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STRAVINSKY—ORPHEUS (Ballet in Three Scenes) 

Stravinsky ORPHEUS (Ballet in Three Scenes) — 

THE ARGUMENT OF THE BALLET. The source of 
Stravinsky’s Orpheus is the Greek demi-god of song myth 
and, though atticisms were intentionally absent from the 
first official decor, the relations of Earth and Hades, and 
the patron man-gods are Greek. With his Apollo-blest 
lyre Orpheus enchants not only birds and beasts but 
rivers and trees and rocks as well. Eurydice, his beloved 
wife, had died of a serpent bite and Orpheus wanders in 
despair with mournful song. 

SCENE 1. Orpheus weeps for Eurydice. He stands mo- 
tionless, concealing his face. His friends pass by, bring- 
ing gifts and tokens of sympathy, but these only more 
poignantly observe his loss. Taking his lyre, he plays 
upon it and dances to its song. This Air de Danse is 
interrupted by the Angel of Death, who suddenly appears 
before Orpheus, consoles him and instructs him in the 
arcana of Hades, for they will go there in search of Eury- 
dice that Orpheus may bring her to Earth life. The Dance 
of the Angel of Death leads directly to the Interlude, 
music of slow, deliberate pace through the gloom and 
shroud of the between-worlds. Orpheus and the Dark 
Angel reappear briefly as they penetrate the terrible Tar- 
tarean night. 

SCENE 2. With the Dark Angel still at his side, Orpheus 
enters Hades. The Furies, demon-protectors of the neth- 
erworld, set upon him, trying to frighten him and 
threaten him back. Pas des Furies. The Lost Souls 
chained and bowed under heavy burdens implore Or- 
pheus to play to them. 

Air de Danse. Encouraged by the Dark Angel, Orpheus 
again plays his lyre. Its music calms the Furies, charms 
the Lost Souls into sleep, and reaches even beyond the 
unassailable walls of the hidden sanctum of Hades’ ruler. 

Interlude. As he pauses for a moment in his song the 
tormented souls of Tartarus stretch out their fettered 
arms towards Orpheus, begging him to continue. 

Air de Danse. Orpheus concludes his song. 
Pas d’Action. The infernal deity appears, Pluto him- 

self, moved by Orpheus’ song, and surrenders Eurydice 
to him. The Furies join the lovers’ hands, bind his eyes 
for the journey to Earth, during which, by the laws of 
mythology, he may neither look back nor upon her. The 
Angel of Death vanishes. 

Pas de Deux. Eurydice follows Orpheus through the 
shades of the inter-regions but always pleading with him, 
caressing and cajoling him to look at her. Ultimately, no 
longer able to withstand his longing for her, Orpheus 
tears the bandage from his eyes. Eurydice instantly slips 
from his arms and falls dead at his feet. The mists snatch 
her body into deliquescent night. 

Interlude. Orpheus is restored to Earth, but without 
even his lyre. 

Pas d’Action. In grief he scorns the Bacchantes, Thra- 
cian women, and in a frenzy they tear him to pieces. 

SCENE 3. Apotheosis of Orpheus. Apollo appears with 
Orpheus’ lyre, raising it and Orpheus’ song heavenwards. 
SUBJECT AND FORM. Orpheus is a wordless drama 

in three extraordinarily cumulative parts. The dramatic 
action modifies the usual routine of set dance pieces and 
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in the ballet there are passages of pure mime. Very much 
of Orpheus is procession and recession: the Hadean 
journey of the first and last Interludes, the first part of 
the Pas de Deux, the Beatific transfixion of the Apotheo- 
sis. The music for the “Way” is all even, ostinato beats, 
eighths in the Pas de Deux, quarters in the first Inter- 
lude and Apotheosis. Thus the continuity of the thirteen 
‘pieces’ of Orpheus is strung on the time-honored device 
of the Thesean labyrinthine thread. 

The music can be divided only superficially, of course, 
for the unity, which otherwise depends on absolutely 
classical key-relationships and an integument of subtly 
related ideas, is in the unique mood and the special 
sonority. One may essay but shall not catch the explana- 
tion of the sonority. The voice of the English horn which 
speaks so differently in the Mass and Rake’s Progress, 
the flute and solo violin of Orpheus’ Dance, the pair of 
oboes with harp, produce sounds reminiscent of no other 
score with like combinations. Certain portraits of Marino 
Marini have this wonderful quality—the proscription of 
a character to a work, with no spilling into another. 
A formal principle already used in Renard, Apollo, 

Baiser de la Fée, Jeu de Cartes, Danses Concertantes is 
the flanking with the same material at beginning and 
end, though the end must register the progress and con- 
clusions of the entire music. Without Stravinsky’s senses 
of timing and the amazing contributive growth of the 
variety, this scheme might be no more than the embrace 
of bookends. Henry Green’s Concluding is a rare success- 
ful example of this structure. Orpheus begins with a harp 
ostinato figure, ever descending as a barbershop pole. 
It concludes with the same figure, though solo strings 
lead from its first Phrygian note to a canonic fugue for 
two horns on a theme which is the reverse of the fourth 
and fifth bars of Scene 1. With the first note of the horn, 

which is also the point of greatest expanse in the con- 
trary motion of the counterpoint, the harp ostinato line 
spirals upward. This fugue in three strophes with harp 
interludes recalls much Renaissance music, in the rhyth- 
mic dovetailing, imitation in the fugueing parts, the 
yawning tritone interval, and, above all, the line of the 
cantus firmus. Enough has been said about Stravinsky’s 
models. He is an artist who moves from absorption into 

absorption of and finally partial rejection of other music. 
In the general desquam of second-hand ideas his selec- 
tive faculty has been a redeeming guide. 

There are then three kinds of music which together 
play Orpheus to Hell and Heaven: the long lines and 
slow steps of journey-music and faster ostinati of actual 
dances, the Furies, Bacchantes and Orpheus’ first dance. 
There is also the Aria of Orpheus for two oboes and 
harp, and, later, harp and English horn in canon. The 
real subject of Orpheus is song itself, in the sense that 
the subject of Apollo is the dance. The beautiful song of 
Orpheus occurs appropriately exactly half-way, and with 
the excuse and relief of a tiny Interlude is repeated in 
a modified form. 

Orpheus is also a love story of surpassing tenderness. 
The love-search which by the magic of song results in 
Pluto’s surrender of Eurydice culminates in two exquis- 
ite pieces, the boogie-woogie Pas d’Action and the Pas 
de Deux. 

The music of the Angel of Death rings down a simple 
but startling interruption of the Dance of Orpheus. 
Without key change and accompanied by a string figure 
already familiar in the clarinet, the shock is the result 
of certain chords remarkably disposed in the winds. The 
whole section has the effect of an alien plane of musical 
existence, like the modulation to the pianissimo soldiers’ 
chorus in Cosi Fan Tutti or the delicate solo string quin- 
tet which accompanies Rakewell’s reply to ‘What is 
love?’ in Rake’s Progress. Alternating wind and string 
passages do not splay the sharp claws of shock when the 
same chords return near the end of the section. 

The trombone theme which under a halo of tremoli 
concludes the Angel of Death music undergoes inversion 
to become the first string phrase of the Interlude follow- 
ing and its beginning with the last trumpet note before. 
This and the last Interlude are fugue-ish pieces on the 
same subject—with unusual cross-references the result 
of switching intervals in the octave. 

The music of Orpheus is on a subdued level. Even in 
the Bacchantes there are but six bars of fortissimo. The 
proportions are chamber music and the orchestra always 
concertante, with the solo string quintet of the Air de 
Danse likewise a feature of Pulcinella, Baiser de la F ée, 
Capriccio, Persephone, Symphony in C, the preference 
for two instruments of a timbre as everywhere in Pul- 
cinella and in the second Aria of the Violin Concerto, 
though the writing for two oboes in Orpheus is more in 
the style of certain Cantatas of J. S. Bach than another 
Stravinsky. 

STATISTICS. Commissioned by Lincoln Kirstein’s 
Ballet Society in 1946, Orpheus was completed in Holly- 
wood, September 23, 1947. The first performance of the 
Ballanchine-choreographed ballet by Mr. Kirstein’s com- 
pany at the N. Y. City Center, April 29, 1948, was con- 
ducted by Stravinsky. In concert performance the ballet 
score is used without alteration. The score lasts about 
30 minutes and requires woodwinds in twos, 4 horns, 
2 trumpets, 2 trombones, timpani, harp and strings. 

Notes by ROBERT CRAFT 
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