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Stravinsky T H E R I T E O F SPRING ("Le Sacre du Printemps") 
smede 

his way into the orchestra pit of the Champs-Elysees Thea­
tre in Paris, where he was about to conduct the world 
premiere of a new ballet production of the celebrated 
biaghilev Ballets Russes . . . The HiU: of Sprine—Pictures 
of Pagan Russia, in Two Parts, choreography by VasUv 
Nijinsky. music by Igor Stravinsky, whose Firebird and 
Fetrouchka had previously created a sensation as per­
formed by Nijinsky, ICarsavina, Fokine. and the other 
superb dancers of the Diaghilev company. 

Rumors of Nijinsky's unconventional choreography 
•nd Stravinsky's still more unusual music had already 
tfuead like wildGre through the irtlellectual-musical 
circles of Paris, so that the audience present was s truly 
distinguiBhed one. What followed after Monteui signaled 
the bassoonist of the orchestra to begin his eerie opening 
solo was wholly uneipected. There were restless murmurs 
among the spectators. As the musical texture of the Intro­
duction expanded and the harmony became more dense 
and dissonant, then gave way to the relentless rhythms of 
Dance of At YouAs, the restless murmuring broke into 
catcalls and hisaes from those who would have none of this 
new kind of music and dance. Partisans of Stravinsky and 
Diaghilev. on the other hand, sought to suppress the op­
position, and actual fighting broke ouL The noiae grew in 
a crescendo matching that of the music, so that neither 
orchestra nor dancers could effectively coordinate their 
efforts. Monteux looked to Diaghilev's box for guidance 
and received a signal to keep on playing st all coat 
The house lights went on, but the altercations in the audi 
ence only continued with greater fury. The hnef lull 
during the pause between the first and second tableaux 
was short-lived, for as soon as the music resumed so did 
the fighting. Vasiav Nijinsky was in the wings backstage, 
white with fury, beating the music's complex rhythms 
with his fists and shouting them to the dancer, who had 
rehearsed innumerable times for this long-awaited occa-
uon. Only neat the end of the ballet, when the tremendous 
Sacrificial Dance began, did the uproar in the audience 
aubsidc. So elemental was the force of Stravindiy'. music, 
and so maguificeul was Marie Piltz as the Chosen One 
\Ao must dance herself to death, that there was no choice 
left but to experience, for what it was, this final, near-
terrifying spetlacie. 

Much has happened in music since that momentous 
premiere under Pierre Monleux's baton, and Stravin­
sky's score, at least, ha, taken it. pUee as an epoch-making 
milestone in the history of music snd its stylistic develop­
ment. Pierre Monteux, Stravinsky himself. Eugene 
GooBsens, Se^e Koussevitxky, and I-eopold Sloho«™ki... 
aU have since conducted The Rile 0/ Spring before concert 
audiences in Europe and America, and grudging accept-
ance has become popular acclaim. What was once re­
garded as roaring, blaring dissonance coupled with inco­
herent rhythmic and formal patterns has become accepted 
today as one of the great musical creations of the age . . . 
liberating music from the tyranny of foursquare rhvthmic 
and metric patterns in the same way that Wagner. 
Debussy, and Schbnberg have ahown the way toward an 
unrimited use of ehromaHe and modal harmony in con­
trast to the diatonic methods that dominated musical 

unposilion during the late 18th and early 19th ct 

free of the stylistic influence of Stravinkv's The Rile of 
Spring, either with respect to its Irealnienl of rhythm and 
meter or its brillianl mosaic manner of orchestration with 
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Regarding the acluil genesis of his music for The Rile 
of Spring. Stravinsky tells us in his autobiography fSlra-
viniky: An Autabiography. Simon and Schuster, New 
York. 19361 that "One day, when I was finishing the last 
pages ol The Firebird in St. Pelershurg, 1 had a fleeting 
vision which came to me. as a complete surprise, my mind 
at the moment being full of other things. I saw in imagina­
tion a solemn pagan rile: sage elders, sealed in a circle, 
watched a young girl dance herself to death. They were 
sacrificing her to propitiate the god of spring," The cc 
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ichka and other shorter works intervened, and it 
was during the winter of 1912-13 that the greater part of 
The Rile of Spring was composed at Clarens, Switserland, 
" I n composing the Rile," Stravinsky goes on, "1 bad 
imagined the spectacular part as a series of rhythmic 
mass movements of the greatest simplicity which would 
have an instantaneous effect on the audience, with no 
superfluous details or complications such as would suggest 
effort. The only solo was to he the sacrificial dance at the 
end of the piece. . . . In reading what I have written about 
the Rile," says Stravinsky, "the reader will perhaps be 
astonished to nohce how little I have said about the music. 
The omission is deliberate. It is impossible, alter the lapse 
of twenty years, to recall what were the feelings which 
animated me in composing i t " 

Fortunately. Stravinsky was not loath to discuss the 
music of the Rile or his conception of it when the ex­
perience was still fresh in his memory. He pointed out, in 
1923. in an interview published in La Revue Musicale 
that "the embryo is a theme that came to me when 1 had 
completed The Firebird. As this theme, with that which 
followed, was conceived in a ' ' ' 

pretext for developm 
^ the Russian prehistoric epoch, since I am a 

Russian. But note well that this idea came from the music; 
the music did not come from the idea. My work is archi­
tectonic, not anecdotal; objeebve, not descriptive con­
struction." 

In May of 1913 the composer gave what amounts to a 
running analysis and description of The Rile of Spring 
in an arficle pubUshed in Montjoie. Much of it was re­
produced in translation in the Musical Courier ol Mardi 
29. 1930. shorliy before the first Americin stage per­
formance of the ballet with Martha Grriiam dancing to 
the new choreography of Leonid Massine and the Phila­

delphia Orehesira playing under the direction of Leopold 
SlokoHski. The composer's own words follow; 

"In the Inlroductian before the curtain rises I have 
given to the orchestra alone the idea of that great sense 
of fear which weighs upon all sensilive spirits before 
a controlled power, and this develops throu^ the entire 
instrumental texture. It is a prufound mystic sensation 
which comes to all things at the hour when nature seeks 
to renew its various forms of lite; it is this vague, yet 
profound discord, which affects all at puberty. Even in 
my orchestration, and in the play of the melody, 1 desire 
to evtdie this quality. . . . 

"The musical materia! itself swelk, expands and is then 
diffused; each initrumeul is like 1 bud wfaidi grows on 
the hark ol a venerable tree; it becomes part of an im­
mense ensemble. And the entire orchestra, the enbre en­
semble, must take on the meaning of a rebirth of Spring. 
Side 1 : "In the first tableau (The FeriUily of Ae Ear A) 
some adolescents arc seen with" an old, old w 
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and who is leaching their meaning to her K 
She runs, bowed down toward the ground, as if neil 

• animal. These adolescents near her are 

"During this lime Ihe adolescent girls come down to 
Ihe river. They form a circle which mixes with that of the 
hoys. The groups merge; hut in their rhythm one feels a 
straining toward the formation of new groups; and thev 
divide to tight and left. Now a new form has been realised, 
a s) nthesis of rhythms, and then from this a new rhythm 
is uroduced fDoriee of Ac Youth, and Maidens; Dance of 
.Abduclion; Spring Rounds). 

"The groups separate and begin to fight Messengers go 
from one to another and struggle . , . signifying, so to 
speak, that aspect of brute force which is also play 
fCames of Rival Towns). The arrival of a procession is 
heard. It is the Sage, the oldest man of the eUn. A great 
fear surges through the crowd. Then the Sage, face down 
on the ground, becoming one with the soil, gives a bene­
diction to the earth (Entrance of Ae CeUbranl; Kiss to 
Ae EarA). Then all cover their heads, run in spirals, and 
leap as though endowed with renewed energy from 
nature . . . the Dance to Ae EarA. 
Side 21 "The second tableau (The Sacrifice) begins with 
a quiet and obscure play among the adolescent girls. At 
the opening the musical prelude (tnlroducUoa — The 
Pagan Mgkl) is based on a mysterious song which ac­
companies the dance of the young girls. Thev mark within 
their circle (he signs showing where the Glorified One 
will finaUy be enclosed never to come out again. She it is 
who is being consecrated to the Spring and who will thus 
return to Spring the vilalily which Youth has taken from 
it (Mystic Circle of Ae AdoUscenu). 

"Around the Chosen One, who is immobile, the young 
girls dance a ritual of glm-ification (Dance lo Ae Glori­
fied One); then follows the purification of the soil and an 
Evocation of the AncesArs. The Ancestors group them­
selves around the Chosen One (Rilaal Performance of Ae 
AncesArs) and she commences the Sacrificial Dance. 

"As she is about to lall exhsusteil. the Ancestors glide 
toward her like rapscious monsters. So that she should 
not touch the soil is she falls, they setie her and raise her 
towards Ihe sky. 

"Once again is fulfilled in its primeval rhythm fftecyde 
of forces which are re-bom and which faR again into the 
lap of natnte." 

Note, by DAVID HALL 
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