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IGOR SIRAVINSEY 
It is curious that one of the most crucial periods in Stravinsky’s creative 

development (and hence, in twentieth-century music) should be one of the least 
known: the years that separate Le Sacre du printemps of 1911-13 from the 
Pulcinella of 1919. The myth of Stravinsky’s volte-face after Sacre dies hard 
but the origin of the myth is easy enough to explain. Stravinsky had set Paris 
on its ear with the early ballets just on the eve of World War I. The next 
Paris and the big musical world knew of Stravinsky was Pulcinella and “neo- 
classicism.” Eventually, Renard, Les Noces, and L’Histoire du soldat did come 
out, but years after the fact. The smaller works — two sets for piano, four hands 
(once described by Stravinsky as the moment of the birth of “neo-classicism”), 
string quartet pieces, solo clarinet pieces, and the remarkable groups of solo and 
choral songs including Pribaoutki, Berceuses du chat, Trois histoires pour 
enfants, Quatre chants russes and the Russian Peasant Songs — scarcely came 
out at all. The theatre works were much discussed — sometimes in tones of great 
awe — but rarely performed. All of these were somehow regarded as oddities, 
aberrations, or side-tracks in Stravinsky’s development. The fact is that these 
pieces and a few others around them form a group. They were all written within a 
well-defined period — 1911 to 1919 or so — and they show clear connections 
between Sacre and classicism; in any case they represent one of the richest and 
most significant periods in Stravinsky’s life. 

Stravinsky moved to Switzerland from St. Petersburg in 1910 and remained 
there for ten years. It was a fortunate choice of residence. Curiously enough, 
Stravinsky’s Swiss music — most of it written during the First World War — is 
at once his most Russian work, his most strikingly original and daring music, and 
yet also his closest point of contact with some of the experimental ideas of his 
colleagues. 

Stravinsky wrote Le Roi des étoiles and the Japanese Lyrics in 1911; Sacre 
was on the way between 1911 and 1913. By 1914, Stravinsky was occupied 
almost exclusively with Russiana. Les Noces had already taken shape in his 
mind when he decided that he needed Kireievsky’s collection of Russian folk 
poetry. In July 1914, he went back to Russia, visiting his family summer house 
at Oustiloug, as well as Warsaw and Kiev; he found the book in Kiev. It was his 
last sight of Russia for almost fifty years. He was back in Switzerland scarcely 
a day or two before Europe exploded. The folk collections of Kireievsky and 
Afanasiev were to serve him as source material for the next four or five years. 

In Sacre, Stravinsky had definitively: abandoned classical ideas of line and 
on-going harmonic structure to produce a new type of static, multi-faceted form 
somewhat analagous to pictorial cubism. Thematic fragments are used in Sacre, 
of course, but they appear as objects superimposed on the block harmonies and 
colors, and are essentially without direction in the conventional sense. The 
structure takes shape through the imposition and super-imposition of static layers 
of sound defined and articulated by the use of incisive, asymmetrical rhythm 
and accent. In the “Russian” works that followed, Stravinsky extended — or 
rather reduced — these ideas into a tiny interplay between a simple diatonic, 
folk-like line, varied through rhythmical extensions and off-accents, and a highly 
dissonant, static, unyielding harmonic color underneath. Stravinsky himself has 
described the discovery of what he calls a new technique out of the highly 
asymmetrical word-rhythm and accent of popular Russian verse; but the tech- 
nique is obviously already present in Sacre. Stravinsky had simply reduced 
the problem to its simplest, barest essentials and re-derived and reintegrated it 
with the use of text and voice. It is not without significance that virtually all of 
the great revolutionaries of the early part of the century had to undergo the 
experience of miniaturization, of the reduction of the musical discourse to its 
smallest fractional units. 

The first of the new miniatures were the Three Pieces for String Quartet and 
the Pribaoutki, both written in 1914 and both made up of tiny movements filled 
with equally tiny melodic fragments fixed over static, biting dissonances. The 
title of the latter work is a generic word for a type of popular Russian poetry; 
the word itself has the connotation of “saying before” or “say it quickly.” These 
little verses, of a few lines each, derive from a type of game in which one person 
says a word, a second adds another, a third still another and so forth, all at top 
speed. In the written-down, sung versions of these jingles, very little attention is 
generally paid to conventional prosody, and Stravinsky exploits the fascinating 
rhythmic and accentual variety that results, setting it off against the very static 
and dissonant accompaniment. Pribaoutki is scored for low voice and one of the 
first of Stravinsky’s famous small chamber ensembles: flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, 
violin, viola, cello, and bass. There are four songs: “Uncle Armond,” “The 
Oven,” “The Colonel,” and “The Old Man and the Hare.” The first and second 
songs have simple two-part structures, each half utterly static and functioning on 
an entirely independent plane; the third resists change until near the end; the 
last, on the other hand, has two changes with returns of the principal idea in 
between. 

Berceuses du chat, written in 1915, is scored for female voice and three 
clarinets. Like Pribaoutki, it has short, simple folk texts treated in terms of 
modal lines over static, dissonant harmonies (the first song, for instance, has a 
vocal line centered on a kind of modal D over a tremolo C#-G# that lasts the 
entire length of the song). The rhythmic treatment of the melodies is somewhat 
simpler and smoother although, by contrast, the vocal lines are more highly 
ornamented in a slightly exotic way. 
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In recent years, Stravinsky has gone back and reworked some of these early 
pieces, partly to get them under copyright, partly to revive interest in neglected 
music, partly to show the relationship between his early and late work, and 
partly because this relationship, apparent after The Rake’s Progress, has proved 
stimulating to him. The songs gathered in 1954 under the title of Russian Songs 

and scored for voice, flute, harp, and guitar are taken from two sets for voice 
and piano written between the years 1915 and 1919. Two songs, “Canard” and 
“Chant dissident,’ come from the Quatre chants russes; the other two, “The 

Sparrow, Geese, and Swans” and “Tilimbom” are from Three Stories for Children 

—settings of nursery rhymes close in character and type to the Pribaoutki. The 
general harmonic atmosphere is less dissonant than in the earlier songs. 

The choruses which are now published under the English title of Four 
Russian Peasant Songs were originally called Podbludnyeh or “Saucer Readings.” 

The texts, collected by Afanasiev, are connected with a kind of traditional 
fortune-telling: a saucer, its bottom blackened in the smoke of the fire, is held 
against the fingers of the interested party while the assembled company sings a 
little song of encouragement; afterwards the fortune is read from the finger- 
prints. The songs, written between 1914 and 1917, are “Saints Day in Chigisak,” 
“Ovsen,” “The Pike,” and “Puzistche.” The choruses were originally a cappella; 

in 1954 Stravinsky revised them slightly and added entirely new parts for four 
horns. 

Svadebka or Les Noces is one of the three major theatrical works that 
Stravinsky drew out of the Afanasiev and Kireievsky material. Renard and 
L'Histoire derive from the former; Les Noces is substantially a collage of fragments 
from the latter (Stravinsky points out that Kireievsky used “folk” material sent 
to him by Pushkin, some of which was actually composed by the great Russian 
Romantic poet; Pushkin’s imitation of the folk style was so complete that nobody 
knows to this day exactly which lines he might have written, and there may be 
lines by Pushkin in Les Noces). The work has always been known by its French 
title but the Russian name has the somewhat more specific meaning of a “small” 
or “peasant” wedding. The work has the typical form of Stravinskyian musical 
theatre, the importance of which we are only beginning to realise today (Stravin- 
sky invented or, at any rate, developed the only really viable new, twentieth- 
century form of musical theatre, a ritual form in which singing, speech, instru- 
ments, mime, and dance are separated out into individual roles but inter- 
connected in a tapestry-like fabric). There are no characters or personalities in 
Les Noces, only types; the solo singers and the chorus take now one role, now 
another. Everything is typical and conventionalized; we hear bits of ritual, the 
voice of the bride and bridegroom, scraps and bits of overheard conversation, 
invocations to Mary and the saints, descriptions of the wedding customs as they 
are acted out, stock phrases and clichés, peasant proverbs and allusions, super- 
stitions and fragments of folk tales, bawdy comments by the guests, and the 
ritualized weeping of the bride. The work is described as “Scénes chorégraphiques 
russes avec chant et musique”; there is a division into four scenes but the music 
is completely continuous. The work was conceived as early as 1912 and actual 
composition took place between 1914 and 1917, but the present instrumentation 
was not completed until 1923. 

The metamorphosis of the instrumentation of Les Noces is itself a chapter 
in the history of twentieth-century ‘music. Stravinsky began with a Sacre-size 
orchestra; a second version divided the orchestra into various instrumental 
sections and placed them in groups around the stage; still another version used 
player pianos in combination with ensembles that included various keyboard and 
other instruments including sax- and flugelhorns. In each transformation, the idea 
of objectivity and ritualization seemed to grow in proportion to the expanded use 
of piano and percussion. Eventually, in 1921, Stravinsky found the new and 
proper medium: four pianos; timpani; side, tenor, snare, and bass drums; small 
and large cymbals; tambourine; triangle; xylophone and bell. The vocal writing, 
with its blend of ornamented solos and chanting choruses, is itself part of the 
conception of timbre and color. The incessantly repeated figures, the focusing 
and re-focusing of static, triadic harmony, combined with the endless bits of 
chant and folk modal melos, all articulated by the changing rhythms, meters and 
accents, create a kind of ritualistic vision made of great, overlapping cycles, 
utterly objective and detached yet encompassing and enormous in scope. The 
constant presentation and juxaposition of musical and verbal images, levels and 
planes, often in great contrast, but in endless patterns of repetition intensified by 
accent and off-accent (the piano-percussion ensemble provides constant color and 
continuous accentual patterns), all represents a kind of objectification of a length- 
wise cut through certain kinds of experience. This, far more than any revival of 
some near or distant past, was the real basis of the neo-classicism that was to 
follow. 

Les Noces emerged late and long after “neo-classicism” was well under way. 
It has not been without influence on twentieth-century music (much of the work 
of Carl Orff would be inconceivable without Les Noces) but it has been widely 
regarded as a rather odd side-track that interrupted Stravinsky’s development 
towards the far more influential “neo-classicism.” Then too, Les Noces has been 
more talked about than performed; its extraordinary originality fits none of our 
conventional theatrical and musical categories (it would, though, be a fine work 
for television!). Nevertheless, as we have seen, it is very much part of the 
essential Stravinsky and we are only beginning to appreciate its place in the 
musical theatre of the twentieth century. 
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