meeting up wi th his libr et tist,

Alexander Benois. The t wo met f or several weeks at Christmas time

in St. Petersbur g. Corr esponding on ma t ters o f stag ing and design

over the ne xt f ew mon ths, he and Str avinsky be came co-authors

of the sc enario. M ercifull y for the c omposer , the chr onolog y was

the opposite o f wha t i t had be en wi th The Firebird; FokineÕs

chor eography would c ome after the music and the sc enario had
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been comple ted. Just as with The Firebird, Str avinsky at tende d the

preliminar y ballet r ehearsals, which w ere held in April and Ma y

of 1911. With the or chestr a in Paris, however, he would f ind the

musicians as r esistant and befuddle d as they had been nearly a year

earlier . Some laughed openl y when c onfr onted wi th their par ts. And

the dr ess rehearsal was no less chaotic. The lig hting r emained in

disarr ay, the danc ers complaine d about the lack o f space on stage,

and Fokine and Str avinsky w ere still quarr eling about the tempos. A

new argument about the se ts had br oken out be tween Benois and

Diaghilev.

Yet the f irst perf ormanc e of Petrushka, held at the ThŽ ‰tr e du

Chatele t in P aris on June 13, was a resounding suc cess for Diag hilev

and the Balle ts Russes. DiaghilevÕs Ògenius f or brinkmanship Ó (as

Stephen W alsh has describe d it), his abili ty to o vercome the

seeming ly insurmoun table at the last minute, pr evailed onc e again.

The perf ormanc e succeeded not onl y music ally, but in terms o f

the design and danc e as well. While Nijinsky had be en halting and

uncertain a t r ehearsals, his perf ormanc e in the ti tle r ole appears by

all accounts to ha ve marked an electrif ying momen t in the histor y of

modern balle t. ÒBut to c all [Nijinsky ] a great danc er is not enoug h,Ó

Str avinsky adde d much la ter . ÒHe was an even greater dr amatic

actor .Ó4

A polyrhythmic way of composing

While seeking to c aptur e in PetrushkaÕs first table au something o f

the bustling sound o f the Shr ovetide fair in S t. Petersbur g,

Str avinsky happene d upon a pol yrhythmic w ay of composing tha t

would r emain char acteristic o f his music f or y ears to c ome. In

polyrhythm, t wo or mor e rhythms ma y not be per ceived as deriving

fr om one another , or as simple manif estations o f the same me ter;

two or mor e layers of independen tl y repeating par ts may be heard

as superimpose d in the manner o f a stratification. Ther e is nothing
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especiall y new about this, o f course, as polyrhythm ma y be found

not onl y in W estern ar t music ( the hemiola is a familiar e xample),

but also in the music o f many other cultur es. But Str avinskyÕs

polyrhythmic te xtur es tend to perse vere at consider able length,

extending thr ough whole se ctions and e ven movements of music.

As a means of in terpr etation, i t may be useful, in c onnection

wi th the opening me asures of Petrushka, to imag ine a spectator

approaching the fair grounds and he aring the r epeti tiv e cries o f a

str eet vendor in the f lutes; see example 3.2. These cries ar e

superimpose d over the dr one-lik e hum o f the cr owd, represented in

turn b y an ostina to in the horns. Just as the y mig ht in str eet music,

a pair o f dyads move back and f or th lik e an accordion. The spe ctator

turns a way to another block o f sound a t r ehearsal no.1, only to

turn back again to the orig inal str and. These blocks o f material ar e

phased in and out.

EXAMPLE 3.2: Petrushka, fir st tableau, opening; Shrovetide fair

Continuing wi th this in terpr etation, w e can imagine the spe ctator
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entering the fair grounds at r ehearsal no.3; see example 3.3. He

begins to he ar the v arious str ands Òsimultane ouslyÓ and more loudl y.

In example 3.3, the shouts o f a carniv al barker in the pic colos and

oboes are superimpose d over a continua tion o f the dr one-lik e hum

in the horns.

EXAMPLE 3.3: Petrushka, fir st tableau, stratification; entering the
fair grounds

However, the t wo upper str ands are now superimpose d over a thir d

layer, the r epeti tion o f a Russian folk song in the lo wer strings. Thr ee

separate layers are thus ac tiv e at r ehearsal no.3. Polyrhythmic ally,

the accents every other quar ter -note be at in the borr owed folk song

conf lic t wi th the thr ee quar ter -note be ats of the me ter; the t wo

against thr ee is one of the familiar v arieties o f hemiola c ommon to

Western music. The ÒsevensÓ of the c arniv al barker (wi th a separ ate

7/8 me ter ) conf lic t wi th the t wo quar ter -note be ats of the f olk song

and the thr ee beats of the me ter . There are thus thr ee dif ferent

ÒmetersÓ for the thr ee layers at r ehearsal no.3, even thoug h,

psycholog ically, the listener c an at tend to onl y one of these at any

given time, he aring the others as a f orm o f challenge. (H ence the

preference always for the term Òpolyrhythm Ó rather than

Òpolymeter .Ó)

Cruciall y, the thr ee separate str ands at r ehearsal no.3 are not

tossed about fr om one instrumen t to the ne xt in the f orm o f a

dialogue; the motiv es are not tr ansposed or de veloped in the

manner o f the Classic al style. Rather , each motiv e or theme r emains

conf ined to i ts own separ ate r egister , keeping to i tself in this w ay.
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And the r epeti tion is qui te li ter al. Above all, the harmon y is static,

lacking an y sense of movement fr om one bar to the ne xt.

Observe, too, the length to which the pol yrhythmic te xtur e at

rehearsal no.3 perse veres. The motiv es of the t wo top la yers, the

carniv al barker and the dr one-lik e hum o f the cr owd, are deriv ed

fr om the f olk song. All thr ee layers, for some 45 me asures, anticipa te

and pr epare for the tutti and climac tic outbursts o f the f olk song at

rehearsal no.5 (see example 3.4).

EXAMPLE 3.4: Petrushka, I: Fir st tableau; borr owed folk song

The lat ter is an Easter song, kno wn as the ÒSong of the

VolochobnikiÓ. Orig inall y sung by peasant carolers during Easter

week, it appears harmoniz ed as such in Rimsky-K orsakovÕs 100

National Songs (1876); see example 3.5. Of in ter est her e are the

distinc tions in harmoniza tion. W hile in Rimsky-K orsakovÕs folk-

song collection the melod y concludes wi th a c adence in F major ,

these tonal allusions ar e ignor ed in Petrushka (example 3.4). The

melod y remains center ed on the pi tch G and the triad ( G Bb D),

impl ying the Dorian mode on G . The tune is one o f at le ast 15

borr owings in the f our table aux of Petrushka.
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EXAMPLE 3.5: Rimsky-KorsakovÕs 100 National Songs (1876), No. 47

It should not be assume d tha t all musicians and cri tics in S t.

Petersbur g and Moscow w ere imper vious to the fascina tion and

vitali ty of Petrushka. The young M oscow composer Nik olai

Myaskovsky, reviewing the w ork fr om a pr oof score in the journal

Muzika in January 1912, wrote as follo ws:

Petrushka is lif e itself. All the music in i t is full o f such

energy, such fr eshness and wi t, such he alth y, incorruptible

merrimen t, such r eckless abandon, tha t all i ts deliber ate

banali ties and triviali ties É not onl y fail to r epel but, qui te

the c ontr ary, carr y us away all the mor e.5

After the S t. Petersbur g premier e, Myaskovsky wr ote to the 21 - year-

old Sergei Prokofiev that the music had Òturne d out still mor e

enchanting than in the sc ore.Ó
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4. The Rite of Spring(1913)

B allet; scenes (tableaux)of pagan Russia in t wo par ts by

Igor Str avinsky and Nik olai Roerich. L arge orchestr a.

Dedicated to Nik olai Roerich. Orig inal chor eography by

Vaslav Nijinsky . (First Perf ormanc e, Ballets Russes, ThŽ̂ a tr e

des Champs-El ysees, Paris, May 29, 1913. Conducted by

Pierr e Monteux.)

(Rehearsal room, The atr e du Casino, M onte Car lo, April

1912). Str avinsky sat do wn to pla y a piano r eduction o f the

entir e score [of The Rite of Spring ]. Before he got v ery far I

was convinc ed he w as raving mad. H eard this w ay, wi thout

the c olor o f the or chestr a which is one o f i ts gr eatest

distinc tions, the crudi ty of the r hythm w as emphasized, its

stark primi tiv eness under line d. The very walls resounded as

Str avinsky pounde d away, occasionally stamping his f eet and

jumping up and do wn to ac centuate the f orce of the music.

My onl y commen t at the end w as that such music w ould

surely cause a scandal. (Pierr e Monteux, ÒEarly YearsÓ).

I decided then and ther e that the symphonies o f

Beetho ven and Brahms were the onl y music f or me, not

the music o f this cr azy Russian! (Pierre Monteux; quote d in

Doris G . Monteux, ItÕs All in the M usic; see Richard Taruskin,

ÒResisting The Rite,Ó inRussian Music at Home and Abroad).

That the f irst perf ormanc e of The Rite of Spring at the ThŽ ‰tr e

des Champs-El ysees in Paris pr ecipi tated a riot Òmust be kno wn

to everybody,Ó Str avinsky muse d in one o f his la ter books o f

Òconversation Ó with Rober t Cr aft.1Mild pr otests c ould be he ard early

on during the I ntr oduc tion to The Rite. They were follo wed by a

storm o f dissent when, a t the beg inning o f the ÒAugurs o f SpringÓ at

rehearsal no.13, the cur tain r ose on what Str avinsky la ter describe d

(mocking ly) as Òa group o f knock -kne ed and long-br aided Loli tas

jumping up and do wn.Ó (Str avinsky dislik ed the orig inal
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chor eography of The Rite, which had be en designed by Vaslav

Nijinsky , thinking i t r edundan t and too much in step wi th the music.

But he w ould ha ve to r everse himself when, in 196 7, a newly

discovered four -hand piano v ersion o f The Rite wi th his o wn

chor eographic mar kings r evealed dance steps tha t w ere indeed

often in c ounterpoin t wi th the music.)

The upr oar in the a udienc e continue d thr ough the en tir ety of the

first perf ormanc e, as spectators suppor tiv e of the pr oduc tion began

shouting and ar guing wi th the pr otestors. I n a rage, Str avinsky lef t

the hall and arriv ed backstage to f ind Diag hilev f licking the house

lights in an a t tempt to r estor e calm. Unable to f ollo w much o f the

music, the danc ers had turne d for dir ection to Nijinsky , who Òstood

on a chair shouting numbers to the danc ers, lik e a coxswain.Ó

But this c elebr ated tale o f a music f irst sc orne d but soon

ther eafter r eclaime d in triumph has had to be amende d. For i t

appears tha t, to a far gr eater e xten t than S tr avinskyÕs score, it w as

the unor thodo x char acter o f NijinskyÕs chor eography tha t caused

the audienc e to erupt in pr otest. (Evidenc e suggests that the

promotional ma terial cir culated by Diaghilev and the the ater

management in the w eeks leading up to the pr emier e may also have

had a hand in souring the a udienc e.) Much o f the music se ems to

have been dr owned out b y the fur or, in any case. Seeing everything,

the audienc e may ultima tel y have heard very li t tle. This is borne out

by the cri tic al reviews tha t f ollo wed on the morning af ter . At ten tion

ther ein is f ocused almost en tir ely on the balle t. Some r eviews

acknowledge the c omposer , but mak e no mention o f the music.

Moreover, when The Rite was shifted to the c oncert hall a y ear or

so later ( wi th the balle t elimina ted altoge ther , in other w ords, but

wi th Pierr e Monteux c onduc ting, this time a t the Casino de P aris),

the outc ome w as just the opposite o f wha t i t had be en ini tiall y. The

audienc e responded enthusiastic allyÑindeed, to such an e xten t tha t

the c omposer w as cheered and led triumphan tl y fr om the c oncert

hall on the shoulders o f several at tende es; a celebr ation ensue d

outside the hall, as polic emen w ere called in to r estor e order. (ÒOur
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li t tle I gorÓ, Diaghilev quippe d, Ònow needs polic e escor ts out o f his

concerts, lik e a prize-f ighter .Ó)

The 1914 concert-hall suc cess of The Rite was repeated in the

capitals of Eur ope and Nor th Americ a, and even in Soviet Russia

in Leningr ad and Moscow in 1926. One of the f ew exceptions to

this suc cess was a still earlier perf ormanc e in M oscow in Februar y

of 1914, led by Sergei Koussevitzky . The reading appears to ha ve

falter ed owing to the lack o f r ehearsal time. I n futur e years ther e

would be te chnic al, perf orming dif f iculties, to be sur e, starting wi th

The RiteÕs very f irst note, the hig h C in the bassoon solo tha t opens

the I ntr oduc tion. During the 1920s and 30s, espe ciall y, many

leading or chestr as shied away fr om this music. H owever, when

por tions o f The Rite were adopte d by Walt Disne y in his anima ted

film, Fantasia (1940), the scoreÕs populari ty soared. The Rite became

that r are bir d in the annals o f the a vant-gar de of 20th-c entur y

musicÑa spectacular suc cess with both the gener al public and a

multi tude o f pr ofessionals, including c omposers, academics, and

cri tics.

The creation ofThe Rite of Spring

The actual making o f The Rite began in July 1911, when Str avinsky

tr aveled to Russia to me et wi th his c o-libr et tist, Nik olai Roerich,

the pain ter and spe cialist in Russian pr e-histor y. It w as assumed

fr om the star t tha t the sc enario o f The Rite would be mor e or less

plotless, c onsisting o f a series of loosel y connected enactmen ts of

imagined pr e-historic ri tes. Yet the c onten t o f the ri tual enac tmen ts

as dance movements, along wi th their ti tles and suc cessions, had

yet to be de cided. The lar ger fr ame of The Rite would be divide d

into t wo par ts r epresenting da y and nig ht, ÒThe Ador ation o f the

Earth,Ó follo wed by ÒThe Sacrif ice.Ó. In the f orm o f the ÒSacrificial

Dance,Ó the original vision o f a young maiden Òdancing herself to

deathÓ would c ome clima tic ally at the end o f Part II.
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The f irst sk etches o f The Rite were those o f the ÒAugurs o f Spring,Ó,

ideas that w ould f ind their w ay in to the sc ore at r ehearsal no.13.

These early jot tings oc cupy the f irst pages o f illustr ation in

Str avinskyÕs sketchbook a t the time, a facsimile o f which w as

publishe d in 1969. But the c omposi tion o f The Rite would not trul y

get under way until O ctober , when Str avinsky and his famil y moved

fr om Ustilug back to Clar ens, Swi tzerland. Ther e, in r ented

housing Ñwi th just a tin y closet-lik e space into which a mute d

uprig ht piano and a table had be en squeezedÑThe Rite was

composed very nearly fr om star t to f inish. Except f or the ÒRitual

of Abduc tion,Ó the dance movements were wri t ten in the or der in

which the y now appear. The Intr oduc tion to P art I, wi th i ts famous

bassoon solo at the outse t, w as composed after the danc e

movements of this par t had be en comple ted. Contour -wise, the

bassoon melod y is a fair ly accur ate tr anscription o f a Lithuanian

folk song, pegged at the time fr om an antholog y of such songs,

Litauische Volks-Weisen. Scat ter ed thr oughout P art I ar e at le ast

four addi tional borr owings fr om this sour ce.

In mid-Mar ch of 1912, Str avinsky tr aveled to M onte Car lo to me et

wi th Diag hilev and Nijinsky , who w ould be assuming the r ole of

chor eographer, and to pla y thr ough Part I and much o f Part II o f The

Rite. It w as then tha t he le arned of DiaghilevÕs decision to postpone

The RiteÕs produc tion un til 1913. Resources of the Balle ts Russes

had been str etche d, and the f earÑjustif ied, as it turne d outÑ was

that The Rite would pr ove both e xpensive and time-c onsuming. A t

The RiteÕs first perf ormanc e, the standar d or chestr a of the Balle ts

Russes had to be augmented by 19 members. Early on, Diag hilev had

promised the c omposer a huge or chestr a, and Str avinsky had tak en

full ad vantage of this o ffer.

The composer w ould la ter claim tha t the r ehearsals of The Rite

had tr anspir ed wi thout in tima tion o f the riot i t pr ecipi tated. In fact,

he was absent fr om the ini tial or chestr al rehearsals that w ere held in

late Mar ch wi th the c onduc tor , Pierr e Monteux, who sen t w ord on

March 30 o f several tr oublesome spots in volving mat ters o f balance
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wi th the br ass instrumen ts. The composer r esponded pr omptl y wi th

a handful o f r evisions.

Yet Str avinskyÕs absence from M onteuxÕs early rehearsals remains

something o f a myster y. No doubt, he had be en pr eoccupie d wi th

last-minute changes, and wi th the sc oring o f Mussor gskyÕs opera,

Khovanshchina. Earlier in N ovember and De cember o f 1912,

however, he had in terrupte d work on several occasions to assist

Nijinsky a t danc e rehearsals. And his tr avels wi th the Balle ts Russes

could not but ha ve awakened wi thin him an a wareness of the man y

novel technic al and in terpr etativ e problems at tending the

perf ormanc e of his music.

Rober t Cr aft has speculated tha t Str avinsky mig ht at the time

have become appr ehensive about the Òactuali tyÓ of The Rite; that,

in these f inal mon ths, he had pr eferr ed to w ork thr ough Monteux,

a truste d in terme diar y. The Rite was, after all, Òunlik e anything he

(or anyone else) had ever wr ought.Ó2 Yet the de cision not to a t tend

the early rehearsals may have been a practic al one. They would

almost c ertainl y have stimula ted the ur ge to r evise fur ther , and the

composer , having labor ed for ne arly a year and a half on the de tail o f

this music, ma y well have sensed tha t any tampering on the e ve of

the pr emier e (beyond tha t r ecommende d by Monteux) w ould pr ove

counterpr oduc tiv e. He may qui te possibl y have deemed it pruden t

to w ash his hands of the v entur e tempor aril y.

In due c ourse, ho wever, Str avinsky w ould again be answ ering

the c all to r evise. In pr eparation f or a perf ormanc e of The Rite in

Amster dam in Februar y 1926 (wi th Str avinsky himself c onduc ting

The Rite for the f irst time ), he divide d the length y 8/4 and 7 /4

measures of the ÒEvocation o f the Anc estorsÓ into smaller uni ts.

He had wanted to facili tate the perf ormanc e of this music, but the

shor ter divisions change d the melodic struc tur e as well, r evealing a

motivic lif e that had be en obscur ed by the e arlier nota tion. These

and other modif ications w ere include d in a r evised edition o f The

Rite publishe d in 1929 by Russische Musikv erlag (later , Edition Russe

de Musique ), Str avinskyÕs principal publisher during the 1920s. The
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f irm had be en founde d by Koussevitzky and his wif e, Natalie, in

1909.

Before long, this r evised version o f The Rite would be f ollo wed by

its own path o f corr ections and emenda tions. I n 1943, in anticipa tion

of a perf ormanc e of The Rite by the Boston S ymphon y Orchestr a

(unr ealized), Str avinsky double d the o verriding 16th note o f the

ÒSacrificial D anceÓ to an easier-to-r ead eighth note. B ut the r esults,

which include d changes in the instrumen tation, w ere publishe d

separatel y in 1945, and were not made a par t o f the 1948 edition o f

The Rite publishe d by Boosey and Hawkes. Conductors ha ve tende d

to ignor e this ne w version o f the ÒSacrificial D ance,Ó although

Str avinsky himself, af ter i ts public ation in 1945, always include d it in

his perf ormanc es of The Rite.

For much o f his c areer, the composer w as dogged by a public ation

hi tch; nei ther the Uni ted States nor Russia signe d the Berne

Interna tional Cop yrig ht Con vention, a delinquenc y tha t lef t his

music unpr otected in these loc ales. In the Uni ted States, popular

works such Petroushka and The Firebird Suite w ere perf orme d

vir tuousl y fr ee of char ge for de cades. The lost r oyalties, r ecouped,

Òwould ha ve made me a millionair e,Ó Str avinsky quippe d during the

1960s, carefull y adding, ho wever, that f or the good o f his Òsoul,Ó he

Òaspired to no such thing. Ó Nevertheless, his inabili ty to pr of it fr om

these frui ts of his labor w ould c ontribute mig htil y to the embi t ter ed

edginess of his r elations wi th agen ts, pr oduc ers, and publishers.

His quarr els wi th these la t ter , as revealed in his publishe d

corr espondenc e, are an unat tr activ e slice of his biogr aphy.

It should c ome as scant surprise tha t harmon y in The Rite should

consist o f triads and dominan t-se venth chor ds, melod y in turn o f

the Dorian or minor te tr achor d. Further: tha t this v ocabular y of

triads and te tr achor ds should be superimpose d in the manner o f

the ÒPetrushka chor dÓ; that the dissonanc e of The Rite should arise

according ly; tha t the v ocabular y and i ts superimposi tion should

often be oc tatonic in c onception, some times dia tonic in terms o f

the Dorian mode; tha t the sw arm o f ostina tos in The Rite should

often be c onceived as separate layers in str atif ications or
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polyrhythmic te xtur es; and that man y of the danc e movements of

The Rite should inde ed be composed of such str atif ications .

For all the toute d comple xity of The Rite, in other w ords, its

materials and me thods ar e consisten t and str aightf orward, very

much in k eeping wi th wha t had pr eceded it in The Firebird and

Petrushka. The dif ference is that, in The Rite, these materials and

practic es are maximized (a term I borr ow fr om Richar d Taruskin ),

magnif ied, or pushe d to a kind o f limi t. The Rite is louder and he avier

than most o f Str avinskyÕs other w orks, while i ts pr olonged

dissonanc es are harsher . Its pol yrhythmic te xtur es are thick er and

lengthier as w ell. Thus, the str atif ication beg inning a t Rehearsal

no.37 in the ÒRitual o f Abduc tion Ó ends up with as many as 10

separate layers of melodic fr agments r epeating ac cording to v arying

spans or cycles. The Rite is also the most he avily octatonic o f

Str avinskyÕs works, except possibl y the f irst mo vement o f the

Symphony of Psalms (1930), Babel (1944), and length y sections in the

Symphon y in Thr ee Movements (1945).

Typic al of the sound o f this music is the sustaine d, compound

chor d at the beg inning o f the ÒRitual o f Abduc tion Ó; see example 4.1.

In the trumpe ts and horns, r espectiv ely, a dominan t-se venth chor d

roote d on Eb is superimpose d over a C-major triad. Together wi th

the F# in the timpani, the en tir e conf igur ation yields the oc tatonic

scale shown belo w in e xample 4.1. Then, superimpose d over this

octatonic c omponen t is a r eiter ating dia tonic /modal fr agment in

the f lutes. This, too, is a f olk song dr awn fr om the Li thuanian

collection ci ted just abo ve.
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EXAMPLE 4.1: The Rite of Spring, ÒRitual of Abduction,Ó opening;
superimposed triads

Combining octatonic harmony, superimposition,
and dissonance

Questions ma y well have surfaced her e and in earlier chapters about

the viabili ty of the music al quota tion in this v olume and the

analytic al commen tar y accompanying i t. To what exten t ar e the

sorts of music al relationships sur veyed above in example 4.1 heard

by everyday listeners? Obje ctiv ely speaking, of course, w e as

listeners hear everything. B ut wha t about the spe cif ics of these

relationships? W hile w e pursue these ma t ters o f per ception wi th an

ear and eye toward The Rite and Str avinskyÕs works generally, we

should note tha t the y are of a general natur e and could just as e asily

have been pursue d on behalf o f the ma terials o f another c omposer .

Some exper ts, including the music the orist K ofi Agawu, have

voiced consider able skepticism about the possibili ty of the

symmetric al def ined, octatonic triads and their superimposi tion in

The Rite and other S tr avinsky w orks entering the e veryday listening

experienc e (unpr odded by the or y or anal ysis, in other w ords). But

hearing is a c omple x mat ter , as Agawu himself admi ts. The inabili ty
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of the la yman (or pr ofessional, for tha t mat ter ) to iden tif y explici tl y

or in music-the oretic al terms the S tr avinsky phenomena ci ted

above is no r eason to belie ve that these phenomena do not impose

themsel ves on the listenerÕs imagination in one w ay or another .

Much the or y and analysis may well be a specif ication o f wha t is

heard by or dinar y listeners, subc onsciousl y or wi thout

acknowledgement. And analysis is a two-w ay str eet. According to

the philosopher K endall W alton, noticing a superimposi tion o f

triads, per ceiving the r elationship while ackno wledging one Õs

perceiving o f i t, can have a profound ef fect on the listenerÕs

appreciation or Òaesthetic gr atif ication.Ó

Indeed, the assumption her e is that the superimposi tion or

clashing of triadsÑso fundamen tal to the dissonan t sound o f The

Rite and many other o f Str avinskyÕs Russian-period w orksÑforms an

integr al par t o f our experience of this music. A t Rehearsal no.37 in

example 4.1, the two superimpose d enti ties, (Eb Db Bb G) in the

trumpe ts over a C-major triad in the horns, ar e kept apar t in their

registers and instrumen tal assignmen ts. And the y are so as separate

layers in the opening pages o f the pr eceding ÒAugurs o f Spring.Ó In

some fashion, then, w e as listeners hear superimposi tion. The triads,

dominan t sevenths, and minor te tr achor ds brought toge ther in the

form o f a clash in The Rite are enti ties tha t, earlier in the music

of Str avinskyÕs immediate past, suc ceeded one another e xpr essively

in the f orm o f a pr ogression. Something o f a shock may ther efore

accompany our e xperienc e of these te chniques o f superimposi tion,

the sense, qui te possibl y along wi th i t, o f an old and familiar

vocabular y turne d on i tself. We can imagine The Rite as aggressive

music in these r espects.

At the same time, the clashing o f triads ( see example 4.1)

undermines harmonic implic ation, the sense o f mo vement tha t each

triad ma y embod y individuall y when plac ed wi thin a tonal

fr amework. Str avinskyÕs superimposi tions ar e static Òcoagulations,Ó

as Pierre Boulez describe d them, and the y negate a sense of motion

or de velopmen t. To follo w the cri tic-philosopher The odor Adorno

here as well, Str avinsky wr ote Òmusic against music Ó in the sense
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that he soug ht to def y what is music ally inher ent, namel y,

Òsuccession.Ó ÒAs a tempor al art,Ó Adorno explaine d,

Music is bound to the fac t o f succession and is henc e as

irr eversible as time i tself. By star ting i t commi ts i tself b y

carr ying on, to be coming some thing ne w, to developing.

What w e may conceive of as musically tr anscendent, namel y

the fac t tha t at any given momen t i t has become something

and something other than i t w as, that i t poin ts beyond

itself Ñall tha t is no mer e physical imper ativ e dic tated by

some external a uthori ty. It lies in the na tur e of music and

will not be denie d.3

The combina tion o f an oc tatonic v ocabular y, superimposi tion, and

dissonanc e in The Rite was unknown to a udienc es in 1913, and

indeed is wi thout par allel in the music o f Str avinskyÕs

contempor aries. No equivalent to the sound o f this c ombina tion c an

be found in Schoenber gÕs works of Òextende d tonali ty,Ó for example,

or in the fr eely dissonan t music o f the Second Viennese School.

The tr aditions en veloping the a tonal and serial r eper tories o f this

school ar e for the most par t f oreign to The Rite. Thus, the spr ead

of a dissonan t major se venth at the r ehearsal no.13 in the ÒAugurs

of SpringÓ lies between the individual triads or r eiter ating fr agments

(see the superimpose d triads (Eb D b Bb G) and (C E G) in example

4.1). The origin o f this dissonanc e rests not wi th the chr omatic ally

alter ed chor ds in the music o f Liszt or W agner, but r ather wi th

the superimposing of unadulter ated triads, dominan t sevenths, and

Dorian te tr achor dsÑthe la t ter a mostl y octatonic v ocabular y

inheri ted dir ectl y fr om Rimsky-K orsakov.

Moreover, what Schoenber g called developing variation Ñthe

processes of motivic de velopmen t this c omposer associa ted wi th

Brahms and the music o f the Classic al style mor e generallyÑhas

even less relevance in this c ontext. I n developing v ariation, motivic

featur es are alter ed as part o f an overr eaching tr ain of thoug ht. Yet

the very melodic, harmonic, and r hythmic char acteristics he avily

engaged by the de velopmen tal pr ocesses traced by Schoenber g are
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precisely those tha t, in The Rite of Spring, are often r etaine d li ter ally

fr om one motivic r epeat to the ne xt. And ther e is a reason for

the r eten tion o f these char acteristics when, in The Rite and inde ed

in much o f Str avinskyÕs music, themes, motiv es, and chor ds are

repeated. The lack o f variation in harmon y and melod y allows the

rhythmic scheme ( above all, the shif ts in the me tric al alignmen t o f

these enti ties) to stand in r elief. The absenc e of change in one r ealm

acts as a backdrop for the changes tha t oc cur in another .

ÒCrimes against graceÓ

On the nig ht o f the pr emier e, the cir cle of Òknock-kne ed and long-

braided Loli tasÓ jumping Òup and do wnÓ were doing so in

coor dination wi th the pounding o f a sing le chor d at r ehearsal no.

13, the outset o f the ÒAugurs o f Spring.Ó The scene was nearly the

first to be wi tnessed by the audienc e, the cur tain ha ving risen onl y

momen ts before. Cri tics on the f ollo wing da y were no less

displeased by NijinskyÕs chor eography than Str avinsky had be en,

thinking the danc es heavy and even ugly, Òcrimes against gr ace.Ó

Least sympathe tic w ere the danc ers, who denounc ed NijinskyÕs

designs as Òunnatur alÓ and Òconstr aining.Ó Nijinsky worked wi th

compact gr oups of danc ers r ather than individuals, taking

advantage of the r epeti tiv e and jer ky gestur es in the sc ore itself.

Such w ould be the c ase with his sister as w ell, Bronislava Nijinska, in

her designs f or The Wedding a decade later in 1923.

The inspir ation f or the jumping a t r ehearsal no.13 came in the

form o f a chor d-r epeti tion, as w e have note d, arguably the most

famous (as well as notorious ) eight-bar phr ase in all of 20th-c entur y

music; see example 4.2. The length o f the phr ase (eight me asures)

is conventional, o f course, but the ac companying pa t tern o f accents

had never bef ore been heard (or felt, mor e specif ically) in Western

art music.

A single dissonan t chor d (another triadic superimposi tion, as i t
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happens) is repeated 32 times in r apid succession. The r egulari ty of

this hammer -lik e action ser ves as a backdrop for a hig hly irr egular

pat tern o f accents. In example 4.2, these accents are shown above

the be ams, while the spans be tween them ar e marked off by

brackets. The numbers abo ve the br ackets mar k off the number o f

eighth-note be ats encompassed by each span. Readers unfamiliar

wi th music al nota tion ma y none theless f ollo w the ar gument by

follo wing the series o f numbers.

EXAMPLE 4.2: The Rite of Spring, ÒAugur s of Spring,Ó opening bars

The novelt y of this in vention c an still star tle. W hile the br acket

totaling thr ee eighth-note be ats appears t wic e, none of the other

spans are repeated. The the orist Ma t thew M cDonald has tr aced the

irr egular spans br acketed in example 4.2 to the in ter vals of a triadic

superimposi tion a t r ehearsal no.14; to follo w his log ic, Str avinsky
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converted the in ter vals of this c onf igur ation in to semi tones and

fr om semi tones to eig hth-note be ats.4 To follo w Taruskin, on the

other hand, the irr egular accents were designed to r epresent the

Òrandomness o f natur e.Ó

In poin t o f fact, the e xtr eme irr egulari ty of these accents goes

beyond r andomness. According to D avid H uron, a psycholog ist who

has given much thoug ht to the issue o f expectation in music, the

accentual pa t tern a t Rehearsal no.13 in The Rite is Ònot just

impr obable, but less pr edic table than a r andom pa t tern o f

accents.Ó5 (Yes, to some degr ee, probabili ty or pr edic tabili ty is

measurable.) And this poin ts to c omposi tional in ten t, to the a t tempt

on Str avinskyÕs part to run c ounter to the 2 /4 me ter .

Perversely, Str avinskyÕs accentual pa t tern a t the outse t o f ÒAugurs

of SpringÓ was conceived in opposition to the 2 /4 me ter . Rather

than mer ely non-me tric al, the pat tern is anti-metrical. Or, to use

HuronÕs term, the irr egular accents and spans in Example 4.3 ar e

Òcontr ametric Ó in their effect. They were designed to c ounter and

ultima tel y to disrupt the listenerÕ s sense of the 2 /4 me ter .

At the same time, ho wever, Huron overlooks the f ive-f old

repeti tion o f the ostina to pa t tern just prior to r ehearsal no.13 (again,

see example 4.2). Cruciall y, listeners ma y carr y something o f the

parallelism o f this r epeti tion in to the opening bars o f this passage,

hearing the f irst t wo accents as wri t ten, tha t is, as syncopations

off the quar ter -note be at. Disruption is apt to se t in when these

accents are shif ted to the be at, ho wever. A few bars la ter , the

accents fall on the do wnbe at. Consequentl y, here again, it is the

metric al displac ement o f a motiv e, chor d or ac cent tha t lies at the

heart o f the disturbanc e.
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5. The Swiss Years (I);The
Wedding(Les Noces) (1917-23)

B allet; Russian chor eographic scenes (tableaux) wi th

song and music; f our -par t chorus ( SATB) wi th f our

soloists; or chestr a of per cussion wi th f our pianos. Orig inal

chor eography by Bronislava Nijinska. Dedicated to Ser gei

Diaghilev. First perf ormanc e, Ballets Russes, ThŽ‰tr e de la

Ga”tŽ Lyrique, Paris, 13 June 1923. Conduc ted by Ernest

Ansermet.

The Wedding is a suite o f t ypic al wedding episodes told

thr ough quota tions o f t ypic al talk. The la t ter is al ways

ri tualistic. As a c ollection o f clichŽs and quota tions o f t ypic al

wedding sayings i t mig ht be c ompar ed to one o f those

scenes in Ulysses in which the r eader seems to be

overhearing scr aps of conversation wi thout the c onnecting

thr ead of discourse.

At the f irst perf ormanc e in Paris [ 13 June 1923], the f our

pianos f ille d the c orners o f the stage, thus being separ ated

fr om the per cussion ensemble and the chorus and solo

singers in the pi t. Diag hilev argued for this arr angement on

aesthetic gr oundsÑthe black, elephan tine shapes w ere an

at tr activ e addition to the dŽcorÑbut m y orig inal ide a was

that the whole c ompany of musicians and danc ers should be

together on stage as e qual par ticipan ts.

When I f irst pla yed The Wedding to Diag hilev, he wept

and said i t w as the most be autiful and most pur ely Russian

creation o f our Balle t. I think he did lo ve The Wedding mor e

than an y other w ork of mine. Tha t i t is wh y it is de dicated

to him. [I gor Str avinsky and Rober t Cr aft, Expositions and

Developments.]

Enthusiasts o f Str avinskyÕs music harbor a spe cial f ondness for The
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Wedding. ÒThe Wedding ranks high in the b y no me ans crowded

company of indisputable c ontempor ary masterpie ces,Ó wrote Rober t

Craft in The New York Review of Books (1972). Even Constan t

Lamber t, among the cr ankiest o f the c omposerÕs early cri tics, f ound

something uniquel y compelling: ÒThe Wedding is one of the

masterpie ces of this Russian period and possibl y the onl y really

impor tant w ork tha t Str avinsky has given usÓ.1

And i t may be tha t this mir acle of mir acles, begun in 1914 but

not c omple ted wi th i ts four th and f inal instrumen tation in plac e

until 1923, still o ffers toda yÕs listeners some thing trul y star tling.

So it w ould seem, at any rate, r egardless whether The Wedding

is per ceived as a piece of pur e music (i ts bat ter y of per cussion

wi th f our Òelephantine Ó pianos; see above), or as a musical-dr amatic

spectacle (i ts Òcantata-balle tÓ scheme). Certainl y, the pr olonged

indecision in instrumen tation w as unchar acteristic o f Str avinsky,

who gener ally or chestr ated while he c omposed, whatever the

preliminar y sketch r outine. The hesi tation c an suggest novelt y even

for the c omposer o f The Rite of Spring, a musical-dr amatic

inspir ation f or which ther e was no ready set tlemen t along lines

even remotel y tr aditional. And the dif f iculties c an seem all the mor e

extr aordinar y given the self -impose d in terruptions f or Renard (1916)

and The SoldierÕs Tale (1918), pieces of consider able dur ation and

diversi ty. For Str avinsky w as loath to postpone. Onc e assured of a

Òfind,Ó a melodic or rhythmic ide a of some sor t, his instinc t w as to

persevere fr om star t to f inish, wi thout in terruptions. As he la ter

explaine d, the futur e seemed never to furnish the c ertain ty of the

present. Ideas were best encour aged when ne w and fr esh.

The bir th o f The WeddingÑini tiall y another big pie ce for Diag hilev

and the Balle ts RussesÑwas not unlik e that o f The Rite of Spring.

The ide a for a chor al work on the subje ct o f a peasant w edding had

occurr ed to the c omposer e arly in 1912; the title, Svadebkaor ÒLit tle

Wedding,Ó had come along wi th i t. But The Rite would be f ollo wed

first b y the second and thir d acts of Str avinskyÕs early oper a, The

Nightingale (Act I had be en comple ted in 1909). And the second

and thir d acts of The Nightingale would be f ollo wed by the Thr ee
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Pieces for String Quartet (1914), a set o f shor t and hig hly eccentric

minia tur es.

The f irst o f the Thr ee Piecesaffords the listener as scin tilla ting

an exercise in the me chanics o f stratification as any in Str avinskyÕs

music. A folk-deriv ed melod y in the f irst violin spans 2 3 quar ter -

note be ats and is r epeated four times; se e the br ackets in e xample

5.1. The repeti tion o f this melod y is superimpose d over ostina tos in

the viola and c ello spanning se ven quar ter -note be ats. By contr ast,

the spans between repeats of the Dorian te tr achor d in the se cond

violin ar e irr egular; the y in trude abruptl y and double f or te on the

context as a whole. The r eader may follo w these c onf lic ting spans

by tr acing the o verlapping br ackets in e xample 5.1. The numbers

represent the number o f quar ter -note be ats encompassed by the

bracketed spans. The shif ting bar lines ar e not a me ter , stric tl y

speaking, but onl y the subdivisions o f the span enc ompassing the

ostina tos in the viola and c ello par ts.
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EXAMPLE 5.1: Three Pieces for String Quartet, N o. 1; stratification

And as if the separ ation be tween these f our string par ts were

somehow insuf f icien tl y undersc ored, Str avinsky assigns each a

dif ferent mode o f at tack: avec toute la longueur de lÕarchet (wi th the

entir e length o f the bo w) for the f irst violin, ff and sur le sol du talon

(at the he el of the bo w) for the se cond violin, and piz zicato f or the

cello. The end r esult is a music al regimen tation e xceeding ly stif f,

rig id, and me chanic al in conception.

But such, as w e have seen in pr evious chapters, is the na tur e

of the be ast. From one br acket to the ne xt in e xample 5.1, there

are few, if any, changes or variations in melod y, overall harmon y,

dynamics, or instrumen tation. All is lock ed in fr om the star t, as it

were. What counts in Str avinskyÕs stratif ied, pol yrhythmic se t tings

are the chang ing alignmen ts between the r epeating fr agments and
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pat terns, as each fr agment r elates to the others and to the me ter .

Moreover, if these alignmen ts are to mak e themsel ves felt, then

their ar ticula tion must be cle an and the me ter must be stric tl y

main taine d. As far as pitch is c oncerned, the set ting is not o vertl y

octatonic, e ven if the sc ale may be heard between the A-G

concluding f igur e of the f irst violin, F#-E-D#-C# in the se cond

violin, and the Eb-D b-C motiv e in the c ello: in desc ending or der,

A-G-F#-E-Eb-D b-C. Against the pol yrhythmic separ ation be tween

the f our par ts, the oc tatonic sc ale binds them harmonic ally.

That the gener al public, modestl y inf orme d of the string quar tet

li ter atur e of the 18th and 19th c enturies, should ha ve found these

Thr ee Piecesoutlandish in the e xtr eme, goes pret ty much wi thout

saying. I n his book, The New Music (1924), the cri tic Ge orge Dyson

complaine d: ÒIf this t ype of passage has any pr oper plac e in the ar t

of the string quar tet, then the end is ne ar.Ó

Later in the past c entur y, however, the str atif ication in the f irst

of the Thr ee Pieces and the man y others lik e it in The Rite and

in Str avinskyÕs subsequent w orks would e xert an inf luenc e on the

Americ an minimalist c omposers, Steve Reich and Philip Glass. I n

the opening pages o f John AdamsÕs El Dorado Symphon y (1991), the

str atif ied fr agments in the f irst o f the Thr ee Piecesare explici t and

hard to miss. On the other side o f the spe ctrum, the a t tempt to

individualiz e and isolate the f our string par ts fr om one another is

str etche d still fur ther in the f ive string quar tets of Elliot t Car ter . In

the la t ter , the f our par ts are assigned dif ferent tempos, and lack, as

a result, me tric al poin ts of in terse ction.

The Wedding:ÒEthnologically true and thoroughly
modernistÓ

To condense Rober t Cr aftÕs outline o f the in tric ate cir cumstanc es

surr ounding the making o f The Wedding: work on the libr et to

commenc ed in Ma y or June o f 1914.2 In need of addi tional sour ce
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texts, Str avinsky tr aveled to Russia (Ustilug and Kie v) in July of

1914, where he acquir ed P.V. KireyevskyÕs volume o f Russian wedding

songs (1911), which would ser ve as the principal sour ce for the

libr et to. Then, back in Clar ens, Swi tzerland, the song c ycle

Pribaoutki (1914) came first. By the end o f November , however,

ÒStr avinsky had dr afted some, possibl y most, o f the music o f the

first table au.Ó

Much o f 1915 passed wi th The Wedding and the chamber oper a

Renard incuba ting in wha t Cr aft has describe d as Str avinskyÕs

Òamazing ly compar tmen ted mind.Ó In January of 1916, the composer

accepted a commission f or Renard, and The Wedding was set aside

for seven mon ths. Not un til O ctober o f 1917 was the sketch-sc ore of

The Wedding comple te.

Nearly f ive years of experimen ts follo wed, wi th v aried

instrumen tal ensembles, including per cussion gr oups, imag ined

peasant bands, pianolas, cimbaloms, and e ven a harmonium. The

problem w as only superf iciall y an instrumen tal one, f or i t in volved

the c omposerÕs at tempt to r econcile the e thnolog ically true wi th

a thor oughly modernist c omposi tional st yle. In the f inal score of

April 1923, the f our pianos w ere ÒimpersonalÓ and Òhomogenous,Ó

as Str avinsky describe d them, while the per cussion section

represented an at tempt to r eplic ate the sound o f a peasant band.

And so fr om the time o f The WeddingÕs conception to i ts comple tion

nearly a decade passed. Indeed, of all o f Str avinskyÕs works, Craft

estima ted tha t ÒThe Wedding under went the most e xtensiv e

metamorphosis. Ó This oeuvre may not onl y have preoccupie d the

composer f or the longest time, but ma y also, in aggr egate, have

taken him the longest time to c ompose.

But if this pr olonged insol vency was indic ativ e of novelt y, of

music al ideas that w ere incapable of succumbing to an y ready

set tlemen t, i t r ef lected an impor tant developmen t in Str avinskyÕs

music al thoug ht: fr om 1914 onward, a shif t oc curr ed fr om the

immense or chestr al resources that had be en harnessed on behalf o f

the Scherzo Fantastique, The Fir ebird, Petrushka, The Rite of Spring,

and The Nightingale (all r ef lecting, as Str avinsky note d, Òthe Russian
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orchestr al school in which I had be en foster edÓ),3 to the solo-

instrumen tal st yle of the mor e modest chamber gr oups assembled

for the Thr ee Pieces for String Quartet, Pribaoutki, R enard, and The

SoldierÕs Tale.

Folk traditions behindThe Wedding

The scenario o f The Wedding under went some thing o f a

metamorphosis o f i ts own. Early sketches c ontain music al

characteriza tions and dr amatic ac tions c onceived along quasi-

oper atic lines. The y appear to ha ve been composed in c oor dination

wi th a thr ee-ac t scenario, one tha t inc orpor ated a great man y of

the 17 or so ri tual episodes o f the f olk-w edding pla y, the svadebnaya

igr a. (By 1913, the imagined time o f The Wedding, the ri tual episodes

that lay behind i t had evolved in to a kind o f play, for whose

produc tion w edding par ties r egular ly hir ed a cast of pr ofessional

actors and singers.)

The natur e of these ri tual episodes c ould v ary consider ably fr om

one distric t in Russia to another . Centr al to the pla y and to

Str avinskyÕs adaptation o f i t w as the devichnik, a kind o f bridal

shower, which usuall y took plac e on the da y prior to the w edding

ceremony. Centr al to the devichnik, in turn, w ere forms o f

lamentationÑ formulas o f lamen t and w eeping b y the bride and her

entour age. In the orig inal c onception, a marrie d woman w ould le ad

the maidens in the sing ing o f a lament, while c overing the bride Õs

head wi th a veil. The c enterpie ce of the devichnik was the undoing

and combing out o f the bride Õs braid (kosa), which w as then r edone

in t wo plai ts, wound ar ound her he ad, and covered wi th a k erchief

that w ould r emain par t o f her dr ess for the r emainder o f her

marrie d lif e.

Soon enough, however, the early thr ee-ac t scenario w as follo wed

by a scaled-do wn version in which the ide a of a narr ativ e account

was gradually replaced by tha t o f a synthesis or cr ystalliza tion. I n
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par ticular , the devichnik, assigned to Ac t II in the ini tial sc enario,

was moved to the star t. Str avinskyÕs play would beg in wi th the

ceremony in full swing, as i t w ere, with a lamen t on the subje ct

of the bride and her far ewell to maidenhood. An outline runs as

follo ws:

PART I

Fir st tableau : At the B ride Õs

The table au opens wi th the sopr ano solo sing ing the

Bride Õs lament.

Second tableau : At the Gr oomÕs

The GroomÕs cur ls (kindri) are combed, wi th the

groomsmen in a t tendanc e.

Thir d tableau : Seeing off the Bride

As the Bride depar ts, the mothers o f both B ride and

Groom lamen t the loss o f their childr en to marriage.

PART II

Fourth tableau : The Wedding Feast

In the midst o f the c elebr ation ( krasniy stol ), the marriage

bed is pr epared and the ne wlyweds depar t fr om the f east.

The f inal version o f the sc enario w as thus an enc apsulation. I t

sought to e vokeÑin a momen tÕs time,

impr essionistic allyÑsomething o f the sense and sensibili ty of the

ancien t ri tuals, much as a snapshot mig ht captur e the char acter

as well the cir cumstanc es of a scene recalled fr om memor y. The

libr et to w as forme d in the same fashion. Pie ced toge ther fr om

Òquota tions o f t ypic al wedding sayings,Ó the idea here, too, had be en

to cut and paste, to sele ct in bi ts and pie ces from the Kir eyevsky

volume o f 1,043 wedding songs. Of ten enoug h, the v erses assembled

in this w ay resembled scraps of conversation, the sor ts of lines a

shadow narr ator o f this tale mig ht be imag ined as having overheard

inciden tall y when passing fr om one w edding c eremony to the ne xt.

As a form o f embodimen t, too, a syn thesis o f wha t had be en passed

down thr ough the ages, these same verses represented the

Òwedding sayingsÓ not of sing le, individual char acters, but o f a
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multi tude o f brides, gr ooms, bridesmaids, par ents, and guests. To

follo w wha t must sur ely have been Str avinskyÕs logic at the time,

this w as a general characteriza tion tha t in music al terms c ould best

be addr essed f lexibl y rather than in f ixed, one-on-one alignmen ts

wi th the v ocal soloists. ÒIndividual r oles do not e xist in The Wedding,

the c omposer r emarked in Expositions and Developments, Òonly solo

voices that impersona te no w one t ype of char acter and no w

another .Ó Thus, the soprano impersona tes a bride Õs voice in the f irst

tablelau, that o f a goose later in the f our th.

A technically intricate score

The separations be tween char acter and char acter t ype, and

between personal f eelings and the f eelings to which the ri tuals

themsel ves make reference, are integr al to Str avinskyÕs adaptation

of the svadebnaya igra. In the opening o f the f irst table au (see

example 5.2), the bride w eeps not out o f heartf elt inclina tion, but

out o f personal and social obliga tion. W eighted down b y tr aditions,

famil y, and society, she weeps Òbecause, ri tualistic ally, she must

weep,Ó as Str avinsky expr essed it.
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EXAMPLE 5.2: The Wedding, fir st tableau, opening

And such, too, ar e the de tails wi th which S tr avinskyÕs score is often

intima tel y in tune. I n the sopr anoÕs thr ee-note melodic motiv e that

opens the f irst table au, (E D B), the gr ace-note F#, sliding g lissando-

like into the motiv eÕs lower D, allows for the suggestion f or a gasp or

sob.

Indeed, fr om a mor e stric tl y music al standpoin t, the char acter o f

the r epeti tion o f the (E D B) fragment is ri tualistic. Wi th the pi tch E

as the poin t o f depar tur e and return, melod y in the opening passage

of The Wedding consists o f E, D, and B, with F# sounde d as a grace
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note to the D . The conf inemen t o f melod y to these thr ee or f our

pi tches extends to subse quent r estatemen ts of this ma terial. Wi thin

each of the la t ter , returns to E ar e always preceded by the D . At the

same time, D , succeeded by E in this fashion, is al ways inf lected by

the gr ace note F#, and is al ways double d and accented by Pianos I

and III and the xy lophone.

Successive taps on the c ymbal (wooden malle t) are no less

systematic ( again, see example 5.1). The time-spans be tween these

taps number se ven, six, f ive, four , thr ee, and two eighth-note be ats,

respectiv ely, wi th each span mar ked by the r eduction o f a sing le

beat. In this w ay, the pat tern o f r epeti tion in the c ymbal unf olds as

a separate layer, independen tl y of the r epeti tion in the v ocal and

instrumen tal par ts. A large-scale str atif ication ma y be inf err ed, the

sort o f pol yrhythmic la yering allude d to in e arlier chapters.

Cruciall y, too, the v ocal and instrumen tal par ts in this opening

passage are never exchanged in an imi tativ e dialogue, but ar e fixed

in r egister as w ell as in par t. No Òconversation Ó may be detected

on the par t o f the (E D B) motiv e, no imi tativ e inter action be tween

the par ts or instrumen ts. Nor ar e ther e any tr anspositions in

subsequent r estatemen ts of this passage.

Indeed, the system, har dness, and iner tness iden tif ied wi th much

of Str avinskyÕs music c an seem to ha ve reached an early prime in

these opening bars o f The Wedding. From star t to f inish, harmon y

or vertic al coincidenc e is f ixed wi th li t tle or no sense o f mo vement

or pr ogress. Putting aside the pi tchless taps on the c ymbal (the onl y

source here of a form o f str atif ication ), harmon y mid way thr ough

this passage is li t tle dif ferent fr om wha t i t is at the beg inning or a t

the c onclusion.

More to the poin t, the small motiv e D-E in the sopr ano (see the

brackets in e xample 5.2) always falls over the bar line. I rr espectiv e

of the nota ted irr egulari ty, D-E always assumes the same metric al

alignmen t. Hence, the score would seem to la tch on to a f ixed

element or c onstanc y, here in the f orm o f the per vasive D-E

segment. In addi tion, E, as the r egistr ally f ixed pi tch o f depar tur e

and r eturn, al ways falls on the f irst be ats of the shif ting bar lines.
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Indeed, as can readily be seen, the nota ted irr egulari ty of block A is

in lar ge part de termine d by these me tric ally f ixed alignmen ts. The

shif ting bar lines se ek, at le ast in par t, to pr eserve fixed or par allel

alignmen ts for D-E and the sing le pi tch E.

At the same time, ho wever, all is not as i t mig ht at f irst appe ar.

Against the in tensel y static implic ations o f the (E D B) melody in the

soprano solo, a number o f forces do shif t f lexibl y. As Str avinskyÕs

rapidl y chang ing bar lines mak e clear, returns to E as the poin t

of depar tur e are irr egular ly spaced, undersc ored not onl y by the

octave doublings ac companying the ini tial D o f the D-E motiv e (in

Pianos I and III), but also b y a punctuating D in the xy lophone.

In turn, when se t against an inf err ed metric al periodici ty, the

irr egulari ty of the spans be tween repeats of the D-E segmen ts will

mean that the la t ter will be displaced. As the 1-2-3 brackets af f ixed

to the sta ves in example 5.1 indicate, a 3/8 me ter ma y be inf err ed

fr om the D-E motiv e of the opening t wo measures and imposed on

the block as a whole.

In the opening t wo measures of The Wedding, the str essed D-E

uni t assumes its over-the-bar line, upbe at-do wnbe at plac ement. But

subsequent r epeats contr adict this iden ti ty. In the 3 /8 barring o f

example 5.1, the D in this suc cession falls on the se cond at m.3, and

then on the f irst be at m.6. Hence a pat terne d cycle of displac ement

is revealed. The D of the D-E motiv e is intr oduc ed on the thir d beat,

and is subsequentl y displac ed to the se cond and f irst be ats, and

then, in the c omple tion o f the c ycle, is displac ed yet another notch

back to the orig inal thir d beat. At this poin t, D-E r esumes its orig inal

alignmen t in the f inal bars o f the block. A t the same time, the 3 /

8 meter emer ges on tar get wi th the nota ted irr egulari ty. The t wo

conf lic ting me ters ar e aligned as block A dr aws to a close. This is

likely to in tensif y the listenerÕs feel of the 3 /8 me ter , along wi th the

displac ements.
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The WeddingÕsÒmelodic inventionsÓ

The melodic ma terial o f The Wedding consists t ypic ally not o f

melodies or themes, pr oper ly speaking, but o f fr agments or motiv es.

Numbering t wo to f ive pitches, these fr agments are open-ende d

and wi thout c adential e xpr ession, inviting the imme diate and o ften

continuous r epeti tion enc ounter ed alr eady in the opening passage

of the f irst table au. At the same time, open-ende dness is tie d to a

diatonicism tha t i t distinc tl y modal and o ften Dorian, wi th man y of

the fr agments outlining Dorian te tr achor ds. Typic al are the minor -

thir d gaps that per vade these te tr achor ds; the D-B gap in (E D B ), for

example, which lacks a C#.

In fact, when gappe d or inc omple te in this fashion, the Dorian

tetr achor d assumes the earmar ks of wha t Arnold Schoenber g might

have called a melodic c ell or Òbasic motive.Ó Inversions surfac e in

this lig ht, tha t is, as depar tur es from the par ent or un tr ansforme d

version. Minor -thir d gaps pervade lengthier segmen ts as well, wi th

The Wedding acquiring a pentatonic character . Subject to a

repeti tion which is o ften r elentless, the gaps ar e made all the mor e

conspicuous. The r epeti tion in tensif ies the sense of wha t is being

omi t tedÑnamely, semitones and their poten tial f or cr eating a sense

of mo vement by way of the le ading-tone func tion. W hile the

reduction in in ter vals would ha ve made for a somewhat sta tic

fr amework in an y case, the par ticular gaps in question in tensif y

the ar chaic or Òprimi tiv eÓ character o f the f olk elemen t. Man y of

the melodic char acteristics o f The Wedding may be at tribute d to

Russian folk music or chur ch music. As tr anscribe d by the c omposer

in 1909, appearances of a borr owed folk song in the f our th table au,

ÒNe vesyolaya da komtanÕitsaÓ (Not a M err y Compan yÓ), are

exceptional in The Wedding. They are the onl y instanc es in which a

borr owed melod y is quote d in i ts entir ety.

More typic al of the melodic in vention in The Wedding is the D-

E motiv e of the opening block ( again, see example 5.1). It is not a

melod y, stric tl y speaking, but a segmen t o f a segment, the closing
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f igur e of (E D B). Fragments of this kind ar e not tr aceable to spe cif ic

sources, but ar e folk-lik e rather than f olk-deriv ed. They are

produc ts not o f borr owing but o f simulation (Òfabrication,Ó as

Str avinsky describe d it). Many are Òfaithful and cle ver imi tations

of folk songs,Ó to follo w Bela BartokÕs early account o f Str avinskyÕs

methods. And this applies not onl y to The Wedding, but to other

late Russian-period w orks as well, including the Thr ee Pieces for

String Quartet (1914), Renard (1916), The SoldierÕs Tale (1918), and the

Symphonies of Wind I nstruments (1920).

In sum, Str avinskyÕs uniquel y designed late Russian-period st yle

was served often enoug h not b y the genuine ar ticle, but b y mor e

intrinsic ally or ÒorganicallyÓ developed materialÑmelodic par ts

whose orig ins lay mor e imme diatel y wi th the c omposi tional

processes at hand. Such par ts were the pr oduc t o f a music al

consciousness ste eped in Russian f olk idioms, to be sur e, but

perhaps mor e particular ly to the uses to which those idioms c ould

be put, the w ays in which the y could be made to ser ve rhythmic

and metric al pr actic es already full y a part o f Str avinskyÕs style. And

the fur ther the c omposer tr aveled fr om his poin t o f depar tur e in

the f orm o f the thr ee early ballets (The Firebird, Petrushka, and

The Rite of Spring ), the mor e problematic the e xplici t borr owing o f

authen tic f olk songs and the pr ocess of assimila tion appe ar to ha ve

been. ÒIf any of these [Russian-period] pie ces sounds like aborig inal

folk music,Ó Str avinsky w ould la ter r emark, Òit may be because my

powers of fabric ation w ere able to tap some unc onscious ÔfolkÕ

memor y.Ó4

In his length y polemic against Òfolkloristic symphonies, Ó

Schoenber g argued against the use o f borr owed folk or popular

material, suggesting tha t such ma terial c ould ne ver be assimila ted

proper ly by the c onstruc ted ar twork.5 In Schoenber gÕs view, the t wo

sides of this e quation c ould not be made to c oher e. And the pr oblem

lay wi th the mode o f conception. Borr owed folk melodies w ere

conceived outside the c omposi tional pr ocess. They came whole and

readymade, impl ying not some fur ther de velopmen t, but quali ties

that w ere capable of being appr eciated and savored for wha t the y
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already were. An aesthetic purpose had be en realized in full, in

other w ords, and shor t o f mer ely repeating tha t purpose in v arious

set tings or arr angements, li t tle c ould be adde d.

In ef fect, bi ts and pie ces of a borr owed folk melod y could not be

chiseled off and submi t ted to a de veloping v ariation, the tr aditional

and Classical means by which, ac cording to Schoenber g, motivic

par ts were worked in to the bod y of a work and made whole and

organic, individual and c ontextual. And a t tempts to w ork them in

this w ay, to tr eat them as if the y had in fac t sprung fr om the

composi tional pr ocess itself, w ere doomed to failur e. They could

not but le ad to an acute f orm o f ar tif iciali ty, something f orced and

labor ed. And the char acter o f the borr owed material, which had in

all lik elihood pr ompte d the borr owing in the f irst plac e, would be

lost in the pr ocess.

But this ar gument fails wher e Str avinskyÕs methods ar e

consider ed mor e specif ically. The Òfolkloristic Ó in pieces such as The

Wedding and Renard has far less to do wi th the inc orpor ation o f

Russian folk songs borr owed whole than wi th the manipula tion o f

shor t, open-ende d fr agments tr aceable often enoug h to Str avinskyÕs

Òpowers of fabric ation.Ó This is not to deny the f ew instanc es of

dir ect and e xplici t borr owing, but onl y to suggest tha t such

borr owing f igur ed as but one o f the man y ways in which the f olk

element w as exploi ted.

Indeed, the issue o f melod y was often a sensi tiv e and complic ated

one for Str avinsky. In the small-sc ale cut ting and pasting o f

fr agments, another sor t o f melod y was requir ed, dif ferent in kind

fr om tha t which had char acteriz ed the music o f his pr edecessors.

Greater plianc y was neededÑthe abili ty of a melod y to submi t to the

processes of division, r epeti tion, and me tric al displac ement de taile d

here and in pr evious chapters. And wha t cri tics c ondemne d early

on as a Òlack of melod yÓ in Str avinskyÕs music c an ther efore be

describe d mor e accur atel y as the absence of a par ticular kind o f

melod y, the sor ts of themes or Òbeautiful melodiesÓ made famous in

the music o f his c ompatriots, c omposers such as Pyotr T chaikovsky

and Sergei Rachmanino ff.
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A certain ambigui ty is thus lik ely to at tach i tself to the abo ve

assertion r egarding the f olk or chur ch-r elated orig ins of much o f

the melodic c onten t o f The Wedding. Ther e are cases of dir ect

borr owing, to be sur e, cases traceable at le ast in par t to a uthen tic

sources. Yet much o f the ma terial o f The Wedding seems to have

been conceived in the manner indic ated by the c omposer , that is, as

a form o f impr ovisation a la mani•r e de,a simulation in which, fr om

the star t o f the c omposi tional pr ocess, bits and pie ces of folk music,

tapped sometimes fr om the c omposerÕs Òunconscious f olk memor y,Ó

meshed wi th the w ays and means of his o wn st ylistic de vices. And

fr om wha t w e know of the appr oach, i t could not ha ve dif fered all

that much fr om the w ays in which ne oclassical works were forme d.

Beneath the surfac e of these t wo large-scale orien tations, the

Russian folk models tha t had ser ved the e arlier Russian period w ere

replaced by the Bar oque and Classical materials tha t w ould ser ve

the la ter ne oclassical one.
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6. The Swiss Years (II):Renard
(1916)

A bur lesque about the f ox, the c ock, the c at, and the

goat, to be sung and pla yed on stage. 2 solo tenors, 2

solo basses; percussion, timpani, cimbalom. De dicated to

Princ ess Edmond de Polignac.First perf ormanc e, Ballets

Russes, Paris Oper a, Paris, May 18, 1922.

In September 1915, Str avinsky and his famil y moved fr om Clar ens

to M orges, near Lausanne, set tling f irst in a r ental and then, a y ear

or so la ter , on the second f loor o f the Maison Bornand, a pension

not far fr om the c enter o f to wn. Swiss wri ters and musicians no w

figur ed among his closest friends. The y include d Char les-Al ber t

Cingria, a wri ter and c omposer , and the c onduc tor Ernest

Ansermet, to whom S tr avinsky de dicated his Thr ee Pieces for String

Quartet. Ansermet w as follo wed by the Swiss novelist C. F. Ramuz,

who in turn in tr oduc ed him to the ar tist RenŽ Auberjonois. The

lat ter thr ee would pla y pivotal r oles in the c onception and e ventual

produc tion o f The SoldierÕs Tale.

First to be r ealized was Renard, however. This w as the ÒburlesqueÓ

for which, beg inning some time in the fall o f 1915,The Wedding was

set aside f or about se ven mon ths. Slighter and less c elebr ated than

The Wedding, Renard is the be arer of much e xtr aordinar y music all

the same. I ts composi tion began wi th the se t ting o f the v erses of

a single folk tale, ÒThe Cat, the Cock, and the Fo x.Ó Listed as No.38

in Alexander AfanasyevÕs vast antholog y of Russian folklor e, Russian

Fair y Tales, the ti tle w as orig inall y RenardÕs as well. As the pie ce

progressed, however, Str avinsky w as soon adding, c ompiling, and

conf lating f olk tales and fr agments of te xts just as he had e arlier

wi th the v erses of the Kir eyevsky volume when w orking on The

Wedding. The result, a conf lation o f barn yard scenes, was a
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bur lesque conceived in Ògentle mock ery and fun,Ó as he once

describe d it.1

Remarkably, Renard contains no dir ect borr owings o f Russian folk

tunes. I ts Òauthen tic Ó music is entir ely Str avinskyÕs own, as is, for

that mat ter , the genr e itself, a unique h ybrid o f folk pla y,

divertissement, and balle t. The perf ormanc e instruc tions be ar this

out. The c omposer had in tende d to r ecreate the a tmospher e of a

str eet perf ormanc e, with i tiner ant pla yers occupying an impr omptu

space shared wi th the a udienc e: ÒThe play is acted by clowns,

dancers, or acr obats, pr eferably on a tr estle stage plac ed in fr ont

of the or chestr a. If perf orme d in a the atr e it should be pla yed in

fr ont o f the cur tain.Ó The scenario opens wi th a c ock strut ting about

on a per ch, eyeing a fox (Renard) wi th empt y her oics. Disguised in

various w ays, Renard manages to c aptur e his pr ey, only to lose him

to a cat and goa t. The dr amatic ac tion is r epeated, wi th the c ock

caught and saved a second time.

ÒPhonetic sonority of the words and syllablesÓ

Entruste d wi th the Fr ench tr anslation o f RenardÕs text w as Ramuz,

who w ould la ter publish a shor t memoir o f his experienc es with

the c omposer , Souvenirs sur Igor Str awinsky (1929). Include d in his

recollections is a description o f his me thod o f appr oach wi th

Str avinsky:

We met almost e very day in the blue r oom o verlooking the

garden; we were among the drums, the timpani, the bass

drums, e very kind o f bashing instrumen t (or per cussion, to

use the o ff icial term ), to which had be en recentl y been

added the cimbalom. I had a she et o f paper , a pencil.

Str avinsky r ead me the Russian te xt verse by verse, taking

care each time to c ount the number o f syllables in e ach

verse, which I w ould wri te do wn in the mar gin o f my paper;
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then w e made the tr anslation, tha t is, Str avinsky tr anslated

the te xt f or me w ord for w ord. It w as a word-f or -w ord

so li ter al as to be often qui te inc ompr ehensible, but wi th

an inspir ed (nonlog ical) imager y, meetings o f words whose

fr eshness was all the gr eater f or lacking an y (logical) sense.

In mat ters o f te xt-se t ting gener ally during the S wiss years,

Str avinsky w as drawn to the spe cial music al-r hythmic quali ties o f

Russian folk verse. Eager to exploi t these quali ties in a music o f his

own, his sk etches and notebooks be came infuse d wi th bi ts of te xts

besmir ched wi th pr osody mar ks. Indeed, so immerse d was he for

a time in the sound, char acter , and rhythm o f this poe tr y tha t the

libr et tos o f both The Wedding and Renard, althoug h pieced toge ther

fr om te xts deriv ed fr om the Kir eyevsky and Afanasyev collections,

contain much tha t is undoubte dly his. At w ork on both libr et tos, he

began to in vent and in terpola te onoma topoeic nonsense w ords of

his own .

More specif ically, it w as the Òphone tic sonori ty of the w ords and

syllablesÓ that at tr acted him; sound sense r ather than w ord sense.

His at ten tion w as drawn, Òhis musical saliva was set in motion, Ó by

the sounds and r hythms o f the sy llables.

Momentous w as a discovery of his during the e arly days of the

Swiss period. L ate in 1914, Str avinsky w as struck b y a featur e

peculiar to Russian f olk verse: when sung, the ac cents of the spok en

verse are often ignor ed. A recollection o f this disc overy, one of the

most ÒrejoicingÓ of his lif e, was later include d in Expositions and

Developments:

One impor tant char acteristic o f Russian popular v erse is

that the ac cents of the spok en verse are ignor ed when the

verse is sung. The r ecogni tion o f the music al possibili ties

inher ent in this fac t w as one of the most r ejoicing

discoveries of my lif e; I was like a man who suddenl y f inds

that his f inger c an be bent fr om the se cond join t as well

as the f irst. W e all kno w par lor games in which the same
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sentenc e can be made to me an something dif ferent when

the dif ferent w ords are emphasized.2

In Renard, the sy llable-sounds wi thin the w ord i tself, as

well as the emphasis o f the w ord in the sen tenc e, are so

tr eated. Renard is phoneme music, and phonemes ar e

untr anslatable.

A revelation, then, the disc overy of this discr epancy in the

pronuncia tion o f popular Russian v erse. The ide a must sur ely have

dawned on the c omposer tha t her e, in this quain t, ÒbackwoodsÓ

oddi ty of Russian folk poe tr y, was a capabili ty akin to tha t which he

had alr eady pursue d in music al rhythm and me ter . In this fr eeing

of the sy llabif ication fr om f ixed pr actic e by varying not onl y the

emphasis of words wi thin a sen tenc e, but also the manner in which

the sy llables w ere pronounc ed, he had stumble d on a f lexible

coor dination which, put to his o wn use, could c omplemen t the

metric al displac ement o f r epeated fr agments and chor ds that w ere

already inextric ably a part o f his music al language. He could pursue

a varied accentuation tha t w as relativ ely indif ferent to the music al

componen t, or he c ould v ary a verbal accent in ac cord wi th some

varianc e in me tric al placement. The possibili ties must ha ve seemed

inf ini te. For no longer w ere the me tric al displac ements of r epeated

themes and fr agments in his music helplessl y at the mer cy of a f ixed

practic e in verbal accentuation. H is f ingers c ould be ben t Òfrom the

second join t as well as from the f irst.Ó

It is signif icant, too, tha t this c apabili ty realized in popular Russian

verse was never abandone d during the ne oclassical and serial

eras. His nativ e tongue no longer o f pr actic al use, Str avinsky w as

not to r elent as he turne d f irst to L atin in Oedipus Rex (1927), to

French and Eng lish, and f inall y to H ebrew in one o f his la te serial

conceptions, Abraham and Isaac (1963). Set ting his Òmusic al saliva in

motion, Ó the ÒsoundsÓof the sy llables r emained for him the c entr al

focus. Treated as phonetic ma terial, the te xt c ould be ÒdissectedÓ at

will.

And so Str avinskyÕs musical imagination w as stirr ed less by
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meaning or imager y than b y Òphone tic sonori ty.Ó To such an exten t

did this pr ove to be the c ase, that, late in lif e, he would c ome to

dislik e RamuzÕs French tr anslations o f his early Russian libr et tos,

preferring to he ar this music Òin Russian or not a t all.ÓIn

accentuation and timbr e, the syllables and their sounds w ere too

integr al a part o f the music al conception.

Cimbalom enters the scene

The vocal complemen t o f Renard consists o f t wo solo tenors and

two basses, while i ts chamber Òorchestr a of soloistsÓ included a

cimbalom, an instrumen t Str avinsky had disc overed in a bar in

Geneva. So entir ely enamor ed did he be come wi th the r esonant

and somewhat r aucous sound o f this instrumen t, tha t he pur chased

one and had i t installe d in his studio, an addi tion to the e xpanding

facili ties o f his Òmusic al pantr y.Ó Str avinsky soon le arned how to

play it as well, composing much o f Renard ÒonÓ the cimbalom, just

as he would c ontinue to c ompose the bulk o f his music a t the

piano. W hat at tr acted his at ten tion a t the time w as the cimbalom Õs

approximation in sound to tha t o f the ancien t, string-pluck ed

Russian gusli, which had inspir ed some of the e arly verses of

RenardÕs libr et to. So soft and delic ate w as the gusliÕs pluck ed

sonori ty, however, that i ts r eplacement by the cimbalom soon

proved necessary. (The gusli w as very nearly extinc t as well.)

Str avinsky w as partial to w ooden sticks which li t up the g li t tering

delic acy of the cimbalom Õs hammer ed sound lik e the cr ackling o f ic e

cubes, the sound be coming Òas compact as billiar d balls.Ó In Paris

during the ne oclassical years, he added a cimbalom to his P leyel

studio, wher e he continue d to tune and tink er wi th i t on a dail y

basis.

Another disc overy of Str avinskyÕs during these S wiss years was

Americ an jazz or r agtime, liv e perf ormanc es of which had r eached

Paris bef ore the w ar. Stephen W alsh suspects the c omposer o f
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having heard some of these early rendi tions, e choing f or th fr om

cafes, dance halls, and Americ an bars. Str avinskyÕs appeti te f or the

idiom w as fur ther whe t ted when, in e arly 1916, Ansermet r eturne d

fr om a tour wi th the Balle ts Russes in the Uni ted States wi th a

pile o f sheet scores. Within a y ear or so Str avinsky w as composing

his own Ragtime (1917-18) for ele ven instrumen ts, which include d a

cimbalom. I n 1919 he improvised and composed a shor t w ork, Piano-

Rag-Music.

What may have caught the c omposerÕs at ten tion a t the time w ere

not onl y the dot ted rhythms and sync opations o f the r agtime st yle,

but also the fac t tha t the sync opations w ere often tie d to me tric al

displac ements, slight shif ts in the me tric al alignmen t o f r epeated

motiv es. Displacement o f this kind, men tione d alr eady in our

discussion o f the Finale o f the Fir ebird and The Wedding, had by

the time o f Renard become a style characteristic of Str avinskyÕs, one

that w ould e ventuall y be tr anscending the familiar thr ee stylistic

periods. I ndeed, as should by now be appar ent, the char acteristic

can be held r esponsible f or much o f the r hythmic vi tali ty in

Str avinskyÕs music, a mat ter to which w e will be turning a t gr eater

length in Chapter 8.
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7. The Swiss Years (III):The
SoldierÕs Tale(1918)

I deas for The SoldierÕs Tale, a kind o f a thŽ‰tre ambulant, as

Str avinsky describe d itÑmusic wi th an ac companying pla y tha t

could be hustle d quickl y fr om one Swiss to wn to the ne xtÑbegan to

develop in e arly 1918. Partl y in r esponse to the e conomic pr essures

of W WI, Str avinsky and Ramuz de cided to stage i t in September . The

forces requir ed for i ts perf ormanc e include d thr ee narr ators, t wo

actors, a danc er, and seven instrumen talists. Follo wing the e xample

of Renard, and in the tr adition o f i tiner ant the ater , all players were

assigned to the stage f or the en tir e perf ormanc e. New, however, was

the r elationship be tween the music and the te xt. The music w as

conceived as a ÒsuiteÓ of pie ces that could be perf orme d

independen tl y of the libr et to.

As with Renard, too, the libr et to w as drawn fr om AfanasyevÕs

antholog y, this time almost e xclusiv ely fr om No.154, ÒThe Runaway

Soldier and the De vil.Ó It unf olds in a stric tl y narr ativ e fashion and

wi thout the te xtual c onf lations o f The Wedding and Renard. And

inste ad of being set to music, the te xt w as designed to be r ead above

or be tween the individual pie ces. Str avinsky and Ramuz had hope d

to skir t the dif f iculties o f tr anslation, the ne ed mor e specif ically for

a syllable-b y-sy llable tr anslation fr om Russian.

The hope, too, had be en tha t both the stor y and the dir ect manner

of i ts pr esentation w ould at tr act an in terna tional and poten tiall y

prof itable audienc e. The subject mat ter i tself, a somewhat skewed

version o f the Faust legend, w as universally known. Brief ly, a soldier

falls pr ey to the de vil, who, in a pa t tern o f r epeti tion char acteristic

of Russian folk tales, appe ars variousl y as a cat tle mer chant, an

old w oman, a violin vir tuoso, and f inall y in his true f orm ( wi th tail

and poin ted ears). The conten t o f the stor y itself w as made mor e
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f lexible. Regional linguistics, along wi th the st yle of soldierÕs

unif orm, c ould be adjuste d to the cir cumstanc es of loc al custom.

To quote fr om Maureen CarrÕs study of the sk etches, ÒIt w as as

thoug h the c ollabor ators had w oven t wo str ands, the spok en text

and the music; e ach would tak e turns in c oming to the f orefr ontÓ.1

Yet the independenc e of the music in The SoldierÕs Tale proved

problematic fr om a the atric al standpoin t. Anserme t, who c onduc ted

the f irst perf ormanc e at the ThŽ ‰tr e Municipal in L ausanne on

September 28, 1918, singled out the music as the f eatur ed player in

the c ollabor ation. ÒThe score of The SoldierÕs Tale is really absolute

music,Ó he explaine d, Òthe purely music al in ter est of which r emains

in tac t when i t is de tached fr om the other elemen tsÓ.2

Alas, the orig inal c onception and pr omise of The SoldierÕs Tale as

a touring pie ce was never r ealized. Dir ectl y follo wing the pr emier e,

subsequent perf ormanc es in Lausanne, Zurich, and Gene va were

canceled owing to the epidemic o f Spanish inf luenza tha t had

spread thr ough par ts of Eur ope. Perf ormanc es had to be c alled

off due to illness on the par t o f the ac tors and musicians, while,

elsewher e, theaters w ere closed by the municipal a uthori ties. (The

f lu epidemic o f 1918, the deadliest pandemic in human histor y, kille d

at least 50 million pe ople, primaril y in Eur ope and Asia.)

A shortened version o f The SoldierÕs Tale for clarine t, violin, and

piano (music onl y) was first perf orme d in L ausanne on N ovember

8, 1919. A lengthier Òconcert sui teÓ follo wed in 1920. But much is

necessarily lost in these tr anscriptions: apar t fr om the pla y and

its libr et to, various sections and their instrumen tations. And i t is

the whole o f The SoldierÕs Tale that contains some o f Str avinskyÕs

greatest music, not str ay par ts ther eof. To an exten t far gr eater

than Anserme t w as willing to admi t, the music and the r emarkable

effect i t can have on the listener is time d and condi tione d by the

narr ativ e, however dated or other wise f lawed mig ht the te xt and

its enactmen t be fr om any number o f perspe ctiv es. Indeed, fr om

the star t, the music o f The SoldierÕs Tale has been handic apped

(disadvantaged) by the li ter ary and dr amatic cir cumstanc es of i ts

conception.
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This is not to impl y tha t the music c ould not ha ve been inspir ed

by those cir cumstanc es. That is a separate issue, however. If the

music is to achie ve its maximum ef fect, then i t cannot be separ ated

or ÒfreedÓ from i ts te xt.

ÒMerging of divergent types of musicÓ

For the most par t, The SoldierÕs Tale falls easily wi thin the

parameters o f the c omposerÕs late Russian-period st yle. Ostina tos

abound, and ser ve not onl y as a barrier to harmonic pr ogression,

but also as a backdrop for the shif ts in the me tric al alignmen t o f

the r epeated fr agments and chor ds. (The rapidl y shif ting bar lines

in the sc ore may be felt as accents by the listener , syncopations

against a continuing me ter , wi th the la t ter enf orced by a basso

ostina to, o ften piz zicato in the double bass.) Apar t fr om the popular

verse on which The SoldierÕs Tale is based, the melodic in vention is

shor t and r epeti tiv e, just as it is in The Wedding and Renard. Like

these pr evious w orks, too, ther e are fewÑif anyÑdir ect borr owings

of authen tic Russian f olk songs. The Òauthen tic Ó music is nearly

entir ely Str avinskyÕs own.

The music to Sc ene II, as poignan t an episode as Str avinsky ever

penned, accompanies the SoldierÕs sorr owful c ontempla tion o f his

plig ht. Featur ed is a modal /dia tonic base tha t is inf lected

chr omatic ally by the in ter vention o f oc tatonic in ter vals. This

happens in a manner en tir ely reminisc ent o f The Wedding and

Renard.

But ther e are neoclassical peculiari ties as well. The mar ching tune

of the opening ÒSoldierÕs MarchÓ implies the D-major sc ale

(especiall y at r ehearsal no. 5). Following c ondensed repeats of the

music to Sc enes I and II, the ÒRoyal Mar chÓ and its r eference to B-

f lat major is f ollo wed by thr ee stylized dances (or danc e Òpor tr aitsÓ,

as Str avinsky c alled them ), ÒTango,Ó ÒWaltz,Ó and ÒRagtimeÓ. The

lat ter ar e succeeded by t wo chor ales, ÒLit tle Ò and ÒGreat,Ó but
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pseudo in tha t the y, too, ar e stylized as ri tual, being Òpor tr aitsÓ or

snapshots o f the authen tic German-Pr otestan t model.

In sum, The SoldierÕs Tale is something o f a cr ossroads piece.

While i ts ini tial sections ar e distinc tl y Russian, later ones

encompass peculiari ties alr eady very much a par t o f neoclassicism.

And so we detect a hin t o f a Str avinsky incr easingly restless wi thin

the c onf ines of his uniquel y fashione d Russian musical thoug ht,

incr easingly eager to strik e out fr om this terr ain. And this ne ed not

be surprising, f or he had alr eady composed somewhat similar ly in

1915. Intr oducing the ÒPolkaÓ of his Eight Easy Pieces for piano due t

to Diag hilev and the I talian c omposer Alfr edo Casella in Februar y

of 1915, he was aware, as he later r ecalled, tha t Òa new path had

been indic ated,Ó that Òneoclassicism o f a sor tÓ had been born. And

the Òsuggestion Ó that w as to lead to the balle t Pucinella

(1920)ÑStr avinskyÕs first full-sc ale neoclassical ordealÑlay just

around the c orner .

And then ther e is the j azz idiom, one wi th which S tr avinsky had

familiariz ed himself thr ough sheet music pr ovided by his friend

Ansermet, and whose impac t, apar t fr om the ÒRagtimeÓ itself, ma y

be felt in the j azz-lik e instrumen tal gr ouping o f small ensemble and

percussion. (Minus the sax ophone, ho wever. Str avinsky dislik ed its

heavy, swelling vibr ato, and opte d for the bassoon inste ad.) The

jazz element poin ts in turn to an e clectic str ain in The SoldierÕs

Tale and in Str avinskyÕs music gener ally, to the manner in which

a confr ontation o f opposites is pose d, resulting in an a wkw ard,

disjoin ted kind o f inc ongrui ty. For example: PetrushkaÕs blend o f

authen tic Russian f olk melodies and c ontempor ary chansons. Or

the fac t tha t Òtraces of blues and boog ie-w oogieÓ should be found

in some o f Str avinskyÕs most ÒseriousÓ ventur es, including the Òpas

dÕaction Ó and Òpas de deuxÓ of the ne oclassical ballet Orpheus (1947).

Or tha t a pie ce like Oedipus Rex (1928), high neoclassicism at i ts

highest and most a uster e, should lik ewise par take of this fr eakish,

eclectic str ain. Much o f Oedipus is a Òfusion of widel y divergent

types of music Ó.3

And this mer ging o f Òdivergent t ypes of music Ó is as much a part
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of The SoldierÕs Tale as it w as of Petrushka, and would be o f Oedipus,

Orpheus, and Agon. The mar ching tunes o f the opening ÒMar chÓ of

The SoldierÕs Tale are related to wha t the Eng lish music cri tic Wilfrid

Mellers has called ÒclichŽs common to Eur opean art music Ó.4 They

are follo wed by the f or lorn ÒsighÓ of Scene II, and then b y a pompous

ÒRoyal Mar chÓ composed of Òsnippe ts of I talian oper aÓ and Òcorn y

Spanish f igur ations.Ó The lat ter is f ollo wed by the bur lesque of the

thr ee contempor ary dances, dances follo wed in turn b y the t wo

stylized ÒsnapshotsÓ of a German-Pr otestan t chor ale.

And all this is tr ansmit ted by an ensemble wi th per cussion tha t

closely resembles a jazz band fr om New Or leans. Of course, as in

Petrushka and later in Oedipus, a uni ty is forged. From this r aw

material, a ne w r eality emer ges, something, again, pe culiar ly

Str avinskyÕs own. But w e are at the same time not unmindful o f how

str ange must this uni ty have seemed in 1918; indeed, in the w ake of

the post-r omantic er a, how outlandish a c oncoction to all serious

musicians and a udienc es. (The first-nig ht audienc e in Lausanne

was indeed baff led by The SoldierÕs Tale. Althoug h cour teous, the

cri tics on the morning af ter w ere bewilder ed by the music and i ts

under lying aesthe tics.)

Then, too, link ed to The SoldierÕs Tale as a crossroads pieceÑor

as an eclectic e xcursionÑis i ts instrumen tal c ompr ession. For this

work mar ks Str avinskyÕs final br eak wi th the 19th-c entur y ÒRussian

orchestr al schoolÓ in which he had be en Òfoster ed,Ó and seals, at

the same time, the r aw Òsolo-instrumen tal st yleÓ toward which his

invention had be en inclining sinc e 1914. It w as the Òdiscovery of

Americ an jazzÓ (the sound o f jazz, its small ensemble and

percussion), along wi th the e xperienc e of The SoldierÕs Tale, that

ultima tel y sealed the instrumen tal fa te o f The Wedding. For the

preoccupation wi th per cussion her e dramatic ally reduced the

earlier cloaks in which The Wedding had been conceived, leading in

1918-19 to the penultima te version f or t wo cimbaloms, harmonium,

pianolas, per cussion (requiring f ive players), and then to the f inal

Òperf ectl y homogene ous, perf ectl y impersonal, and perf ectl y

mechanic alÓ set tlemen t f or f our pianos and per cussion in 1923.
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But the Òmaster or chestr atorÓ who would seem to lur k wi th such

certain ty behind c onceptions lik e Petrushka and The SoldierÕs Tale,

the c omposer who al ways Òorchestr ated while he c omposed,Ó the

inventor o f novel instrumen tal blends wi th an unc anny feeling f or

the sound c apabili ties o f individualsÑthis ÒmasterÓ has drawn

unexpected cri ticism. Wi th par ticular r eference to The SoldierÕs

Tale, this sensi tivi ty has been viewed by cri tics lik e Pierr e Boulez

as a fetish, a t yrannic al ÒticÓ flexed as an Òend in i tselfÓ and at the

expense of music al substanc e (a substance which, while scin tilla ting

in instrumen tal garb, mig ht alarm b y its poverty when tr anscribe d

by the piano ).

No doubt, S tr avinsky w ould ha ve responded to such cri ticism as

he had when questione d about his ÒmannersÓ inOedipus: that i t w as

impossible f or him to separ ate the manner o f saying some thing fr om

what w as said, that Òthe manner of saying and the thing said ar e,

for me, the same.Ó And, indeed, given the na tur e of this in timac y,

this f elt insepar abili ty of substanc e from instrumen tal tr ansmission,

fr om Òthe physical condi tions o f sound emission, Ó BoulezÕs argument

seems na•ve. For even if the nak ed substanc e of Str avinskyÕs music

(whatever tha t can mean, given this in timac y) presupposed

instrumen tal per ception o f a kind qui te dif ferent fr om tha t

experienc ed by a composer lik e Webern, c an this leg itima tel y

consti tute gr ounds f or r eproach? Assuming that Str avinsky w as no

mer e predator o f ÒeffectÓ? Assuming that he did in fac t have

something to sa y in pie ces like The SoldierÕs Tale?

One is far mor e apt to mar vel at the ph ysical aspect o f Str avinskyÕs

music ality, the magnif icent non-abstr actness of his me thods, the

applic ation o f this e xtr aordinar y in timac y. Thus, his Òdiscovery of

Americ an jazzÓ led him to pur chase the instrumen ts at a stor e in

Lausanne and to pla y them as he c omposed. By the end o f 1918, his

studio in M orges bulged wi th a Òcuisine Ó of per cussion instrumen ts,

a cimbalom, a harmonium, and a pianola. ÒI had pack ed all o f the

instrumen ts in to m y li t tle music al pantr y and learned to pla y all

of them m yself, spending as much time pr acticing them, in fac t,

and tink ering wi th and tuning the cimbalom, as I did c omposing É.
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Risky as my memor y is, too, I am c ertain o f the posi tion o f each of

the instrumen ts of this li t tle or chestr a in my room, which must be

because my acoustic al reality É is par t o f my biolog ical reality.Ó5

But wha t ultima tel y astonishes most about S tr avinskyÕs

instrumen tal in vention ar e the stunning limi tations impose d fr om

one context to the ne xt, the r estr aint pursue d, the al ways apparent

and enviable abili ty Òto make due.Ó Except per haps for some e arly

pieces such as the Scherzo fantastique and Fir eworks, this in vention

is distinguishe d not b y a taste f or the e xotic, e xtr avagant, or

osten tatious, but b y these limi ted courses of action; in addi tion to

a trul y remarkable div ersi ty and ingenui ty in instrumen tal gr ouping

(so eviden t in The SoldierÕs Tale and in a pie ce such as Agon), the

persuasive manner in which sele ctiv e ensembles persevere, the

restric tions tha t seem always to have been a necessary pr eamble

to c omposi tion. These ar e scarcely the symptoms o f an or chestr al

playboy, but bespeak a rare and mir aculous f luenc yÑa Òsixth sense.Ó
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8. Stravinsky the Rhythmic
Genius

W hen I w as nine my parents gave me a piano mistr ess.

I very quickl y learned to r ead music, and, as the

result o f r eading, soon had a long ing to impr ovise, a pursui t

to which I de voted myself, and which f or a long time w as my

favori te oc cupation É. I must sa y tha t m y constan t w ork at

impr ovisation w as not absolutel y frui tless; for, on the one

hand, i t contribute d to m y bet ter kno wledge of the piano,

and, on the other , it sowed the seed of music al ideas. [Igor

Str avinsky, An Autobiogr aphy]

Often Str avinsky c ame early to the the atr e before a

rehearsal began [The Firebird, 1910] in or der to pla y for me

over and o ver again some specif ically dif f icult passage É. I t

was inter esting to w atch him a t the piano. H is body seemed

to vibr ate wi th his o wn r hythm; punc tuating stac catos wi th

his head, he made the pa t tern o f his music f orcibl y clear

to me, mor e so than the c ounting o f bars w ould ha ve been.

That r hythm liv es in, at times took possession o f, his bod y

became eviden t to me as I w atche d him thr ough the familiar

inter course o f the f ollo wing y ears. [Tamara Karsavina, ÒA

Recollection o f Str avinskyÓ.]

I stood behind him [De cember , 1947] and w atche d the

shor t, ner vous f ingers sc our the k eyboard É. H is neck, his

head, his whole bod y accentuated the ingenious r hythmic al

design of the music b y spasm-lik e bobs and jer ks. He

grun ted, he humme d, and occasionally stoppe d to mak e an

aside É. [Nic olas Nabokov, ÒChristmas wi th Str avinskyÓ.]

A real composer is not one who pla ys first on the piano

and wri tes down what he has pla yed É. A real composer

conceives his ideas, his entir e music, in his mind, in his
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imagination, and does not ne ed an instrumen t. [ Arnold

Schoenberg Letters, ed. Edwin Stein.]

We apprehend and ackno wledge the physical natur e and

appearance of Str avinsky and his music. ÒI am no m ystic,Ó he

conceded in Retrospectives and Conclusions. ÒI need to touch music

as well as to think i t, which is wh y I have always lived next to a

pianoÓ. And so, the piano w as never stric tl y a pianistÕs piano, even if i t

mig ht oc casionally be necessary to indulge, if not as a w ay of making

a living, then as a w ay of bring ing his perf ormanc e inten tions to

light.

But, nei ther , eviden tl y, was the composerÕs use of the piano

restric ted to a c onstan t tuning o f the e ar, a constan t testing

Òmeasure by measure.Ó The piano appears f irst and f oremost to ha ve

serviced an instinc tual, biolog ical need to be ph ysically at one wi th

music, to be ph ysically engaged wi th i ts in vention and e xpr ession.

We see that, in c ontr ast to Arnold Schoenber gÕs bleak proposal, to

the ef fect tha t Òa real composer c onceives his entir e music in his

mind, in his imag ination, and does not ne ed an instrumen tÓ (see

above), impr ovisation w as not to be beli t tle d or discr edited: Òfingers

are great inspir ers,Ó wrote Str avinsky in his Autobiogr aphy (as quoted

already); in contact wi th a music al instrumen t, [ they] often g ive

bir th to subc onscious ide as which mig ht other wise never come to

lif e.Ó

Indeed, during and f ollo wing Str avinskyÕs cautious adoption o f

serial te chniques during the 1950s and 60s, c omposi tion c ontinue d

at the piano ( the r eliance may have intensif ied), and was preceded,

as always, by Òrelating in ter vals rhythmic ally,Ó an Òexplor ation o f

possibili ties always conduc ted at the piano Ó.1 The pr eference for a

mute d instrumen t w as no contr adiction. N eutr alizing the piano, the

muting r emoved (in most c ases) some of i ts distr activ e Òpianism,Ó

and helpe d keep the e ar fastene d to an instrumen tal he aring. (Or so

we surmise. For Str avinsky or chestr ated while he c omposed. And i t

is often the c ase that, when de aling wi th a music al score away fr om

the piano, one Õs contextual and instrumen tal bearings ar e disrupte d
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wi th an y sudden in jection o f Òpianism.Ó But the mute d piano ma y

also have allayed Str avinskyÕs dread of eavesdropping.)

And the e arly rehearsals and audi tions wi th T amara Karsavina,

who f irst danc ed the r ole of the Fir ebir d in 1910, and much la ter wi th

Nicolas Nabokov at Christmas time in 1947; tr ance-lik e grun tings,

hummings, and Òspasm-lik e bobs and jer ks.Ó Musical invention and

expr ession appear for Str avinsky to ha ve been unc ompr omising ly

involun tar y and impulsiv eÑinward, passionate, and ut ter ly

subjectiv e inclina tions. H ence, too, inscrutable. S tr avinsky shie d

away fr om systema tic Òexplanation,Ó felt ill a t ease and often

annoyed wi th c onscious anal ytic-the oretic al reckoning. I f not

debased or defr auded by verbal (metaphoric al) description, the

message was trivializ ed by formal, e xplanator y hardware.

Of course, analysis mig ht be pursue d in r esponse to imme diate,

urgentl y felt, cr eativ e needs. But a compulsion to r egurgitate

digested food stuf fs, to systema tic ally retr ace oneÕs steps as a kind

of semi-a utonomous in telle ctual ac tivi tyÑthis appe ars to ha ve been

acutel y alien to this men tali ty, perhaps a waste of time, a r eal bor e.

ÒI care less about my ÔworksÕ than about composing,Ó he noted.

But per haps not e ven a bor e, a form o f in tr ospection tha t mig ht

ruinousl y distr act the inna te taste buds, the cherishe d certain ty

of the imme diate, subjectiv e response; perhaps, too o ften,

misguidanc e, a misunderstanding o f the ar tistic ende avor and i ts

special appeal. Present-da y think ers to the c ontr ary, the

perceptual-c onceptual, pr actic e-the or y, sensual-in telle ctual,

innate-le arned, doer -think er dichotomies r emained for Str avinsky

meaning ful distinc tions. Str avinsky w ould admi t tha t Òwe certainl y

love talking conceptuall y,Ó but Òthe composer w orks thr ough a

perceptual, not a c onceptual, pr ocess.Ó2

Str avinsky fancie d himself a Ònatur al,Ó then, an instinctual and

self-discipline d composer; a Òdoer ,Ó never Òmirr or struckÓ by his

mental func tions. (ÒMy in ter est passes entir ely to the obje ct, the

thing made. Ó) And so it is to be suppose d tha t he w ould not ha ve

sensed the ur gency of the cri tic Õs plea for a continuing dialogue, f or

inside c onceptual or descriptiv e assistance. Str avinsky mig ht have

Str avinsky the Rh ythmic Genius | 91



counter ed tha t such ÒassistanceÓ is as apt to confuse or misle ad as

it is to illumina te. ÒI do not see any means of explaining wh y I have

chosen a certain note if whoe ver hears it does not alr eady know wh y

when he he ars itÓ.3

Even if the benef its of analysis and the or y lay less in f ormal

Òexplanation Ó or Òjustification Ó (as he implies ), than in the pr ocess

itself, in the se eking to be t ter he ar and understand, and in the

at tempt to bring oneself closer to the music ( a process in which

the c onceptual and per ceptual boundaries c annot e ven be felt to

overlap, but ar e meshed and indistinguishable ), then, just possibl y,

such pedagogical pursui ts were the business o f in ter ested par ties.

Althoug h he mig ht oc casionally in ter vene to avert or c orr ect gr oss

distor tions, as an in terpr eter or obser ver, his works could not be

salvaged or made mor e credible b y analysis, by inside c onceptual

or descriptiv e assistance, however rigor ous, ingenious, or w ell-

inten tione d.

Metrical displacement and parallelism

To what mig ht the pr onounc ed physicality of Str avinskyÕs

engagement wi th music be a t tribute d? What mig ht have prompte d

the c omposerÕs head Òto punctuate the stac catos,Ó his body to

accentuate Òthe ingenious r hythmic al design o f the music b y spasm-

like bobs and jer ks?Ó Like so much tha t surr ounds his music and

the ef fect i t can have on the listener , these behaviors c an be tr aced

in par t to r hythmic phenomena, mor e specif ically, to wha t w e have

been calling metrical displacement.

When a motiv e or shor t melodic fr agment is r epeated and shif ted

fr om, say, the upbe at to the do wnbe at o f a measure, the listenerÕs

expectations o f metrical par allelism Ñexpectations tha t the fr agment

will be r epeated at the same (or parallel) location vis-ˆ-vis the bar

lineÑar e frustr ated. In turn, upse t ting the listenerÕs expectations

in this r egard can result in challeng ing and even disrupting her
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metric al bearings. This is be cause, in the listenerÕs mind, par allelism

can play an essential r ole in the ac tual establishmen t and c ontinuing

conf irma tion o f a meter .

For a str aightf orward case in poin t, see, in example 8.1a, b, c,

and d, the series o f metric al displac ements of the shor t melodic

fr agment, A-D-C -D . (Sing led out in these e xamples is the horn

fr agment in the length y str atif ication a t r ehearsal nos.67-71 in The

Rite of Spring. ) The spans between successive repeats of the A-

D-C-D fr agment ar e uneven and sometimes irr egular, causing i t

ultima tel y to fall on all f our quar ter -note be ats of the 4 /4 me asure.

Intr oduc ed on the f our th quar ter -note be at in e xample 8.1a, the

fr agment is shif ted to the do wnbe at in e xample 8.1b. In examples

8.1c and d, the fr agment falls on the thir d and second beats,

respectiv ely. Since the main be at f or the listener is lik ely to be the

half -note be at at 83 beats per minute, the sensa tion o f falling on and

off of i t is lik ely to be par amoun t. The half -note be at in terse cts wi th

the f irst and thir d quar ter -note be ats of the 4 /4 bar line. Falling o ff

the half -note be at will me an falling on the se cond and thir d quar ter -

note be ats.

EXAMPLE 8.1a, b, c, and d: The Rite of Spring, ÒRitual of the Rival Tribes,Ó
ÒProcession of the Sage,Ó stratification; metrical displacement of horn
fr agment
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Str avinskyÕs notation in e xamples 8.1a, b, c, and d is conservative,

meaning tha t a steady meter is applie d, allowing the suc cessive

displac ements of the A-D-C -D fr agment to be e xposed to the e ye.

And the assumption is tha t the listener will r espond

according lyÑthat is, conservatively . The meter will be sustaine d

(conserved), allowing the suc cessive displacements to be he ard as

wri t ten.

This is scarcely the whole o f i t, ho wever. The shif ts in the me tric al

alignmen t o f the A-D-C -D fr agment ar e highlig hted by what does

not change, namel y, everything else. Pitch, r egister , and

instrumen tation ar e held constan t as the v ertic al alignmen t o f the

fr agment shif ts in r elation to the me ter . (Even the ar ticula tion o f A-

D-C-D , wi th the pi tches A and D ac cented and D-C -D slurr ed, is

f ixed fr om one displac ed repeat to the ne xt.) Featur es other than

alignmen t ar e retaine d in or der tha t alignmen t i tself (and i ts shif ts)

mig ht be set in r elief. The li ter alism of the r epeti tion ac ts as a foil in

this r espect.

Yet the li ter al character o f the r epeti tion o f A-D-C -D ac ts as

counterf orce, too, a w ay of r eferring the listener back to the

fr agmentÕs orig inal plac ement. Wi th all other f eatur es of the motiv e

retaine d, the expectation is tha t i ts orig inal alignmen t o ff the half -

note be at and on the f our th quar ter -note be at o f the bar line will

be repeated as well. And the mor e that is r epeated li ter ally, the

mor e full y aroused are these conf lic ting e xpectations o f metric al

parallelism lik ely to be.

Here the implic ations f or the listener ar e fiendish. T o repeat the

fr agment li ter ally and wi thout v ariation so as to hig hlig ht and

expose i ts metric al displac ement is to undermine tha t displac ement

at the same time. I t is to r aise a conf lic ting signal o f metric al

parallelism. Typic ally, and wi th v arying degr ees of in tensi ty,

listeners ar e caught o ff guar d by this. Unable to c ommi t themsel ves

ini tiall y to a r eading o f displac ement or to one o f metric al

parallelism, the y are apt to lose their me tric al bearings. And the

metric al disruption does not ha ve to do wi th one or the other o f

these t wo signals, but wi th their conflict, wi th the fac t tha t ther e
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is insuf f icien t evidenc e for an easy, automa tic ruling in fa vor o f

one or the other . In this w ay, the t wo forces of displac ement and

parallelism ar e irr econcilable. The listener c an adapt to one and

experienc e the other as a kind o f challenge, but he c annot a t tend to

both simultane ously.

In the radical alterna tiv e to the c onservativ e readings discussed

above, the bar line w ould shif t in or der tha t the r epeti tion o f the

A-D-C -D fr agment mig ht be aligne d in a par allel fashion. Both the

fr agmentÕs ini tial appe arance and its subsequent r epeti tion w ould

fall on the f our th quar ter -note be at o f the bar line, wi th the passage

read radically . And much o f the motiv ation f or the nota ted metric al

irr egulari ty in Str avinskyÕs music may be tr aced according lyÑthat is,

to at tempts to e xpose these opposing f orces of metric al parallelism.

Often enoug h in the opening Mar ch of The SoldierÕs Tale, for

example, the nota ted bar line shif ts r apidl y in or der tha t r epeated

melodic fr agments mig ht be nota ted in a par allel fashion.

The Òtick-tock of a neural metronomeÓ

Disruptions o f the me ter in S tr avinskyÕs music, trigger ed often

enough by the sor ts of metric al displac ements tr aced in example

8.1a, b, c, and d, affect the listener physically . And this is be cause

of entr ainment, the psy cholog ical means by which me ter is

internaliz ed. Entr ainmen t speaks dir ectl y to the impac t o f

Str avinskyÕs music on our senses, the e xcitemen t tha t is lik ely to be

generated by the r hythmic and me tric al pr ocesses discussed just

above.

Meter and sound vibr ation pene tr ate mind and bod y, of course,

doing so b y way of the e ardrum which, in r esponse to these

impulses, mo ves back and for th sympa the tic ally. The impulses ar e

converted in to neur al signals tr aveling f irst to the br ain stem and

then to the br ain. Expectations o f the sor t men tione d above (those

of metric al parallelism ) are raised, conf irme d or frustr ated in the
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prefr ontal c or tex. Music floods the br ain, qui te li ter ally, engaging all

regions as well as all neur al subsystems.

Cruciall y, however, it is not just tha t music e choes and is

constr ained by our ph ysical selves, our biolog ical clock

mechanisms. M ore dramatic and c onsequential still is some thing

like the r everse of this e quation, namel y, that our in ternal clocks

echo and be come synchr oniz ed wi th me tric al pulsation. These

clocks ar e oscilla tions or back -and-f or th motions in the main, i t

being understood tha t on the other side o f the e quation, me ter

consists not o f pulsation alone, but r ather o f at le ast t wo levels of

pulsation, wi th the slo wer one mar king o ff the faster one in to equal

spans of t wo or thr ee beats. The r esult is the familiar str ong-w eak

or do wn-up alterna tion. (Ev en wi th a series o f ticks or taps tha t ar e

phenomenall y iden tic al, listeners will tend to a utoma tic ally ÒgroupÓ

them in t wos, thr ees, and fours. Such r ef lexive behavior , studie d by

psycholog ists f or w ell over a centur y, has been terme d Òsubjectiv e

rhymiciza tion Ó.)

Yet the se at o f this r emarkable capacity to in ternaliz e meter ma y

be our br ains rather than an y biolog ical timepie ce. It may have to

do wi th neur al networks, as the music scholar R ober t Gjer dingen

has proposed, networks that oscilla te as a mat ter o f course.4 In

Gjerdingen Õs computer model se t up in 1989, the ebb and f low of

excitation and inhabi tation be tween t wo neur al popula tions is made

to en ter in to an up-and-do wn oscilla tion, the Òtick -tock o f a neur al

metr onome.Ó If the r ate of excitation and inhibi tions be tween

popula tions is double d, the me tr onome will be at a thr ee/f our w altz

time. Gr eater me tric al comple xities ar e achieved by adding

additional neur al popula tions.

How any of this mig ht w ork in r eality still r emains something

of a myster y. Yet i t is eviden t tha t, in one w ay or another , we as

listeners entr ain to me ter , which in turn be comes physically a part

of us. Entr ainmen t is automa tic ( ref lexive) as well as subconscious

(or pr econscious ). Like walking, running, dancing, and br eathing,

meter is a kind o f motor beha vior , as the the orist Justin London has

describe d it. Onc e entr ained, meter is abandone d by the listener
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only in the fac e of str ong contr adictor y evidenc e. Hence, with

special r eference to Str avinskyÕs music and the displac ements of

the abo ve fragment in e xample 8.1, the explosiv e poten tial o f an

actual disruption o f a meter , the ph ysical effect a disturbanc e of this

kind c an have on the listener . The physical character o f much o f

Str avinskyÕs music arises according ly, that is, fr om entr ainmen t and

fr om the challenges to or disturbanc es of an at tune d metric al grid.
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9. Performance Practice and
Aesthetic Belief

B eginning in the 1920s and 30s, S tr avinsky turne d incr easingly

to the perf ormanc e of his music. The dif f iculties he fac ed in

doing so, whe ther a t the podium or the piano, had mainl y to do wi th

the pr evailing norms, standar ds of in terpr etation tha t w ere very

dif ferent fr om his o wn. Chief among the dif f iculties w as the

main tenanc e of an even tempo and the a voidanc e of any f luc tuation

of the be at. ÒTempo is the principle i tem,Ó Str avinsky r eplied when

asked about perf ormanc e problems; Òmy music c an survive just

about an ything but wr ong or uncer tain tempo Ó.1

Early on the c omposer adopte d what has become kno wn as a

strict perf orming style. He favored str aight, unnuanc ed readings not

only of his o wn music, but o f the classics as w ell, the instrumen tal

music o f the 18th c entur y. In this, he an ticipa ted mor e general

modernist tr ends in the 20th c entur y, the pr eferences for a stric t

approach to all manner o f r eper tor y. Yet the r equir ements for a

steady beat in the perf ormanc e of much o f his music w ere not

ther efore a fad, a ref lection mer ely of the times. N or ar e they

tr aceable to wha t cri tics ha ve alleged to ha ve been an autocr atic,

Òanti-humanistic Ó disposition. Rather , they serve musical ends. They

can be tr aced to specif ically music al phenomena.

Indeed, the r ationale behind these r equir ements lies close to the

surfac e. If, in Str avinskyÕs music, a juxtaposi tion o f distinc t blocks

of material w as to make itself f elt, then the tempo had to be

main taine d stric tl y fr om one r epeti tion to the ne xt. And if, b y the

same token, the me tric al displac ement o f a theme or motiv e was to

have its ef fect, then her e, too, the tempo had to be main taine d at an

even pace. The poin t o f the displac ement w ould be lost if subje cted

to an y Òexpr essive f luc tuation o f the be at,Ó as the philosopher

Theodor Adorno phr ased it in his length y cri tique o f Str avinsky
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and his music. 2 The standar d ruba to c ould not be toler ated in this

regard, adjustmen ts capable of weakening the listenerÕs sense of

meter and alignmen t.

Rubato and nuance

And so the implic ations o f Str avinskyÕs rhythmic inno vations w ere

felt most k eenly in the ar ea of expr essive affect or ruba to. Giv en

the ne ed for a stric tl y main taine d beat, li t tle allo wance could be

made for the c onventions o f expr essive timing, the me ans by which,

tr aditionall y, perf ormers ha ve made their me diating pr esence felt.

Consisting o f small-sc ale cadential r etar dations and the lik e, these

conventions ma y always have been par t o f music-making. Se t ting

the issue on f ir e here, however, was the question o f their motiv ation.

To deviate fr om the r egular w as to be affected. It w as to

demonstr ate engagemen t on the perf ormerÕs part, the human

capacity for ar ousal.

According to the psy cholog ist Car l Seashore, the terms w ere

among the most in tima te kno wn to music:

In music and spe ech, pur e tone, true pi tch, e xact in tona tion,

perf ect harmon y, rig id r hythm, e ven touch, and pr ecise time

play a relativ ely small r ole. They are mainl y poin ts of

orien tation f or ar t and na tur e. The unlimi ted resources for

vocal and instrumen tal ar t lie in ar tistic de viation fr om the

pur e É and the pr ecise. This deviation fr om the e xact is, on

the whole, the me dium f or the cr eation o f the be autifulÑ for

the c onveying o f emotion. 3

As a result, the ner ve touche d by these Str avinsky-inspir ed

prohibi tions against ruba to and nuanc e was a sensitiv e one. The

conf lic ts to which the y led in ma t ters o f in terpr etation c ould not

have had a more serious ef fect on the cri tic al reaction to his music.

And the issue w as by no me ans one of music al affect alone. Slig ht
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modif ications o f timing and punc tuation, whe ther nota ted or

coming b y way of the perf ormer alone, had ser ved as a means

of struc tur e. Intensif ying, o ften b y exaggeration, the dela ys and

accelerations alr eady a part o f the music ( the dela y of the note o f

suspension and i ts r esolution in tonal music, f or example), these

rallentandos, ri tar dandos, ri tenutos, and mor endos had been

expr essions of struc tur al clarif ication as w ell as engagement. They

had served to clarif y the boundaries o f phr ases and other lar ge

groupings. And i t w as generally understood tha t a perf ormer

inter vened wi th a purpose o f this kind as k ey. Modif ications w ere

not isola ted effects (mer e capric e or displa y on the perf ormerÕs

par t), but a means toward a larger end. And ar tistic perf ormanc es

were weighed in this lig htÑtha t is, by the e xten t to which the y were

ÒtrueÓ to the music, placed at the ser vice of a convincing sense o f

struc tur e.

The ide al could not ha ve been mor e widel y or f irml y held. I n the

inter ests of a phr ase and its ar ticula tion, the do wnbe at mar king the

end of a cadence might be dela yed and then lengthene d somewhat.

This mig ht oc cur minutel y and almost imper ceptibl y as part o f a

hier archy of such dela ys and lengthenings, wi th the w eightiest

coinciding wi th the lar ger phr ases or sections. N ot just struc tur e

plain and simple, but some thing o f the psy cholog y embedded wi thin

would be ackno wledged and clarif ied as well. The overall impr ession

gained of a perf ormanc e could be tha t o f a dr amatic enac tmen t,

of perf ormers ac ting out the e vents and pr ocesses internal to the

music (cadences, resolutions, and the lik e). Perf ormers themsel ves

could be ensur ed a mor e activ e role in the pr ocess, with a sense of

the human or personal enhanc ed.

Reading at sig ht, perf ormers beg in by parsing the music, dr awing

a mental image o f i ts struc tur e, and reacting e xpr essively to tha t

image. Unconscious and spon taneous rather than le arned,

memoriz ed, and then applie d in subsequent r eadings, the pr ocess

comes Ònatur allyÓ to the performer , and to a far gr eater e xten t than

the de adpan or e xpr essionless alterna tiv e. In fact, sing ing or pla ying

totall y wi thout e xpr ession is exceeding ly dif f icult, and perf ormers
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asked to do this ha ve invariabl y been obser ved to g ive way at some

poin t to the familiar depar tur es. Even Str avinsky, commi t ted as he

was to the vir tues o f playing in stric t tempo, f elt oblige d to

acknowledge (and accept ) the irr epressible natur e of expr ession,

the r esidue tha t w ould ha ve to r emain even under the stric test o f

condi tions.

Cruciall y, however, when applie d to Str avinskyÕs music, the

standar d modif ications o f perf ormanc e practic e weakened

struc tur e. They obscur ed the juxtaposi tions, str atif ications, and

metric al alignmen ts of Str avinskyÕs repeated themes, motiv es, and

chor ds. And the y were set aside qui te deliber atel y by the c omposer

for these v ery reasons. At odds wi th the c ore of his music, the y were

dismissed as a form o f liber ty. They were identif ied as a form o f

display, a sacrif ice made for the sak e of a perf ormerÕs Òfeelings.Ó

For the c omposer himself, the personal in music c ould not ha ve

taken on a w orse set o f connota tions. W hat f or the perf ormer had

been a mat ter o f struc tur e as well as engagement, had become one

of engagement aloneÑinde ed, one of self -indulgenc e. Conductors

were always the most he avily censored in Str avinskyÕs many

publishe d remarks on the subje ct o f in terpr etation. Unable to adapt

themsel ves to a work, too man y conduc tors Òadapted the w ork to

themsel ves É to their st yle, their mannerisms. Ó Str avinsky tende d to

main tain tha t, in a perf ormanc e of his o wn music, c onduc tors had

mer ely to sustain the be at evenly, watch f or cues, and ackno wledge

the me tric al irr egulari ty, and the str ess and phrase markings in

as clean, crisp, and per cussive a fashion as possible; anything else

would blun t cri tic al in ten t. W hat w as requir ed of the me ter in a

perf ormanc e of Str avinskyÕs repeated and displac ed themes,

motiv es, and chor ds was mechanic al pr ecision. Fideli ty was

requir ed, coolness wi th a sense of r estr aint. Notes w ere not to be

slurr ed or tie d in to. I n mat ters o f ar ticula tion, a crisp, cle an, and

seccoapproach was essential if the bi te o f the in vention w as to be

given its due.

Tempo w as a factor as w ell. The lar ger tempo changes mar king

the individual table aux and sections o f The Wedding often in volved
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the simplest pr opor tions in or der tha t the y, too, mig ht impl y the

tig htest o f contr ols. The simplici ty of these r atios guar anteed such

an effect. And this w as especiall y true o f the 1918-19 penultima te

version o f The Wedding for t wo cimbaloms, pianola, and per cussion.

Here, the mechanic al piano c ould pr ovide both the me ter and the

changes in tempo wi th an in terpr etation tha t w as razor -sharp in

its accur acy. Str avinskyÕs many tr anscriptions f or the pla yer piano

date fr om the 1920s, as do the man y contr acts he negotia ted wi th

manufac tur ers of perf orated piano r olls. (A chronolog y of these

negotia tions wi th the P leyel and Aeolian Companies c ould f ill a

hefty volume.) H owever lucr ativ e these contr acts fr om a f inancial

standpoin t, their motiv ation w as primaril y aesthetic. As Str avinsky

later e xplaine d in his Autobiogr aphy, he had been Òanxious to f ind

a means of imposing some r estric tion on the notorious liber tyÓ

that had be en widespr ead in perf ormanc es at the time. H is

preoccupation wi th the pianola (la ter , the ple yela wi th the P leyel

company) was less with the idiom i tself than wi th i ts abili ty to

tr ansmit wi th pinpoin t pr ecision. Giv en the demand o f his music

for such pr ecision, wh y should he c ontinue to perse vere wi th

perf ormers and the tr aditions o f a perf ormanc e practic e? What

need was ther e for an interpr etation of his music?

Str avinskyÕs lifelong bat tle wi th ruba to and nuanc e begins her e,

in fac t, not wi th the aesthe tics, ne cessarily, but r ather wi th these

practic al mat ters o f perf ormanc e. Lamenting the ÒdeformingÓ

effects of nuanc e, he drew a sharp distinc tion be tween Òexecution Ó

and Òinterpr etation,Ó citing the la t ter as Òthe root o f all the err ors,

all the sins, all the misunderstandings tha t in terpose themsel ves

between the music al work and the listener .Ó4 Still la ter , in his

Conversations with Str avinsky (1959), he softened his stanc e

somewhat, ackno wledging the e xistenc e of a ÒRomantic tr adition Ó

that stood in opposition to a Ò Classic tr adition.Ó While the f ormer

depended Òstr ongly on mood and in terpr etation,Ó the lat ter , which

include d the perf orming r equir ements of his o wn w orks, was closely

tie d to the danc e. Our poin t her e is that i t is onl y in c onjunc tion

wi th c oncr ete music al concerns o f this kind tha t some thing o f the
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relentless natur e of his pursui t o f a stric t perf orming pr actic e can

be appreciated.

No doubt, S tr avinskyÕs music o ffers less oppor tuni ty for

expr essive variation than the music o f many of his pr edecessors

and contempor aries. To a degree far gr eater than wi th the music o f

the 19th and e arly 20th c enturies, the perf ormers o f his music ar e

Òexecutan tsÓ or Òtransmit tersÓ rather than Òin terpr etersÓ (the r ole of

the solo violin in the R oyal Mar ch of The SoldierÕs Tale can come

vividl y to mind in this c onnection ). And this ma y explain in par t the

relativ e infr equency of perf ormanc es of the Piano Conc erto (1924),

the Capriccio (1928), and the Violin Conc erto (1931). At the same

time, ho wever, an expr essive response to the r elevant struc tur al

characteristics o f his music ne ed be no less ef fectiv e than a

response to the char acteristics, sa y, of Chopin Õs Nocturnes. A fair ly

str aight r eading o f The SoldierÕs Tale can be as expr essive as a

str ongly nuanc ed one o f Chopin Õs Nocturne in E-f lat. What counts

in any given instanc e is less the amoun t o f ruba to or nuanc e than i ts

appropria teness. Essential is tha t an in terpr etation be f elt as arising

out o f the cir cumstanc es of the music, as shaping and making sense

of those c ondi tions.

Indeed, to an e xten t no less than wi th Str avinskyÕs insistenc e on a

stric t perf ormanc e approach, the c omposerÕs aesthetic c onvictions

are roote d in the c oncr ete detail and making o f his o wn music. H is

forays into ma t ters o f aesthetics w ere provoked according lyÑthat is,

by the r eactions o f conduc tors, perf ormers, and cri tics during the

1910s, 20s, and 30s. In the fac e of much hostile cri ticism about the

lack of expr ession in his music, he wishe d to pr oclaim the me aning

and signif icance of his music all the same. And he did so

not wi thstanding the Òcold and he artlessÓ means by which,

necessarily in his music, me aning and signif icance were conveyed.

Music w as very much Òa wor ld un to i tselfÓ for Str avinsky. His

notorious dic tum about the po werlessness of music Òto expr ess

anything a t allÓ was later amende d to r ead Òmusic expr esses itself.Ó

Meaning and signif icance were not denie d, onl y at tempts to c ome

to terms v erball y wi th the under lying c onnection o f music. Sensed
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and felt, tha t connection w as given imme diatel y in experienc e;

Str avinskyÕs scat ter ed ref lections on the ma t ter o f music Õs deeper

meaning poin t to an aesthe tics o f the Òspecif ically music al.Ó MusicÕs

expr essive quali ties w ere quali ties at all Òonly in music ally expr essive

form,Ó only as they are expr essed in music.

Distrustful o f at tempts a t tr anslation, o f the lif e such at tempts

could assume on their o wn, Str avinsky f eared music Õs trivializa tion,

its Òdebasement,Ó abuse, and exploi tation. Music i tself w as a

creation, not justÑor e ven primaril yÑa mirr oring o f something else:

Composi tion is some thing en tir ely new beyond what can be

called the c omposerÕs feelings É does not [Ernst Cassir er]

say somewher e that ar t is not an imi tation, but a disc overy,

of r eality? My objection to music cri ticism is tha t i t usuall y

dir ects i tself to wha t i t supposes to be the na tur e of the

imi tationÑ when i t should be te aching us to le arn and to lo ve

a new r eality. A new pie ce of music is a new r eality.5

The claim o f a Ònew r ealityÓ on behalf of ar t or the music al work

would seem to impl y the ide a of a tr anscendenc e. Music c an be

listene d to and appr eciated for i ts own sake (Òjust for the hell o f i t,Ó

as the li ter ary the orist T err y Eagleton has expr essed it), not f or the

uses to which i t could be put, or the c auses it could be made to

serve. It is mag ically Òfree of the vulgar tain t o f utili tyÓ.6

We should note, f inall y, that the Òcold and he artlessÓ featur es

at tending the perf ormanc e of Str avinskyÕs music ar e not solel y a

mat ter o f the be at and i ts stric t obser vance. In concr ete terms,

featur es of this kind c an be found e verywher e, from the c omposerÕs

instrumen tal choic es (the omission o f strings in The Wedding and

the Symphonies of Wind I nstruments, for example), to the use o f

the piano as an instrumen t o f punc tuation and per cussion. I n

applic ations o f various t ypes of str atif ication, f or example, br ass and

woodwind instrumen ts, wi th their har dness of at tack and v ariety

of timbr e, could be t ter ar ticula te the c ontr asts between the

conf lic ting, superimpose d layers. In The Rite of Spring tr aditional

balances were upset altoge ther b y these imper ativ es; brass and
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woodwind se ctions oc cupie d the le ading r oles, while the string

section oc cupie d the ac companying ones. Str avinsky ackno wledged

these pr eferences even at the time o f the c onception o f The Rite of

Spring: strings w ere Òtoo symbolic and r epresentativ e of the human

voice,Ó he averr ed, while wind instrumen ts, wi th their Òdrier tone, Ó

were Òmor e precise and less endo wed wi th facile e xpr ession.Ó In the

final 1923 version o f The Wedding he conceded qui te blun tl y tha t he

had not w anted Òanything so human as strings. Ó What he had soug ht

was a complemen t to the Òintr ansigent quali tyÓ of the ma terial, a

sharp, ÒpercussiveÓ approach in the instrumen tation. I n turn, the

material and i ts instrumen tation w ere designed as a complemen t

to the unbending and ar chaic severi ty of the w edding ri tuals

themsel ves.
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10. Neoclassicism Born

M y instinc t is to r ecompose, and not onl y studen tÕs

works, but also old mastersÕ as well. When

composers sho w me their music f or cri ticism, all I c an say is

that I w ould ha ve wri t ten i t qui te dif ferentl y. Whatever

inter ests me, whatever I lo ve, I wish to mak e my own (I am

probably describing a r are form o f kleptomania ). [Igor

Str avinsky and Rober t Cr aft, Memories and Commentaries .]

The suggestion tha t w as to lead to Pulcinella (1920) came

fr om Diag hilev one spring af ternoon while w e were walking

together in the P lace de la Concorde: ÒI have an idea that I

think will amuse y ou É I w ant you to look a t some delig htful

eighteenth-c entur y music wi th the ide a of or chestr ating i t

for a balle t.Ó When he told me tha t the c omposer w as

Pergolesi [ 1710-36], I thoug ht he must be der anged. I did

promise to look, ho wever, and to g ive him m y opinion.

I look ed, and I f ell in lo ve. My ultima te selection o f pie ces

deriv ed onl y par tl y fr om Diag hilevÕs examples, however, and

par tl y fr om publishe d editions, but I pla yed thr ough the

whole o f the a vailable Pergolesi bef ore making m y choic es É.

I began wi thout pr econceptions or aesthe tic a t ti tudes, and I

could not ha ve predic ted anything about the r esult. I kne w

that I c ould not pr oduc e a ÒforgeryÓ of Pergolesi because my

motor habi ts are so dif ferent; at best, I c ould r epeat him in

my own accent.

Pulcinella was my discovery of the past, the epiphan y

thr ough which the whole o f my late [neoclassical] w ork

became possible. I t w as a backward look, o f courseÑthe f irst

of many love affairs in tha t dir ectionÑbut i t w as a look in the

mirr or, too. [I gor Str avinsky and Rober t Cr aft, Expositions

and Developments.]

So ther e is a dividing line, then, some thingÑsome thingsÑtang ible
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distinguishing S tr avinskyÕs neoclassicism fr om his Russian-period

works. He tir ed of Russian folk versif ication. Or per haps he tir ed

of those r eiter ating Dorian te tr achor ds and their oc tatonic or

diatonic /modal implic ations. Or else, as he said, he Òfell in lo ve,Ó

determine d to seek an accommoda tion wi th the pr actic es and

conventions o f certain hi ther to neg lected music al tr aditions. (W e

are prone to f orget tha t Str avinskyÕs neoclassical Òlove affairsÓ with

the music o f the 18th-c entur y Italian c omposer Gio vanni Bat tista

Pergolesi, Bach, Mozart, and Beetho ven, among man y others, w ere

dir ected not so much a t the ma terial a t hand, as at the al ways

sought-af ter accommodation, at r einterpr etation and recomposition .

The object o f his af fection la y not so much wi th the music o f the

above-note d composers, as wi th appr opria tion, the Òmaking his

ownÓ (his Òrare form o f kleptomania Ó). It lay less wi th his models

than wi th his r ecomposi tion, his ÒaccentÓ; and then less with his o wn

music than wi th the composing of his own music.)

Unpr ecedented fr om a historic al perspectiv e, however, is the

non-immediacy of these tr ansient Òlove affairs,Ó the distance that

now separates Str avinsky fr om his models. ( Compar e, in this

respect, the inf luenc e of his imme diate pr edecessor Rimsky-

Korsakov in The Firebird and even Petrushka; or Arnold

Schoenber gÕs historic ally mor e natur al pr eoccupation wi th his

imme diate past in the music o f Mahler .) It is this non-imme diacy

which g ives Str avinskyÕs neoclassicism i ts most distinc tiv e, yet

unexpected t wist. N ot wi thstanding these studie d encounters wi th

the r emote past, the impr ession gained of him is tha t o f a loner ,

of a composer se vered and set apar t. Str avinsky w ould be come as

obsessively pr eoccupie d wi th his ne wly found, uniquel y fashione d

forms o f accommoda tion wi th Bar oque and Classical music, as he

was earlier wi th his Òfabrication Ó of Russian folk-lik e material. I n

other w ords, not wi thstanding these man y and varied Òlove affairsÓ;

the extr aordinar y reach in historic al scope; the numer ous and

length y concert tours under taken as a conduc tor and pianist

(principall y of his o wn music ); the trul y in terna tional, w or ldl y air

Str avinsky assumes as a result o f all this tr aff ic; despi te these man y
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cir cumstanc es, the impr ession gained of him is one o f personal and

artistic isola tion.

Str avinsky r emained aloof, str angely unaf fected by the music o f

his contempor aries and imme diate pr edecessors. Apart fr om some

early borr owings fr om Debussy, the onl y trul y contempor ary piece

of music which se ems to have left an impr ession was SchoenbergÕs

Pierr ot lunair e (1912), a work for chamber ensemble and

Sprechstimme, a milestone in German e xpr essionism. He heard

Pierr ot while on a visi t to Ber lin wi th Diag hilev in December 1912, at

which time he also me t Schoenber g.

Indeed, so impr essed was Str avinsky wi th Schoenber gÕs Pierr ot

lunair e that, on r eturning to Fr ance, he relayed his en thusiasm to

Debussy and Mauric e Ravel, and set about c omposing the Thr ee

Japanese Lyrics (1913). But Schoenber gÕs inf luenc e by way of Pierr ot

was to pr ove not onl y superf icial (Pierr ot was understood

Òinstrumentall yÓ or in an Òimpressionistic fashion, Ó as Pierre Boulez

later r emarked), but also shor t-liv ed. For while S tr avinsky la ter

insiste d tha t Pierr ot had consti tute d Òthe great event o f my lif eÓ and

that he w as aware of i ts being Òthe most pr escient confr ontation

in m y lif e,Ó there is no evidenc e of a follo w-thr ough (after Lyrics ).

Indeed, incr edible as i t may now seem, not un til af ter Schoenber gÕs

death in 1951 did Str avinsky mak e any studie d at tempt to r ekindle

his early enthusiasm and familiariz e himself wi th the music o f

Schoenber g and his t wo disciples, An ton W ebern and Al ban Berg.

For wha tever the r easons, then, personal or pr ofessional,

conscious or unc onscious, this ne oclassical impr ession of

Str avinsky as a loner and i ts curious ir ony in lig ht o f all the man y and

varied Òlove affairs,Ó Òbackward looks,Ó or Òraids on the pastÓ remains

indelible. S tr avinsky w as a tough, determine d, def iant, and guar ded

composer (immensel y guarded, as Rober t Cr aft has commen ted,

perhaps pr ecisely because so Òradically susceptible to personal

inf luenc eÓ).
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StravinskyÕs Òlove affairsÓ

Turning mor e specif ically to ward the music al implic ations o f

Str avinskyÕs neoclassicism, and his Òlove affairsÓ with the music o f

the 18th and early 19th centuries, w e can make some general

observations:

1. A new in ter est in instrumen tal in vention div orced fr om the

theater or fr om extr a-music al implic ations. Str avinskyÕs

at tr action to the balle t continues, ho wever, ini tiall y wi th

Pulcinella and then Apollo Musagetes(1928). These ballets

would be c omplemen ted by some hybrid the ater w orks, most

notabl y the oper a/or atorio Oedipus Rex (1927), and the

Òmelodr amaÓPersephone(1934).

2. A preoccupation wi th the tonal f orms o f the Bar oque and

Classical eras, with accommoda tions wi th sona ta form,

variation f orm, and fugue or fuga to.

3. A breakdown o f the rig id block struc tur es of Russia-period

works; or, mor e generally, a tendenc y to be come less abrupt or

Òheter ogeneousÓ in an effor t to ac commoda te the Bar oque and

Classical forms allude d to just abo ve. In addi tion, ther e are far

fewer str atif ications or pol yrhythmic te xtur es. When the la t ter

do appear, they do so wi th f ewer layers of fr agments and

chor ds repeating ac cording to v arying periods or spans. Ther e

is less conf lic t or irr egulari ty.

4. A preoccupation wi th Bar oque and Classical Òsurfac e gestur eÓ:

typic ally Baroque pat terns o f toc cata-lik e figur ation or dot ted

rhythmic pa t terns; Classic al formula tions o f Òtheme and

accompanimen t.Ó

5. The demise o f tha t earlier Russian-period pr eoccupation wi th

the Dorian or minor te tr achor d as melody. In octatonic or

octatonic-dia tonic se t tings, a pr eoccupation wi th triads and

dominan t-se venth chor ds (these lat ter o ften in no vel guises, to

be sure). Later ne oclassical works exhibi t various kinds o f
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major -minor ambigui ty, often c oming in the f orm o f a clash

between the major and minor thir ds of a ÒtonicÓ triad.

6. A diatonic ar ticula tion which, while a t times implic ating the

Phr ygian and Aeolian modes, no w r ather persisten tl y implies

the major and minor sc ales of tonali ty.

7. An occasional yielding, in ho wever par enthe tic al a fashion, to

certain tonall y func tional r elations, most notabl y, the

dominan t-tonic r elation.

Pulcinella

The orig ins of Pulcinella can be tr aced to the R oyal Public Libr ary

in N aples, Italy; mor e specif ically, to a visi t ther e in 1916 (or possibl y

1917) by Leonid Massine, the danc er, chor eographer, and associate

of DiaghilevÕs. Massine intende d to stud y the char acters and plots o f

the Comme dia dellÕ arte o f 18th-c entur y Italy. As the plan o f action

developed for a new balle t, he chose a c omic episode f eaturing

Pulcinella, the tr aditional her o of the Comme dia. Following a series

of in trigues in volving lo ve, deception, and disguise, Pulcinella

marries Pimpenella.

As the music al complemen t to the ne w scenario, Diag hilev pick ed

out 15 Òunpublishe d instrumen tal w orksÓ (mostl y string trios,

canzones, and the lik e) on a subsequent visi t to the N aples

Conservator y. Althoug h all these w orks were orig inall y thoug ht to

have been composed by Pergolesi, this has sinc e been dispr oven.

Of the 21 selections tha t w ere ultima tel y to shape Str avinskyÕs

Pulcinella, only 10 now appear to ha ve been composed by Pergolesi.

Of the r emaining 11, some were composed by his contempor aries (or

near-c ontempor aries), while others r emain anon ymous to this da y.

On the e ve of Str avinskyÕs trip to P aris in e arly May of 1919,

Diaghilev cabled his colleague: ÒWe have urgent business to discuss. Ó

The t wo had been quarr eling about mone y and contr acts, which

was hardly new, even if the tone o f their disagr eements had gr own
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incr easingly harsh. No less characteristic ally, however, when the y

did f inall y meet in P aris, the y did so wi th open arms. Thr ee years

had passed sinc e the c omposer w as last in the Fr ench c apital, yet he

would be sta ying onl y a for tnig ht. The time w ould be suf f icien t f or

him to familiariz e himself wi th Diag hilevÕs 18th-centur y texts, to fall

in lo ve wi th them, and then to r eturn to M orges.

Neoclassicism o f a sor t w as born tha t momen t in e arly May of

1919Ñthe composerÕs recogni tion o f the pr omise Pulcinella held f or

the futur e. Born, too, w as the divide tha t w ould henc efor th separ ate

so many composers o f the past c entur y. There were those who, lik e

Str avinsky, would seek an accommoda tion wi th the tonal tr adition

of the 18th and 19th c enturies, and ther e were others who, on the

other side o f this divide, w ould f ollo w Schoenber gÕs lead in

dismantling and r eplacing tonali ty wi th Òatonali tyÓ and various

methods o f serial c omposi tion.

In ÒatonalÓ and especiall y 12-tone music, pi tches w ere imagined

as having been Òemancipa tedÓ from the Òshackles of tonali tyÓ (to

follo w Schoenber gÕs favori te me taphor o f tonal bondage ), while

diatonicism w as replaced by the Òtotal chr omatic.Ó At le ast in

principle, e ach pi tch gaine d Òequali tyÓ in relation to the others,

democr atic ally or socialistic ally, as it w ere. Forfeited by such me ans,

however, was the music al grammar and syn tax tha t, f or c enturies,

had been shared and inheri ted unc onsciousl y fr om one gener ation

of composers and listeners to the ne xt. On the ÒprogressiveÓ side of

this divide, the claim w as that tonali ty had exhausted itself and had

lost i ts abili ty to be ar frui t. Schoenber gÕs Second Viennese School

had emer ged as a natur al and log ical consequence of the crisis.

A rivalr y soon br oke out be tween the t wo opposing sides ( or

warring fac tions ), as the follo wers of Str avinsky and those o f

Schoenber g (and sometimes the principals themsel ves) began

sparring in the popular pr ess. In in ter views conduc ted on his f irst

Americ an tour in J anuary and Februar y of 1925, Str avinsky, in veiled

reference to Schoenber gÕs 12-tone system, c omplaine d of

ÒmodernistsÓ who Òworked wi th f ormulas inste ad of ide as.Ó1 His

statemen ts and others lik e it w ere often tr anslated and cir culated

Neoclassicism Born | 111



in the Eur opean pr ess. Schoenberg responded several years later

in a Foreword to his Thr ee Satires (1928), addressing Str avinsky as

Der Kleine M odernsky (Str avinsky w as indeed small in sta tur e, as

was Schoenberg himself ), and warning tha t the r oad to Rome could

never be w on by the Òhalf measuresÓ of ÒfolkloristsÓ and Òquasi-

tonalists.Ó

In truth, nei ther S tr avinsky nor Schoenber g had heard much o f

the otherÕs music. They kept abr east of the cri tic al commen tar y in

journals and magazines, and w eighted in according ly. Undoubte dly,

Str avinskyÕs remarks were often tongue-and-che ek, designed to

keep his r eadership o ff balance. Crammed in to hotel r ooms, gr oups

of journalists f ir ed off questions elici ting r esponses in an

atmospher e that w as often c arniv al-lik e. The repor ters egged him

onÑwhich is not to impl y tha t Str avinskyÕs commen ts were not

ref lectiv e of a reality, but onl y tha t the y were partial, pie ces of a

much lar ger puz zle.

What Diag hilev wanted fr om Str avinskyÕs Pulcinella was a Òstylish

orchestr ation,Ó nothing more or less. This w as hardly Str avinskyÕs

idea, however. He would be or chestr ating Diag hilevÕs 18th-centur y

texts, to be sur e, and then adding some o f his o wn choic es from a

variety of publishe d sour ces. But he w ould also be recomposing Òin

my own accent.Ó Ostinatos w ould be adde d her e and ther e, along

wi th r hythmic ef fects, and slig ht r epeti tions. I n the opening

Overtur e (as orig inall y composed by Pergolesi), tonic and dominan t

pi tches w ould be sustaine d at cadences. Blurring the distinc tion

between these t wo func tions, the sustaine d notes f lat tened out the

harmon y and allo wed the r hythmic-me tric scheme to c ome to the

fore. Str avinsky en ter ed some of these changes on the manuscript

copies, as if he had be en corr ecting a dr aft o f his o wn music. Abo ve

all, he would be making a c onvincing whole out o f wha t w as initiall y

a collection o f individual pie ces.

Nearly the en tir e Pulcinella was composed at the Maison Bornand

in M orges, the bir thplac e of much o f Str avinskyÕs late Russian-

period music, including Renard, Ragtime for Eleven Instruments, The

SoldierÕs Tale, and various v ersions o f The Wedding. Squeezed in to
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a small at tic studio w ere the very instrumen ts Ramuz had

encounter ed earlier when w orking on the Fr ench tr anslation o f

Str avinskyÕs Russian folk verses. Pulcinella was Òthe swan song of

my Swiss years,Ó as Str avinsky r emember ed it la ter , and so it

undoubte dly was. It w ould be f ollo wed by the Symphonies of Wind

Instruments (1920), a work still v ery much wi thin the c onf ines of the

Russian period. Yet the spar k of a new dir ection had be en igni ted,

and ther e would be no pulling back. H aving begun wi th Russian

verses and a Òfabrication Ó of Russian folk music, the y ears in

Swi tzerland w ould end wi th ne oclassicism.

The score of Pulcinella was comple ted on April 2 4, 1920;

Str avinsky lef t f or Paris on Ma y 7 to help wi th the r ehearsals. The

first perf ormanc e, on May 15 at the P aris Oper a, was a consider able

success. The costumes and se ts, designed by Pablo Picasso, featur ed

a moonli t, Cubist N aples, and dr ew univ ersal pr aise as Òone of the

most be autiful stage se t tings e ver made,Ó to quote from Richar d

BuckleÕs Diaghilev . Massine danc ed the ti tle r ole, Tamara Karsavina

was Pimpinella, and Anserme t conduc ted an or chestr a that had

been reduced to 33 members. Clarine ts and various f orms o f

duplica tion had be en omi t ted by the c omposer to appr oximate the

mor e intima te sound and v olume o f an 18th-c entur y ensemble.

The r eviews of Str avinskyÕs music w ere mixed. Some cri tics

at tacked the c omposer as a pasticheur (an artist who imi tates the

style of another ), while others chide d him f or be tr aying

Òmodernism Ó and Òhis true Russian heritage.Ó Yet ther e were many

who pr aised his audaci ty. The conservativ e cri tic, Reynaldo H ahn,

describe d Pulcinella as Òa graceful, str ange, and seductiv e

paraphrase.Ó ÒI hasten to add,Ó he wrote Òthat M onsieur Str avinsky

has never given pr oof of gr eater talen t than in Pulcinella.Ó2 In the

ears and eyes of the public, S tr avinsky had r egained center stage in

the w or ld of contempor ary art music.
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11. Neoclassicism (I); Early
Years

D estine d for Car antec, a beach to wn in B ri t tany, France,

Str avinsky and his famil y set out fr om the Maison Bornand in

Morges for the last time on the morning o f June 8, 1920. There were

now four childr en. Mil•ne, a se cond daughter , had been born on

January 15, 1914. Soon after Ka tya had given bir th to Mil•ne,

however, she was rushed to a sanatorium wi th tuber culosis in her

rig ht lung, the dise ase that had plague d her as a child. She r ecovered

reasonably enoug h after a thr ee-mon th sta y, but her pr ognosis

remained a source of worr y.

In Paris to ward the end o f July, Str avinsky, Katya, and KatyaÕs

sister had c ome up empt y-hande d in their quest f or sui table and

permanen t housing. This w as before meeting up wi th the fashion

designer Gabrielle ÒCocoÓ Chanel, a recent acquain tanc e of the

composerÕs. On a tempor ary basis, Chanel offered them Bel Respir o,

her villa outside P aris in Gar ches. An offer too gener ous to r efuse

under the cir cumstanc es, it w as gratefull y accepted, and the

Str avinsky famil y moved in to their ne w accommoda tions some time

in September . Awkw ardly, however, an affair ensue d soon ther eafter

between Str avinsky and Coc o, launche d pr esumably out o f her

apartmen t at the Ri tz H otel in c entr al Paris.

This w as not all. Still mor e consequential in these ma t ters o f

intimac y was the affair struck up la ter tha t year wi th Vera

Sudeykina, nee de Bosset, a Russian immigr ant and ac quain tanc e

of DiaghilevÕs. De Bosset w ould be come Str avinskyÕs mistr ess for

the ne xt 17 or so years, joining him on innumer able concert tours,

until f inall y marr ying him in 1940 in Boston, o f all plac es, where

the c omposer had tr aveled the pr evious year to deliv er the Char les

Eliot N or ton le ctur es at H arvard. His depar tur e fr om Eur ope in

September o f 1939 had less to do wi th the de clarations o f war
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ther e, than wi th an e xcrucia ting series o f personal tr agedies tha t

had befallen him in 1938- 39. His f irst da ughter , Mika, had die d of

tuber culosis in N ovember o f 1938. Katya, by then cripple d fr om

this famil y curse, suc cumbe d to i t onl y mon ths la ter , on Mar ch 3,

1939. And the de ath o f the c omposerÕs aged mother , Anna Kirillo vna,

follo wed on June 7, 1939. ÒI survived onl y by composing,Ó Str avinsky

responded when ask ed about this series o f calamities.1 He would

later claim tha t his abili ty to c ompose during this period furnishe d

proof of the v alidi ty of his aesthe tic c onvictions about the self -

suff icienc y of music, music Õs abili ty to stand alone as a Òwor ld un to

itself.Ó

Religious re-awakening

Back in Paris at the da wn o f the ne w year (1921), Str avinsky w as

again losing hope o f f inding sui table quar ters f or his famil y. His

luck turne d in Februar y, however, when the P leyel Piano Compan y

offered him the a t tic o f their o ff ice-fac tor y in the rue R ochechouar t

as a studio. H is cimbalom and per cussion instrumen ts were duly

installe d, and he w as soon at w ork again on the thir d version o f

The Wedding, the me chaniz ed one f or pianola, harmonium, t wo

cimbaloms, and per cussion. But he w as growing dissa tisf ied wi th

this v ersion as w ell, even thoug h an instrumen tal dr aft had be en

comple ted of the f irst t wo table aux. On a brig hter note, he w as able

to sign a six -y ear contr act wi th the P leyel Compan y to tr anscribe his

comple te w orks for the me chanic al pleyela (the Pleyel Compan yÕs

version o f the pla yer piano ). The contr act w as wor th 3000 fr ancs a

mon th, a handsome sum a t the time.

The Str avinsky famil y moved again in Ma y, this time to the Basque

town o f Anglet at the south western tip o f France. From ther e they

moved to ne arby Biarri tz, and fr om ther e, in 1924, to an upsc ale

address in Nic e, the Villa des Roses in the Boule vard Carnot. (ÒAt

what a pric e,Ó Str avinsky winc ed in a le t ter to Ramuz; ÒI do not
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even dare to t ype i t.Ó) The Anglet-B iarri tz ar ea harbor ed a Russian

immigr ant communi ty and a lar ge Russian Orthodo x Chur ch,

surr oundings tha t may have been of some signif icance to Katya at

the time. I t w as here, too, tha t the c omposer , himself in ne ed of a

measure of stabili ty and calm in his lif e, began his pr ayerful r eturn

to Or thodo xy. (He had lef t the Chur ch in 1910.) As with man y Russian

exiles, the Chur ch offered a way of main taining c ontact wi th the

Russia that had all but disappe ared wi th the Bolshe vik coup o f 1917.

Str avinskyÕs inf ideli ties may also have played a role in this r eturn, as

Rober t Cr aft has suggested. A guilt y conscienc e and a desir e to seek

redemption ma y have forced his hand.

Especiall y in Nic e, wher e the c ollection o f ic ons and other

relig ious r elics r eached its peak (as many as 50 such ar tifac ts were

assembled, according to S tr avinskyÕs biogr apher Stephen W alsh),

the mood gr ew incr easingly devout and sacr amental. Str avinsky

became a communic ant o f the Or thodo x Chur ch in 1926 while

playing host to an Or thodo x priest a t the Villa des R oses. For nearly

f ive years, Father Nik olai Podosenov took up r esidence in a separate

apartmen t ther e, doing so very nearly as a member o f the Str avinsky

household.

Hand in hand wi th these ne w devotions c ame a new, humble d

at ti tude to ward ar t as Òhonest labor,Ó musical composi tion as a cr aft

pursue d dutifull y in the e ars and eyes of GodÑA la gloir e de DIEU, as

this sen timen t is expr essed on the de dication page o f his Symphony

of Psalms (1930). Order and authori ty were now impor tant to the

composer , Òthe medieval idea of the ar tist as a humble, anon ymous

artisan er ecting his c athedrals to the gr eater g lor y of God,Ó to quote

fr om WalshÕs biogr aphy.2 Some of this ma y have come by way of

Jacques Mari tain Õs Art et scolastique (1920), which Str avinsky ma y

have read at the time o f i ts public ation. I n i t, Mari tain soug ht to

resurr ect the Thomist tr adition o f the Roman Chur ch, casting the

thoug hts of various M edieval scholiasts in a modern lig ht. A Catholic

convert fr om Protestan tism, Mari tain le ctur ed in philosoph y at the

Insti tut Ca tholique in P aris.

In turn, these ne w ar tistic sensibili ties w ere link ed to the
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aesthetic beliefs discusse d brief ly in Chapter 9 . Formalist in the

main, these beliefs, long held b y the c omposer , had begun to

cr ystalliz e in a form tha t he no w wishe d to pr oclaim aloud. Behind

the desir e to publiciz e these mat ters o f philosoph y were his

anxieties about the e xpectations o f audienc es steeped in the oper as

and symphonic r eper tor y of the la ter 19th c entur y, the music o f

Wagner, Liszt, Brahms, and Mahler . It seemed essential tha t the

stage be set f or some thing less imme diatel y personal or emotionall y

charged, music moor ed in the mor e remote past and c onceived wi th

dif ferent assumptions about perf ormanc e, reception, and e ven the

meaning o f music. (I n contr ast to music as representation , formalists

like Str avinsky held tha t the elemen ts and passions o f music w ere

specif ic to i t and i ts Òforms.Ó Music was Òsuprapersonal and

superr eal,Ó as Str avinsky expr essed it la ter in his Expositions and

Developments; as such, it w as something Òbeyond verbal me anings

and verbal descriptions. Ó Although mor e rigor ously thoug ht out than

the ar t f or ar tÕs sake philosoph y tha t had pr evailed at the time o f Mir

iskusstva, formalism c an nonetheless be vie wed as an extension o f

the la t ter .)

The f irst ne oclassical declaration o f these f ormalist principles

came in ÒSome Ideas About M y Octuor ,Ó a mini-manifesto f irst

publishe d (oddl y enoug h) in English in an Americ an journal, The Arts.

Referring to his Octet (1923) as Òa musical object,Ó the composer

dismissed Òliter aryÓ and Òpic tur esqueÓ ramif ications altoge ther , and

insiste d tha t Òthis sort o f music has no other aim than to be

suff icien t in i tself.Ó The tone, stiff and har dened (even puri tanic al),

softened somewhat in his ne xt outing, a shor t le ctur e prefacing his

perf ormanc es (wi th his son Soulima ) of the Conc erto f or Tw o Solo

Pianos. These readings began wi th the pr emier e of the Conc erto

on November 21, 1935, in Paris. To demand fr om the Conc erto,

Str avinsky asser ted,

emotions o f a general kindÑjo y, sorr ow, sadness, something

to dr eam aboutÑ would be to depr ecate music b y assigning

it a compar ably utili tarian purpose. W hy not lo ve it f or i tself
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alone? Music ne eds no assistance. It is self -suf f icien t. Don Õt

look f or anything in i t beyond wha t i t contains.3

And Str avinsky w ould insist on the r elevance of these aesthe tic

ideals to his e arlier Russian-period w orks. In the c ase of The

Wedding, a great man y descriptiv e factors c an come to mind: gr ace

notes tha t imi tate a gasp or sob, oc tatonic sc ale pat terns tha t,

coloring the dia tonic, mimic the sound o f a peasant band. Of ten

enough, too, the r epeti tion in The Wedding can seem unr elenting,

to pr oject an air o f rig idi ty, stasis, and in tr actabili ty. Beyond these

metaphoric al descriptions and analog ies, however, the expr essive

quali ties o f The Wedding and of Str avinskyÕs music gener ally, as well

as the abili ty of these quali ties to stir emotionall y (passionatel y),

are mat ters not r eadily open to v erbal tr anslation. W e are moved

synthe tic ally and essentiall y by what a pie ce of music is, Str avinsky

insiste d, not b y what i t could or mig ht possibl y represent. And the

aesthetic r aptur e that can take hold c an do so r egardless of a pieceÕs

character , be it one o f sadness, joy, exhilar ation, long ing, or

intr actabili ty. Whatever the char acter , the sour ce of our delig ht lies

elsewher e.

The expr essive quali ties associated wi th Str avinskyÕs music ar e

not some thing e xternal to the musicÑin other w ords, impulses

which, l ying to the outside, obtain a f orm o f por tr ayal wi thin. The y

are inher ent. They defy scrutin y not be cause they are too def ini te

or too indef ini te f or w ords, but be cause their def ini teness is entir ely

music al. They are feelings at all onl y by vir tue o f their e xpr ession in

music.

Much o f this is par t and par cel of a formalist appr oach, as we

have suggested, an aesthetics o f the Òspecif ically music al,Ó as Eduard

Hanslick char acteriz ed it in The Beautiful in M usic (1854), and the

sort o f understanding to which S tr avinsky himself w ould subscribe

wi th stubborn insistenc e for the r emainder o f the c entur y.

Str avinskyÕs neoclassicism w as non-immediate, as we have

observed. It bypassed the la te Romantics (Brahms, Wagner, Mahler )

and went dir ectl y to Bach and the Classic al style of the la te 18th
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and early 19th centuries. This w as its br ead and but ter . Str avinsky

borr owed fr om the f orms o f these c ategories: fugue, sona ta, theme-

and-v ariations, and so f or th. And he borr owed fr om the language o f

tonali ty as well, wi th i ts major and minor sc ales. Always, however,

an element o f r estr aint pr evailed. He distruste d and f elt ill a t ease

wi th the emotional turmoil o f the Romantics, their he aviness of

mind, spiri t, and me ans. (During the 1920s he de veloped the habi t

of mispr onouncing Mahler as ÒMalheur ,Ó which means Òmisfor tune Ó

in French.) He intende d his music to honor God, not humankind. H e

looked out ward in his music, not wi thin. (ÒI am not mirr or struck

by my mental faculties, Ó he once wr ote; Òmy in ter est passes

imme diatel y to the obje ct, the thing made. Ó) What mat ter ed was

dir ectness, clari ty, and puri ty of expr ession. Simplici ty mat ter ed.

Econom y, concision, and f or thrig htness.

Schoenber g, his nemesis, gr ew to r esent Str avinskyÕs highly

publiciz ed neoclassicism. H e, too, adopte d the f orms o f the Bar oque

and Classical eras. And he borr owed fr om the te xtur es of the

Classical style as well, the theme and i ts accompanying f igur es,

its continuing or de veloping v ariation. B ut his music al language of

atonali ty and serialism w as entir ely new, revolutionar y. He believed

himself to be the heir to the German stem tha t had begun wi th Bach:

Haydn-M ozart-Be etho ven-B rahms-W agner-Mahler . He thoug ht

Str avinskyÕs neoclassicism f limsy and superf icial, the pr oduc ts

themsel ves, Òhalf measuresÓ devoid o f substanc e or historic al

signif icance.

Octet for Wind Instruments

On a visi t to B iarri tz in 1922, Sergei Koussevitzky , compatriot and

futur e conduc tor o f the Boston S ymphon y Orchestr a (star ting in

1924), invited Str avinsky to c ompose and c onduc t some thing ne w

for an upc oming c oncert series in P aris. Str avinsky had be en at w ork

on an Òinstrumental sonata,Ó as he called i t, which w ould e ventuall y
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become the Octet for Wind I nstruments (1923), and the pie ce which

he would inde ed be conduc ting a t KoussevitzkyÕs invitation on

October 18, 1923, at the P aris Oper a. The success he enjoyed wi th

the Octet was consider able, far gr eater than ei ther he or

Koussevitzky had an ticipa ted. To focus the sound o f his music

wi thin the v ast expanse of the Oper a stage, a screen was placed

dir ectl y behind the eig ht instrumen talists. The no velt y of the

experienc e must ha ve been sensed by all. The modernist c omposer

famous f or his g iant-siz e scores for the balle t the ater w as now at

work composing and c onduc ting these c ozy li t tle pie ces with their

obvious, surfac e-le vel references to Bach and the Classic al style.

Not surprising ly, a good deal of confusion r eigned at the time

about the c omposerÕs creativ e wher eabouts. The f irst perf ormanc e

of The Wedding had tak en place several mon ths prior to the Octet,

while Renard was given its pr emier e a year earlier . Picking up the

scent o f an orien tation must ha ve been all but impossible e ven for

those inf orme d of the t wists and turns o f Str avinskyÕs earlier w orks.

In the OctetÕs first mo vement the c omposerÕs Òappeti teÓ was

whet ted by his ÒrediscoveryÓ of sonata form, while, wi th the thir d

and concluding mo vement, BachÕs two-par t in ventions la y in the

remote back o f his mind: ÒThe terseness and lucidi ty of the

inventions w ere an ideal of mine a t the time, and I soug ht to k eep

those quali ties uppermost in m y composi tion Ó.4

Yet i t is the OctetÕs second mo vement, Andan te, tha t o ffers the

clearest illustr ation o f accommoda tion, o f the mixing o f Str avinskyÕs

past (what i t w as that w as gradually making Str avinsky sound lik e

Str avinsky), with tonali ty and the Classic al style; see example 11.1.

The formal appar atus f its the Classic al model o f a theme and i ts

variations, while the theme Õs presentation is a t ypic al theme-and-

accompanimen t set ting. Looking to the past as w ell as the futur e,

however, the theme is wholly octatonic . At r ehearsal no.25, its f irst

phr ase is transposed by a minor thir d, guaranteeing continue d

conf inemen t to the g iven octatonic sc ale: in ascending or der, A-Bb-

C-C#-D#-E-F#-G-( A).
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EXAMPLE 11.1: Octet, octatonic theme, D-minor accompaniment

Beneath the oc tatonic theme, ho wever, the accompanimen t implies

D minor ( or quasi-D minor ). And the ÒtonicÓ pitch D along wi th

the ÒtonicÓ triad (D F A) lie outside of the g iven octatonic sc ale.

And so, the r esult is a kind o f static clashing or superimposition of

the oc tatonic theme o ver i ts quasi D-minor ac companimen t. The

theme Õs closing F# ne atl y uni tes the oc tatonic sc ale wi th the D-

minor ac companimen t by way of a tier ce de Picardie.

Ther e are many complic ations to this scheme, ho wever. As the

graph below the music al quota tion r eveals in example 11.1, there are

pitches be tween the t wo scales that clash and others tha t ar e held in

common. Paramoun t among the la t ter ar e the pi tches o f the triad ( A
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C# E). W hile the la t ter is outline d by the oc tatonic theme, i t ser ves

as the dominan t in D minor .

Hence, neoclassicism imposes i tself in the f orm o f an in ter action

between the oc tatonic sc ale of the v ariation theme and the D-

minor tonali ty. The t wo are brought toge ther in the f inal me asure

by a Òtonic resolution Ó on D, wi th the shar ed or in terse cting F#

deline ating the tier ce de Picardie inf lection. Althoug h F#, the major

thir d, is octatonic, i t r elates to the D-minor tonali ty by way of the

tier ce. Hence the pe culiari ty of Str avinskyÕs neoclassical dominan t,

not onl y her e in the Andan te, but in subse quent ne oclassical

contexts as well.

Stravinsky the pianist

Str avinskyÕs success with the Octet led Koussevitzky to inquir e

about the possibili ty of a repeat perf ormanc e. Giving i t some

thoug ht, Str avinsky set tle d on a concerto this time, spe cif ically, the

Concerto for Piano and W ind I nstruments (1924). The decision w as

a fateful one, g iven KoussevitzkyÕs suggestion tha t the c omposer

appear as soloist r ather than c onduc tor:

I hesi tated at f irst, f earing I should not ha ve enough time

to perf ect m y technique as a pianist, and to ac quir e the

endur ance necessary to perf orm a w ork demanding

sustained effor t. But I am b y natur e rather tempte d by

anything ne eding pr olonged effor t, and pr one to persist in

overcoming dif f iculties; and as also the pr ospect o f cr eating

my work myself, and thus establishing the manner in which I

wanted it to be pla yed, greatl y at tr acted me, I de cided f inall y

to accept the pr oposal.5

In addi tion to c onduc ting, Str avinsky w ould no w be pr acticing and

perf orming a t the piano. And he w ould be doing so, as i t turne d out,

for the ne xt 15 or so years. Which is not to impl y tha t he w as ever a
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vir tuoso pianist, or tha t the c onduc tors close to him ( Ansermet and

Monteux, f or example) were not a good de al mor e skillful than he

wi th the ba ton. But he ne eded the inc ome, as he later e xplaine d; he

would not be c omposing blockbuster sc ores for the Balle ts Russes

in the ne ar futur e. And he relished the oppor tuni ty of pr esenting his

music the w ay he thoug ht i t should be pr esented. Such an ambi tion

lay behind the hundr eds of hours he w ould also be e xpending on

his perf orated piano r olls in the rue R ochechouar t. These lat ter , too,

were a means of securing some thing lik e def ini tiv e perf ormanc es,

ones capable of capturing his ide als of a stric tl y held be at wi th a

minimum o f nuanc e. Quite apar t fr om the f inancial c ompensation,

in other w ords, it w as the oppor tuni ty of fashioning a pr actic e that

at tr acted him.

For f ive years fr om the da y of the Piano Conc ertoÕs first

perf ormanc e on May 22, 1924 (wi th Koussevitzky c onduc ting),

Str avinsky r eserved the r ole of soloist e xclusiv ely for himself. On

tour in the Uni ted States in e arly 1925, he performe d the Conc erto

25 times in ci ties on the East Coast and the Mid west, char ging

$1000 on each occasion. (Koussevitzky w ould c onduc t the Americ an

premier e in Boston, just as he had c onduc ted the w or ld pr emier e

the pr eceding summer in P aris.) Later in 1925, Str avinskyÕs

perf ormanc es of the Conc erto began to o verlap wi th those o f the

Piano Sonata (1925). Among many other v enues, he perf orme d the

Sonata at the Festiv al of the I nterna tional Socie ty of Contempor ary

Music (I.S.C.M.) held in V enice in 1925. Schoenberg was ther e as

well, conduc ting his Serenade (1924), but Str avinsky faile d to a t tend.

Schoenber g did at tend Str avinskyÕs perf ormanc e of his Sonata on

September 7, but w alked out mid way thr ough, if w e can trust the

recollection o f the B ri tish music olog ist Edward Dent, who w as

serving as Chairman o f the Socie ty.

The Sonata was soon follo wed by the Serenade en la, also for

piano, wi th i ts homage to Be etho ven in the se cond mo vement. Still

fur ther along, the Capriccio for piano and or chestr a (1929)Ña

friendlier pie ce than the Piano Conc ertoÑfollo wed the Serenade

en la, while the Conc erto f or Tw o Solo Pianos (1935) follo wed the
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Capriccio . Str avinskyÕs partner in perf ormanc es of the Conc erto w as

his son, Soulima, who b y 1935 had been assisting his fa ther in a

range of tasks, including pr oofr eading and pla ying thr ough the

accompanying par ts of various w orks in pr ogress. Like his father ,

Soulima w as a formidable sig ht-r eader at the piano.

Most r ef lectiv e of wha t Str avinsky c alled his Òback to Bach

movementÓ were the f irst mo vements of his Piano Conc erto, the

Piano Sonata, and the ÒDumbarton OaksÓConcerto in E -f lat (much

later in 1938). Entir ely reminisc ent o f Bach in the Piano Conc ertoÕs

first mo vement is the toc cata-lik e figur ation ( neighbor -note

f igur ation, mor e specif ically) on the v ery f irst page o f the piano solo,

in the k ey of D major /minor and sustaine d over a step wise motion

in the Òbass.Ó But althoug h Bach-lik e in appearance, the Òbass lineÓ

is largely out o f step harmonic ally wi th the f igur ation on top; i t

clashes wi th the la t ter and, inde ed, can seem to be displac ed relativ e

to i t. Ther e are syncopated ragtime f igur es later in this mo vement,

pat terns which, r epeated, conf lic t pol yrhythmic ally wi th the spans

of other r eiter ating fr agments. And ther e are length y passages of

chor ds being exchanged rapidl y between lef t and rig ht hands, which

can bring to mind Bach Õs Piano Concerto in D minor .

But wha t seems to have excited and fascina ted cri tics and

audienc es alike was the enormous ener gy the c omposer se emed

to be expending while pla ying w orks such as the Piano Conc ertoÕs

first mo vement. ÒEnduranceÓ of a par ticular kind w as requir ed of

this mo vementÕs fast, perpe tual motion, the stamina to sta y on tr ack

while f ighting o ff the r ef lexive inclina tions o f nuanc e and

expr ession, the tempta tion to in terpr et and Òexplain Ó (as discussed

in chapter 9 ). Cri tics c omplaine d about the unna tur al, machine-

like quali ty of Str avinskyÕs playing. (A sense of this quali ty may

yet be gaine d fr om r ecordings pr eserved fr om the 1930s.)6 But the

playing c annot be div orced fr om the music. T o have perf orme d the

rhythmic in tric acies of this f irst mo vement in an ything but a stric t

tempo w ould ha ve been to misin terpr et them. The poin t o f the

rhythmic pla y would have been lost.

Other impr essions of Str avinsky as a composer and c onduc tor
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during this period ar e no less insig htful, espe ciall y in the Uni ted

States wher e, at the time o f his tour in 1925, he and his music

were relativ ely unkno wn. Str avinsky w as short in sta tur e, as we

have note d, yet trim and ag ile. Fond o f f ine appar el, he dr essed

fashionabl y during the 1920s and 30s. I n conversation, he c ould

seem pr eoccupie d, sometimes wi th a r ather se vere, determine d

look. I n Down a Path of Wonder (2006), Rober t Cr aft r ecalled the

composer as h yper tense and edgy to the poin t o f fr etfulness, f earing

the w orst o f any given situation.

To Lawr ence Gilman, the music cri tic o f the New York Herald

Tribune, Str avinsky seemed Òa slight, ner vous, baldescent, gogg led,

and pleasantl y homel y f igur e.Ó Quoted fr om Stephen W alshÕs

biogr aphy, the f ollo wing appe ared in the Boston Post in January of

1925:

Not fr om any out ward appearance might this be the man

fr om whom has c ome such de vastating music. Ther e is in

Mr . Str avinskyÕs aspect and manner , in his extr aordinaril y

rapid, almost me chanic al motions, in his slig ht bod y and

his eyes that seemed just to ha ve left o ff peering in a

micr oscope, mor e to suggest the en tomolog ist r ather than

the musician. Tha t he is an in telle ct, an enormousl y

developed men tal machine, se ems the most ob vious

conclusion.

And according to Olin Do wnes, the music cri tic o f The New York

Times (Februar y 6, 1925), audienc es were Òstirr edÓ above all by the

rhythm o f Str avinskyÕs Piano Concerto, and b y Òthe magnificent

vir tuosi ty of Mr . Str avinskyÕs perf ormanc eÑhe seemed to ha ve

endless speed, power, precision a t command, and w as himself a

comple te riv al orchestr a.Ó Downes w as less pleased wi th wha t he

called the r eplacement o f Òemotion Ó by Òruthless, driving ener gy.Ó

He decrie d the Òimperious and sar donic Ó featur es of the Òmodern

temper ament.Ó
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12. Neoclassicism (II): High
Watermarks

T he oddest chapter in S tr avinskyÕs musical biogr aphy may well

be the one tha t surr ounds the oper a/or atorio, Oedipus Rex

(1927). The initial spar k for this v entur e seems to have orig inated

wi th Jean CocteauÕs Antigone, a fair ly stric t r eading and tr anslation

of the Sophocles pla y tha t w as first stage d in 1922. Intrigue d by this

effor t, Str avinsky inquir ed about the possibili ty of under taking a

similar e xperimen t wi th Oedipus Rex, one tha t w ould in volve

condensing and tr anslating this se cond pla y in to Fr ench. Long an

enthusiast o f the Balle ts Russes, Cocteau jumpe d at the pr ospect o f

a collabor ation along the lines outline d by the c omposer . (The two

had been friends f or a number o f years.) But the task w ould be far

fr om str aightf orward. Cocteau would oblige his friend, but i t w ould

take him thr ee revised dr afts to do so. W hat Str avinsky w anted was

a very tr aditional script (har dly CocteauÕs mŽtier , as Str avinsky

conceded at the time ), something along the lines o f a Handel

libr et to, wi th arias, r ecitativ es, and choruses. (Years later wi th The

RakeÕs Progress, 1948-51, in Los Angeles, the composer w ould be

requiring much the same o f his libr et tist, W . H. Auden, even if his

models w ere a bit mor e specif ically the Classic al style and late 18th-

centur y oper a).

In 1926, however, Str avinsky w ould also be asking Jean Danielou,

a Jesuit priest stud ying the ology at the Sorbonne, to tr anslate

CocteauÕs French in to L atin. (The L atin w ould not be a tr anslation o f

the orig inal Gr eek, in other w ords.) Infused wi th univ ersali ty and a

certain monumen tal char acter , Latin embodie d gravity, or Ògravitas,Ó

to use the curr ent term. For Ca tholics, L atin w as the language of

relig ious ri tual. And f or those members o f his pr ospectiv e audienc es

insuf f icien tl y familiar wi th ei ther L atin or SophoclesÕ play (or both ),

Str avinsky w ould be pr oviding them wi th shor t summaries o f the
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action a t cri tic al poin ts. These lat ter synopses w ould be deliv ered

in the v ernacular (Fr ench in Fr ance) by a narr ator or S peaker, who

would also be appe aring in e vening dr ess. Set apar t fr om the dr ama

in this w ay, the SpeakerÕs role is an in triguing one, e ven if i t tir ed

easily, as seems to have been the c ase with Str avinsky. The

composer gr ew to dislik e CocteauÕs prose as well, which he thoug ht

haughty and pr eten tious. But the S peakerÕs inter ventions ar e

indispensable, g iven tha t the music is pac ed by them.

Monumen tali ty was not the onl y featur e drawing the c omposer to

ÒCiceronian L atin ÓÑso named because it r ef lected CiceroÕs inf luenc e

on the classic al Latin language. I mpersonal and unsullie d by

conventional sen timen t, Latin w as a kind of pur e sound f or the

text-se t ting Str avinsky. Just as with the f olk verses of his Russian-

period w orks, he would be b ypassing the me aning o f the w ords and

going dir ectl y to the sounds o f the sy llables. As before, these sounds

would be ac tiv ating his Òmusic al saliva:Ó

What a joy it is to c ompose music to a language o f

convention, almost o f ri tual, the v ery natur e of which

imposes a lo fty digni ty! One no longer f eels domina ted by

the phr ase, the li ter al meaning o f the w ords. Cast in an

immutable mold which ade quatel y expr esses their v alue,

they do not r equir e any fur ther c ommen tar y. The texts thus

becomes pur ely phone tic ma terial f or the c omposer . He can

dissect i t at will and c oncentr ate all his a t ten tion on i ts

primar y consti tuen t elemen tÑtha t is to say, on the sy llable.1

The austeri ty of Oedipus as an opera was fur ther enhanc ed by

Str avinskyÕs stage dir ections, which lef t the ac tor /singers behind

masks (as in Greek the ater ), moving onl y wi th their he ads and arms,

and addr essing the audienc e in an ic y Òstill-lif eÓ confr ontation wi th

fate. (Str avinskyÕs eldest son The odor e, already an aspiring ar tist

and designer , was entruste d wi th the dŽ cor.) At the opening o f

Oedipus, a chorus aler ts the King o f the plague a t Thebes. A prideful

Oedipus assur es the populac e of his abili ty to unc over i ts cause.

But a M essenger arriv es to announc e breathlessl y tha t i t is the King
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himself who has c aused the c atastr ophe, sparking the anger o f the

Gods. Unbekno wnst, the King has mur dered his fa ther and marrie d

his mother .

In the end, ho wever, Oedipus was premier ed not as an oper a

but in c oncert f orm as an or atorio. I ts f irst perf ormanc e on May

30, 1927, at the ThŽ ‰tr e Sarah Bernhar dt in P aris, was preceded

by a trial run in the gr and salon o f the Princ ess de Polignac; in

place of the or chestr a, Str avinsky accompanie d the singers a t the

piano. NŽe Winnar et ta Singer , heir ess to the Singer sewing machine

for tune in the Uni ted States, the Princ ess had become Str avinskyÕs

most lo yal and gener ous patr on during the 1920s, o ffering her salon

on numer ous occasions for audi tions. I t w as she who, during the

dif f icult y ears of Wor ld War I, had commissione d Renard.

Which brings us to the str angest par t yet o f this episode.

Danceless and devoid o f mo vement, Str avinskyÕs oratorio w ould be

produc ed by Diaghilev and the Balle ts Russes on a double bill tha t

include d a newly designed Fir ebird. That such a c ontr adiction c ould

have been scheduled at the time se ems scarcely conceivable. Not

surprising ly, the audienc eÑa dance audienc e on both oc casions, at

the avant-pr emier e and the pr emier eÑreacted cooll y to the ne w

work, undoubte dly mor e out o f bewildermen t than an ything else.

But the pr oblem w as that, fr om the star t, Str avinsky had in tende d

Oedipus to ser ve as an anniversary gif t to the impr esario on the

occasion of his 20th y ear in the the ater . He had sought to k eep the

under taking se cret f or as long as possible, primaril y as a means of

avoiding the usual c onf lic ts and r ows. When Diag hilev learned of

the pr oject, he w as not amused. ÒUn cadeau tr •s mac abreÓ, was his

response; a very morbid g if t.

Disagreements between Diaghilev and Str avinsky c ontinue d in to

the f ollo wing season of the Balle ts Russes. The composerÕs new

ballet, Apollo M usagetes (1928), was commissione d by an Americ an

patr on, Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge, and w as first perf orme d on

April 27 at the Libr ary of Congr ess in Washington, D .C. The

perf ormanc e by the Balle ts Russes follo wed later tha t year in June.

Needless to say, this w as not the sor t o f arr angement to which
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Diaghilev had been accustome d. And he r eacted as he had earlier

wi th The Wedding and Renard, theater pr ojects tha t had lik ewise

been conceived outside o f himself and the Balle ts Russes. He

regarded such oc casions as acts of dislo yalt y and ingr ati tude. A

snippe t o f conversation on the ma t ter o f ApolloÕs commission

survives from this period:

Diaghilev: Cet te americ aine [Elizabe th Sprague Coolidge] est

sourde. (This Americ an [Elizabe th Sprague Coolidge] is

totall y deaf.)

Str avinsky: Elle est sour de, mais elle pais. (She is deaf but

she pays.)

Diaghilev: Tu pense toujours de lÕargent. (You always think

of mone y.)

Ultima tel y, however, it w ould be ApolloÕs perf ormanc e in Paris tha t

both Diag hilev and the c omposer w ould r egard as its true pr emier e.

Featur ed in the ti tle r ole was Sergei Lifar , while the chor eographer

was George Balanchine, the Òballet masterÓ who would be designing

Str avinskyÕs ballets for the ne xt 30 or so y ears.

One of Str avinskyÕs later r ecollections o f Diaghilev was that o f an

intensel y sensual individual. P et ty and childish a t times, Diag hilevÕs

resentmen ts had long be en a source of exasperation f or Str avinsky

and the man y others who w orked wi th him on a r egular basis.

Chronic ally suspicious o f the motiv es of his associates, Diaghilev

was forever f earful o f being sideline d and Òbetr ayed.Ó Quick to take

offense and bear a grudge (as was Str avinsky, often enoug h),

Diaghilev was always very much in touch wi th, as well as trusting

of, his r aw, immediate senses and impr essions. By 1929, he and the

composer w ere no longer on spe aking terms.

The impr esario die d unexpectedly on August 19, 1929, of diabe tes,

a disease that had appar entl y gone undiagnose d. He passed away in

a hotel r oom in V enice (Òlike a vagabond,Ó as Ansermet expr essed it

at the time ), and was subsequentl y laid to r est ther e on the island

cemeter y of San Michele Str avinsky and his famil y mourne d his

death, doubtless in memor y of wha t he had me ant and all tha t
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he had made possible. Few had gauged as adroitl y the depth o f

Str avinskyÕs genius. And Diaghilev had done so at the v ery star t,

wi th Str avinskyÕs Scherzo fantastique and the t wo or chestr ations

for Fokine Õs Les Sylphides. Not long bef ore his death, Diag hilev

continue d to upda te himself on the na tur e of Str avinskyÕs art:

Str avinsky is the living embodimen t o f a true en thusiasm f or,

a true lo ve of ar t; the personif ication o f eternal striving É. he

is constan tl y on the mo ve, seeking out a t every step ho w to

deny the very thing tha t he has been in his pr evious w ork.2

Eclectic pieces of music

Str avinsky onc e describe d Oedipus as a ÒMerzbild , put toge ther fr om

whatever came to handÓ.3 Statel y dot ted rhythms, r eminisc ent o f

Bach, accompany Oedipus early on, while an Al ber ti bass her alds the

entr ance of the M essenger. From such bi ts and pie ces of Baroque

and Classical clichŽ a uni ty is forged, however, and the g lue tha t

holds this assor tmen t toge ther c onsists o ften enoug h of featur es

that ar e typic al of Str avinskyÕs music, r egardless of the st ylistic

orien tation.

Consider the music o f the M essenger and Shepher d, an excerpt

of which appe ars in example 12.1. The passage could e asily have

been lif ted fr om any number o f Russian-period w orks. A melodic

fr agment, modal in char acter , is sliced up in to shor t segmen ts by

changing bar lines. Typic al of the c omposer , the shif ting bar lines

ensure that the r epeti tion o f the melod y, beginning a t r ehearsal

no.140 in example 12.1, will enter a t a loc ation tha t is me tric ally

parallel to the orig inal. Both the melod y and i ts r epeti tion en ter on

the second eig hth-note be at o f a 3/8 me asure.
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EXAMPLE 12.1: Oedipus Rex; metrical displacement ( concealed)

No less typic al of the c omposer , however, the shif ting bar lines

conceal a metric al displac ement. The listener c ould just as e asily

have inf err ed a steady 3/4 me ter fr om this passage, according to

which the r epeti tion w ould be he ard as metric ally displac ed. The

brackets above the music al quota tion in e xample 12.1 outline the 1-2-

3 count o f the 3 /4 me ter . The melod y falls f irst on and then o ff the

quar ter -note be at. Eventuall y, however, as can be seen in example

12.1, the shifting bar lines ar e replaced by the 3 /4 me ter tha t lies

to the backgr ound o f the ini tial c onception. And i t is, as always, the

conf lic t between the t wo forces, meter and me tric al displac ement,

that leads to a sense of metric al disruption.

The Messenger/Shepher d passages lead dir ectl y to the length y

section quote d in example 12.2. This is another str atif ication. Ther e

are five superimpose d layers, each consisting o f the r epeti tion o f

a single triad, d yad, or motiv e that is f ixed in i ts r egister and

instrumen tation. Unusuall y, however, ther e is no pol yrhythm. The

spans separating the r epeti tion in all f ive layers total thr ee or six

quar ter -note be ats, all very much in synchr ony wi th the 3 /4 me ter .
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Consequentl y, ther e are no metric al displac ements ei ther .

Alignmen t is f ixed thr oughout.

EXAMPLE 12.2: Oedipus Rex; str atification

The vast immobili ty of this music c arries a dr amatic purpose. W e

have arriv ed, follo wing the f inal depar tur e of the M essenger and
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Shepherd at r ehearsal no.166, at the hig h poin t o f the oper a/

oratorio: nos.167-69 c oincide wi th O edipusÕs recogni tion o f guilt,

no.169, the ÒLux facta est!Ócadence, with his f inal r esignation. Both

music ally and dr amatic ally, then, r ehearsal nos.167-70 represent a

period o f waiting and an ticipa tion, a pa use to digest. For the main

character , it is a momen t o f appalling humbling.

Register , instrumen tation, r hythm, and me ter ar e not the onl y

means of stasis at this poin t in the dr ama. Pitch is a me ans as well.

In example 12.2, the five superimpose d layers, consisting, in or der

of appearance, of (D F A), (D F#), B-F#, (D F), and (F# B D ), are all

subject to the symme tries o f the oc tatonic sc ale: in ascending or der,

D-Eb-F-F#-G#-A -B-C -(D). Only the pi tch C#, a passing tone in

OedipusÕ reiter ating motiv e, lies outside the oc tatonic sc ale in

question.

The Classical side to Str avinskyÕs neoclassical bargain in e xample

12.2 makes itself f elt b y way of thr ee 18th-centur y conventions: 1)

the (D F#) uni t in the f lutes inf lects a tier ce de Picardie in r elation

to the r eiter ation o f (D F A) in the lo wer strings; 2) the (F# B D )

triadic outline in O edipusÕs motiv e is the subme diant in r elation to

(D F# A); 3) the F of the (D F) uni t in the clarine t clashes wi th B-

F# in the timpani and wi th a (D F#) in the f lutes. As we shall see in

the c oming chapter , the clashing o f major and minor thir ds would

become a hallmar k of the c omposerÕs late neoclassical style.

Symphony of Psalms

Episodes all but f orgot ten in S tr avinskyÕs neoclassical biogr aphy are

his tr anscriptions f or the pla yer-piano and the he avy concertizing

he under took during the 1920s and 30s. On a verage, at le ast half o f

each year during this period w as spent in r ecording studios and on

tour in Eur ope, the Uni ted States, and even South Americ a. Most

of his inc ome deriv ed fr om these sour ces. And he seems to have

enjoyed the tr aveling, in tr oducing and pr esenting his music to the
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public. As an adde d inc entiv e, Vera de Bosset o ften accompanie d

him on these trips. I ndeed, it appears to ha ve been on just such

a tour tha t Soulima and then his famil y f irst le arned of VeraÕs

existenc e. The famil y was stunned, but the e xten t o f their

acceptanc e over time is dif f icult to me asure. Soulima and The odor e

resigned themsel ves early on to the pr esence of another w oman in

their fa therÕs life. They were frequentl y in Paris during the 1930s,

meeting up wi th their fa ther a t VeraÕs apartmen t.

In September o f 1929, Str avinsky w as approached by Koussevitzky

and the Boston S ymphon y Orchestr a about the possibili ty of

composing a symphon y to c ommemor ate the or chestr aÕs 50th

anniversary season, 1929-30. Not un til De cember 12, 1929 was a

contr act signe d for $6000 , and not un til la ter tha t mon th did the

first jot tings appe ar along wi th the f ollo wing lines fr om Psalm 39:

ÒHear my pr ayer, O Lord, and wi th thine e ars consider m y calling.Ó

From these e arly days, the new w ork took on the char acter o f a

chor al symphon y, sacred and devotional in spiri t.

No sooner had the ink drie d on the ini tial sk etches, ho wever,

that Str avinsky w as off on a tour in German y, conduc ting Apollo in

Berlin and appe aring as soloist in the Capriccio . Much o f Februar y

was spent in Romania and C zechoslo vakia. And althoug h Mar ch had

been set aside f or c omposi tion, he w as soon concertizing again

in Swi tzerland, this time in Win ter thur . Nevertheless, by the end

of April, most o f the thir d movement had be en comple ted, and

Str avinsky turne d next to the double fugue o f the se cond

movement. The symphon y was thus wri t ten in r everse or der, as

the Capriccio had been a year earlier . While the f irst and se cond

movements featur e verses fr om Psalms 38 and 39, the thir d sets

Psalm 150 in its entir ety.

Premier ed on the e vening o f December 13, 1930, in Brussels, wi th

Ansermet conduc ting, the Symphony of Psalms swif tl y became one

of Str avinskyÕs most perf orme d and popular w orks. Much o f the

music is t ypic al of the c omposer: the oc tatonic str atif ications in the

first mo vement, and the e xamples of displac ement, str atif ication,

and pol yrhythm in the thir d. Shown in e xample 12.3 is the f irst
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music to be c omposed, the opening o f the Allegr o in the thir d

movement. Consisting o f the r eiter ation o f a C-major triad, the

ÒthemeÓ is subjected to a series o f metric al displac ements. (Compar e

this opening Allegr o in Psalms wi th example 8.1 from The Rite of

Spring. )

More specif ically in example 12.3, the theme, in tr oduc ed on the

second quar ter -note be at o f a 4/4 me asure, is subsequentl y

displac ed to the do wnbe at and then the f our th be at. Working

against these shif ts in alignmen t, ho wever, all other f eatur es of the

theme ar e retaine d fr om one r epeti tion to the ne xt. (This is true

even of the theme Õs articula tion and i ts opening sforzando.) The

reten tion o f these f eatur es intensif ies the listenerÕs expectations o f

metric al parallelism, tha t the theme will be r epeated at the orig inal

metric al location. The irr econcilable na tur e of these t wo conf lic ting

forces, displacement and par allelism, is apt to pr ove disruptiv e of

the listenerÕs sense of the 4 /4 me ter .
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EXAMPLE 12.3: Symphony of Psalms (1930), III, opening bar s; metrical
displacement

The thir d movement o f Psalmsends wi th an apothe osis; see example

12.4. Quietl y, the r epeti tion o f a melod y in the chorus is

superimpose d pol yrhythmic ally over an ostina to pa t tern o f four

quar ter -note be ats. The f inal chor d featur es a tier ce de Picardie,

mor e specif ically, the E-na tur al of a C-major triad. The tier ce

intones a sing le word, Dominum ( God); ÒLet ther e be light,Ó as it

were. The word is cut up r ather badl y in Psalms, but the disse ction
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serves Str avinskyÕs rhythmic purposes, the manner o f his

Òversif ication.Ó

EXAMPLE 12.4: Symphony of Psalms, III; apotheosis stratification

The beaut y of these c oncluding pages o f Psalms is doubtless

ref lectiv e of the par ticular cir cumstanc es surr ounding their

conception, te xtual as w ell as music al. Yet the ide a of an apothe osis

is not ne w in Str avinskyÕs music, as it appears at the end o f both The

Wedding and ApolloÑRussian and neoclassical works, respectiv ely,

which in other w ays could not be mor e distan t fr om one another .

A plateau is r eached in each of these instanc es, a stoppage of

harmonic r hythm or mo vement; a conf igur ation or motiv e is

repeated insisten tl y as a kind of r efr ain. The ef fect is m ysterious and

other wor ldl y; the music Òfloats,Ó as Stephen W alsh has suggested,

Òas if in def iance of tonal and r hythmic gr avity.Ó There is a relig ious

or at le ast spiri tual dimension to these c ondi tions a t the close o f

Psalms, one tha t can seem in tensel y worship ful in tone. The Lor d

is pr aised again and again in the six v erses of Psalm 150, praised

in his Ògreatness,Ó Ògoodness,Ó and Òglor y,Ó as the inscription on the

composerÕs dedication page r eminds us. The f irst mo vement, the

last of the thr ee to be c omposed, was comple ted in a Òstate of

relig ious exulta tion,Ó as the composer claime d later in Dialogues and

a Diar y.

For Str avinsky, the c anons of the Christian Chur ch embodie d a
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form o f absolute truth, one tha t w as to be summone d dail y as part

of an or der ly existenc e. Such w as the ide al, in any case, cherished

and even pr actic ed to a degr ee during the ne oclassical years of the

1920s and 30s in France, and then la ter in Calif ornia as w ell. Nearly

all of Str avinskyÕs late 12-tone music w as set to sacr ed texts o f one

kind or another .
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13. Neoclassicism (III): Late
Years

W e meet up wi th Str avinsky again in April o f 1939 at the

Sancellemoz sanatorium in the H aute Savoie r egion o f

France, close to the S wiss bor der. Both his second-born and wif e

have died of tuber culosisÑMika in N ovember o f 1938 and Katya on

March 2, 1939. He himself has be en recovering fr om a r elapse of this

disease, and will be sta ying on a t Sancellemoz f or another mon th or

two as an outpa tien t. Professionally, he has just accepted an

invitation fr om the Music Depar tmen t at H arvard to deliv er the

Charles Eliot N or ton le ctur es during the 1939-40 ac ademic y ear.

His acceptanc e of this le ctur e-pr oposal (quickl y, wi thin t wo

weeks) is puzzling at f irst blush. H e is the f irst musician to be

honor ed in this w ay, to be sur e, but he will also be ha ving to le ave

France (ÒhomeÓ), and to lectur e and teach a class in composi tion.

Earlier , in 1935-37, he had taught a composi tion c ourse under the

auspices of the Ec ole Normale de Musique wi th the c elebr ated

pedagogue and musician N adia Boulanger , but as a rule, these w ere

not the sor ts of activi ties to which he w as accustome d or e ven

at tr acted. Yet he w ould perse vere, possibly for the f ollo wing

reasons: 1) at $10,000 , the in vitation w as another o ffer too gener ous

to r efuse, and 2) given the r ecent calamities tha t had befallen him,

the ide a of leaving France for an extende d period ma y have appealed

to him. H e would also be arr anging f or a concert tour o f f ive or so

Americ an ci ties star ting in O ctober o f 1939 and ending in Ma y of the

follo wing y ear.

While at Sancellemoz, Str avinsky had alr eady begun pr eparing f or

the le ctur es, consulting wi th the philosopher Pierr e Souvtchinsky

and hiring Ale xis Roland-Manuel, a wri ter and pr otŽgŽ of RavelÕs, to

do the ac tual wri ting. Just as wi th the e arlier Autobiogr aphy, the six

lectur es will be g host wri t ten. (I n fur ther negotia tions wi th his hosts,
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