THE FIREBIRD (1910)

Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971)

"The story was adapted by the choreographer Fokine from a Russian fairytale.  Ivan is wandering in Kashchey's magic garden at night in pursuit of the Firebird; he catches her, but lets her go in return for one of her feathers.  Thirteen enchanted princesses then appear and dance a folk-style khorovod, but they have to re-enter Kashchey's castle at sunrise.  When Ivan goes after them the magic carillon awakens the guardian monsters, who capture him.  Kashchey comes on the scene.  The princesses intercede on Ivan's behalf, but nothing helps until he remembers the Firebird's feather and waves it in the air.  The Firebird returns and casts a spell on Kashchey's subjects, who execute their 'Infernal Dance' and then are charmed by her lullaby.  She also reveals to Ivan how he may dispose of Kashchey by breaking the egg that is the embodiment of his soul.  Once this has been done the captive princesses and warriors can all join in thanksgiving."


Paul Griffiths

LE SACRE DU PRINTEMPS - The Rite of Spring (1913)

Igor Stravinsky

"On 29 May 1913 the Théatre des Champs-Elysées in Paris was the scene of perhaps the greatest scandal ever occasioned by a piece of music: The Rite of Spring was performed for the first time.  Scandals, though, tend to become less scandalous with the passing of time, which is why we may need a relatively unfamiliar version (referring to the 1921 version) of this score to remind us of the shock it created...  Nevertheless, hearing the work as it was heard in 1913 may help us to understand why it was, and maybe remains, so violently challenging.

"It might also help to remind ourselves that no music before The Rite of Spring had so emphasised the phenomenon of rhythm.  The convention in western music had been that rhythm emerged naturally from the flow of melody and harmony; Stravinsky stood that idea on its head by creating exceedingly vigorous rhythmic movements, especially in the final Sacrificial Dance, when there is no change of harmony at all.  The effect is of something brutally primitive and at the same time closely calculated, as it is in Picasso's Cubist paintings of the same period.  The difference is that whereas Picasso could find his models in African art, Stravinsky had to look within and yet beyond himself; as he once graphically said, he was 'the vessel through which The Rite passed.' "


Paul Griffiths

http://www.classical.net/music/comp.lst/stravinsky.html
