
  

ABSTRACT 
 

Le Sacre du Printemps: A Critical Analysis of a Twentieth-Century Masterpiece 
 

Ceon D. Rumphs 
 

Director: Jean A. Boyd, Ph.D. 
 
 

 Political, social, and cultural revolutions heavily plagued the twentieth 
century. Particularly, these cultural revolutions struck at the core of a 
people’s identity, and precipitated significant change. One such cultural, and 
more specifically artistic revolution, in 1913 has continued to live in infamy. 
The composition of Igor Stravinsky’s landmark ballet Le Sacre du Printemps, 
The Rite of Spring, left an indelible mark upon the European musical 
landscape and, consequently, expanded the realm of musical possibility. The 
collaboration between Stravinsky as composer, Nijinsky as choreographer, 
and Roerich as artist engendered a unique work of art, the likes of which had 
not been attempted before. Yet on the night of its premiere, the Parisian 
audience at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées hissed in disapproval, resulting 
in one of the most (in)famous riots in musical history. Interestingly enough, 
the next few performances of the work were greeted with overwhelming 
applause and admiration. Contemporary composers of Stravinsky accepted 
the dramatic change brought about by the ballet’s score, and created more 
modern compositions utilizing the same degree of compositional freedom 
expressed in Le Sacre. This investigation seeks to examine the nature of the 
ballet’s transformation from abhorrence to admiration by considering the 
numerous inspirational and compositional factors surrounding its creation. In 
essence, the focus of this investigation is to answer: what was so iconoclastic 
about the work that the audience in 1913 rioted, but even the next few 
performances of the work resulted in praise?  
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PREFACE 
 
 
 Le Sacre du Printemps has been studied diligently by twentieth and 

twenty-first century music theorists. There is a great deal of literature written 

on the subject which analyzes the harmonic structure of the piece, 

Stravinsky’s use of folk melodies, and the collaboration and program behind 

the ballet. This paper differs slightly: the aim of this paper is to analyze the 

trends of ballet and music prior to Le Sacre’s composition with the hopes of 

determining the degree to which the ballet was considered too iconoclastic  

and thus precipitated a riot at the premiere. This scope of this paper is to 

discuss background information regarding Stravinsky, and the other artists 

with whom he collaborated. The final aim of this discussion is to synthesize 

the findings of the research to determine the instigating factor behind the riot 

at Le Sacre’s premiere.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

The West Attracts the East 
 

 
 Europe has long been the center of historical and cultural significance 

in the Western tradition, beginning in earnest with the reign of King Louis 

XIV in seventeenth-century France. The politics, culture, and artistry of the 

French influenced other countries to such a degree that a distinct French 

style  to life emerged, and was emulated by other European countries and 

others as far away as the Americas. There was, however, a cultural rift 

separating the Western tradition from the Eastern tradition. World powers 

focused diligently on expanding domestic territories and exploring the New 

World  consequently, little concern was placed on expanding the West’s 

Eastern boundaries. As a result, the West became a self-contained unit, rarely 

communicating with the East beyond the obligatory commercial needs. 

Nevertheless, the prominence of French culture attracted central figures in the 

East, particularly artists searching for a powerful outlet to showcase their 

artistry. Beginning in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Eastern artists 

and musicians migrated to the West, bringing with them a unique Eastern 

tradition. Many of these artists sought to blend their Eastern experiences with 

the developing Western standards to create an equally unique mixture of the 
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two cultures. A number of Eastern musical figures journeyed to the West and 

held a great amount of influence. Of particular importance to the 

development of music in the twentieth century was Igor Stravinsky.  

 
Childhood and Russian Experiences 

 St. Petersburg in Russia was a breeding ground for experimentation. 

For commercial and geographical reasons, Russia associated herself with 

Europe and the European tradition. At the turn of the nineteenth century, 

however, Russia wanted to develop her own identity, one uniquely 

representative of her variety of cultural backgrounds. Russia began to look 

inwardly for identity and ignored the West and Western values. What 

emerged was a brilliant display of Russian heritage and culture, influenced 

by so many Eastern nationalities. The history of St. Petersburg embodied this 

cultural brilliance. Czar Peter I founded the city in 1703 largely for 

commercial and cultural purposes. Peter I desired for this new city to be the 

capital of Russia, thereby displacing Moscow of this status. Moscow was 

situated in the interior of Russia, and bore no warm water port, thus 

restricting the amount of commercial activity through the city. The 

geographical location of St. Petersburg, on the Neva River delta within the 

Gulf of Finland, enabled Russia to have commercial connections with other 
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nations.1 Additionally, Peter I had toured Europe a few years prior to the 

city’s inception, and returned with a desire to emulate the rich European 

culture.2 In Czar Peter’s vision, St. Petersburg was to be the cultural mecca of 

Russia. Perhaps both the architecture and the arts of the city best illustrate 

this feature.  

The richness of St. Petersburg’s architecture can hardly be ignored. The 

initial architectural style was of the Petrine Baroque tradition, which rejected 

the Byzantine influence of architecture and embraced the European style of 

Baroque architecture.3 Later, architects in the city worked in the Naryshkin 

Baroque style, utilizing influences from the Byzantine tradition and from 

Moscow. The prominence of the arts is equally difficult to ignore. The 

University of St. Petersburg was founded early in the city’s inception, 

attracting celebrated names such as Ivan Pavlov, Aleksandr Pushkin, and 

Dmitry Mendeleyev.4 Czar Peter I himself was interested in the European 

                                                 

1 St. Petersburg Russia,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica, last modified February 29, 2016, 
accessed October 4, 2015, http://www.britannica.com/place/St-Petersburg-Russia.  

 
2 The Founding of St. Petersburg, Russia,  ”uilding the World, accessed September 

15, 2015, http://blogs.umb.edu/buildingtheworld/founding-of-new-cities/the-founding-of-st-
petersburg-russia/. 

 
3 James Cracraft, The Petrine Revolution in Russian Architecture (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1988), 39. 
 
4 St. Petersburg Russia,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica. 
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ballet tradition, and sought to bring this art to Russia.5 The first Russian ballet 

school opened in 1738 in the city, and continued to develop to worldwide 

prestige throughout the next few centuries.6 The first Russian music 

conservatory opened in 1862 in the city, and attracted such figures as Peter 

Tchaikovsky, Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and Sergei Rachmaninoff, among 

others.7  

The city as a whole was brimming with innovation and boasted a wide 

array of nationalistic cultures. And in this environment, in the late nineteenth 

century, Igor Stravinsky was born in Oranienbaum, just outside St. 

Petersburg. As the son of prominent operatic bass Theodore Stravinsky, 

young Igor was exposed to music at an early age. While still a schoolboy, 

Stravinsky obtained access to the Mariinsky Theater. Here, he exposed 

himself to the orchestral medium for the first time with a performance of 

Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Sleeping Beauty.8 At about the age of nine, Stravinsky 

occupied himself with piano lessons and studied music theory and 

composition. Stravinsky recounted a few important events that took place 

                                                 

5 The Founding of St. Petersburg,  ”uilding the World. 
 

6 Ibid. 
 

7 St. Petersburg Russia,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica. 
 

8 Tony Palmer, Once at a Border: Aspects of Stravinsky, 1986, DVD, W. Long Branch, NJ: 
Kultur International Films. 
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during this period. Perhaps the most influential were his family trips to the 

Ukrainian countryside.9 Stravinsky’s father had rented a summer dacha in the 

Ukrainian villiage of L’zy. Stravinsky recounted in his Expositions and 

Developments about the countrywomen and their manner of song: 

The countrywomen of L’zy sang an attractive and restful song on their 
way home from the fields in the evening, a song I have recalled in the 
early hours of evening at odd times throughout my life. They sang it in 
octaves unharmonized, of course their high shrill voices sounding 
like a billion bees.10 
 

Stravinsky spent a few summers at his aunt’s estate in Pechisky, near 

Khmel’nitsky, then called Proskurov, in the Ukraine.11 Here he involved 

himself in the unfettered expression of the countryfolk, who wore vibrant 

colors and engaged in lively dances set to traditional Russian folk tunes. 

Stravinsky immersed himself in this distinctly peasant lifestyle: food, apparel, 

and music were each uniquely representative of the peasant way of life. The 

memory of these fairs would remain with Stravinsky throughout his life, and 

would impact his compositions.12  

                                                 

9 Palmer, Once at a Border, DVD. 
 

10 Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Expositions and Developments (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1981), 36. 
 

11 Stravinsky  Les Noces (The Wedding); Le Sacre du Printemps (The Rite of Spring), 
San Francisco Symphony, accessed September 23, 2015, https://www.sfsymphony.org/Watch-
Listen-Learn/Read-Program-Notes/Program-Notes/STRAVINSKY-Les-Noces-(The-
Wedding)-%E2%94%82-Le-Sacre-du-p.aspx. 
 

12 Palmer, Once at a Border, DVD. 
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“nother important event in Stravinsky’s life occurred while he was 

watching his father perform at the Mariinsky. He was in attendance with his 

mother when she pointed out a tall, well-to-do figure in the audience, whom 

she identified as Peter Tchaikovsky.13 Merely seeing such a towering musical 

figure of such comparable prestige impacted the young Stravinsky. 

Tchaikovsky’s sudden death just two weeks later further strengthened 

Stravinsky’s internal desire to become a composer. However, Stravinsky’s 

parents disapproved of his aspiration to pursue musical studies, and instead 

sent him to the University of St. Petersburg to study law and philosophy to 

pursue a bureaucratic career.14 These years at university enabled Stravinsky 

to acquaint himself with influential musicians, and consequently secured 

Stravinsky’s future as a composer.  

 Stravinsky enrolled in the University of St. Petersburg in 1901 as a law 

student, but found himself ill-suited to the program and reluctant to fully 

commit to his studies. His interests so fervently resided in music that he 

seldom attended classes. His parents, heeding Stravinsky’s requests, allowed 

him to study harmony; however, he found little satisfaction in this, due 

                                                 

 13 Palmer, Once at a Border, DVD.  
 

14 Ibid. 
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primarily to the pedagogical incompetence of [his] teacher. 15 He managed 

to find his interest in counterpoint, which he continued to study himself with 

resources he gathered of his own volition. He befriended a fellow law 

student, Vladimir Rimsky-Korsakov, with whom Stravinsky would establish 

a working relationship. Stravinsky quite admired the works of Vladimir’s 

father Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov due to his melodic and harmonic 

inspiration  and was eager to show him what he had composed thus far.16 He 

first met Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov while vacationing in Heidelberg in 1902, 

and explained how he desired to become a composer and asked for advice.17 

Initially, Rimsky-Korsakov was not overly impressed, but did advise 

Stravinsky to continue studying both harmony and counterpoint until he had 

mastered the two, indicating Rimsky-Korsakov thought Stravinsky had some 

promise as a composer. Additionally, Rimsky-Korsakov advised Stravinsky 

not to enter the St. Petersburg Conservatory; the academically rigorous 

courses and the competitive atmosphere were likely to be discouraging.18 

Having been approved  in this initial meeting, Stravinsky decided to fully 

devote himself to musical studies. Rimsky-Korsakov instructed Stravinsky in 

                                                 

15 Igor Stravinsky, An Autobiography (New York: W. W.  Norton, 1962), 14. 
 

16 Ibid., 11. 
 

17 Ibid., 15. 
 

18 Ibid., 16. 
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orchestration and became his mentor; he served in these capacities until his 

death shortly thereafter in . One of Stravinsky’s earlier orchestral 

compositions, Scherzo fantastique, was performed at a concert attended by 

Sergei Diaghilev, founder of the Ballets Russes.19 Diaghilev was so impressed 

with Stravinsky’s compositional ability that he commissioned some 

arrangements for the upcoming concert season. He would later approach 

Stravinsky in 1910 with a commission for a new ballet score that would 

become The Firebird. 

  
Stravinsky and the Ballets Russes   

Sergei Diaghilev spearheaded the musical and cultural progression of 

popular Russian art forms in the early ’s. ”eginning in , he founded 

and was editor-in-chief of the art review Mir Iskusstva (World of Art), an 

avant-garde publication that promoted artistic change.20 Diaghilev was later 

involved in the founding of the Franco-Russian artistic alliance in 1906 where 

he showcased Russian art in art exhibitions; the following year, he promoted 

a series of concerts dedicated to the music of Russian nationalist composers, 

including the score to Modest Mussorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov in 1908.21 By 

                                                 

19 Stravinsky, An Autobiography, 24-25. 
 

20 Palmer, Once at a Border, DVD. 
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this time, it was abundantly clear Diaghilev intended on promoting a 

synthesis of Russian nationalist art and Russian nationalist music. The 

European ballet tradition, introduced into St. Petersburg by Czar Peter I, was 

the ideal medium. Diaghilev founded his Ballets Russes in 1909 with a desire 

to bring together emerging and innovative artists to showcase Russian 

culture and traditional Russian themes. His enterprise reached out to such 

artists as Francis Poulenc, Pablo Picasso and Joan Miró; included Russian 

painters such as Nicholas Roerich; and featured Russian dancers Michel 

Fokine and Vaslav Nijinsky, to name a few.22 The Firebird was the first work 

with music composed specifically for the premiere of the company, and also 

marked the beginning of Diaghilev and Stravinsky’s collaborative efforts. 

Diaghilev interested himself in the work of contemporary artists, and those 

he employed were at the forefront of creative innovation, and were even 

dubbed iconoclastic and avant-garde. The company’s first performance in 

1909 took place in Paris at the Théâtre du Châtelet and featured a program of 

all new works, perfectly blending the lyrical and the exotic,  to which the 

                                                                                                                                           

21 Serge Diaghilev,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica, last modified January , , 
accessed October 4, 2015, http://www.britannica.com/biography/Serge-Pavlovich-Diaghilev. 

 

22 Ibid. 
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Parisian audience was happily receptive.23 The company’s second Paris tour 

the following year was even more successful, featuring the work of dancers 

Michel Fokine and Vaslav Nijinsky, and the music of Schéhérazade and The 

Firebird. To Diaghilev, Stravinsky was an immensely innovative composer 

who effectively utilized traditional Russian themes and folk tunes in his 

music. Stravinsky’s involvement with Diaghilev and his ”allet Russes proved 

to be quite fruitful, as the Diaghilev-Stravinsky duo would continue to 

introduce new ballets.  

 Stravinsky’s first two ballets with Diaghilev and the ”allet Russes were 

immensely popular both among critics and the general public. The Firebird is 

the subject of Russian fairytale and folklore; the scenario involves the 

protagonist Prince Ivan Tsaverich engaging in a heroic journey to supplant 

Koschei the Immortal with the help of the Firebird.24 Michel Fokine was 

selected to develop the choreography for the production. Fokine studied 

dance at the Imperial Ballet School within the Mariinsky Theater in the late 

1880s. His interest in the entire ballet genre led him to draft set designs, and 

                                                 

23 Sergei Diaghilev  The First Lord of the Dance,  The Guardian, September 11, 2010, 
accessed October 10, 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2010/sep/12/sergei-diaghilev-
and-the-ballets-russes. 

 

24 Stravinsky  The Firebird,  Carnegie Hall, accessed October , , 
http://www.carnegiehall.org/Golden_Age_of_Music_Stravinsky_Firebird/. 
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plan choreography, and his talent in these areas developed thoroughly.25 

Fokine saw such classical ballets as Swan Lake and The Sleeping Beauty as 

gymnastics  and rejected them.26 His ideas sought to portray dancing as an 

expressive medium, fully reflective of the time and location of the subject.27 

Conservative Russian theaters viewed Fokine and his work as too 

revolutionary. His talent as a dancer and choreographer, nevertheless, 

attracted Sergei Diaghilev, and Fokine joined Diaghilev’s ”allet Russes 

company as chief choreographer soon after the company’s formation. 

Fokine’s ballets were put on for the more accepting Parisian audience, and 

the European ballet tradition changed dramatically as a result. Fokine’s first 

success came with The Polovtsian Dances in 1909; its unrestrained and frenzied 

movements, performed by a male dancer, captivated the audience and 

restored the male dancer to a position of prestige.28 Much of this wild 

expression is maintained in The Firebird and is showcased during the Infernal 

Dance, performed near the end of the First tableau of the ballet.  

                                                 

25 Michel Fokine,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica, accessed October , , 
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Michel-Fokine 

 
26 The th Century ”allet Revolution,  Victoria and “lbert Museum, accessed 

October 15, 2015, http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/0-9/20th-century-ballet-revolution/. 
 
27 The th Century ”allet Revolution,  Victoria and “lbert Museum. 
 

28 Ibid. 
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 Stravinsky’s score to The Firebird was equally imaginative and 

expressive, yet there are clear remnants of the style of his late teacher Nicolai 

Rimsky-Korsakov. Stravinsky masterfully orchestrated each new section of 

the piece, and utilized a variety of techniques to portray the activity on the 

stage. The introduction, for example, sets the eerie mood of Prince Ivan 

approaching the realm of Koschei with low strings and bass drum.29 

Individually, brass and woodwinds enter and add to the color palette of the 

entire orchestra. Rhythm becomes an important element with the arrival of 

the firebird, with bouncing rhythmic figures articulated by the strings 

performing pizzicato and the upper woodwinds performing a quick, 

shimmery passage.30 Lyrical sections of the piece even resemble elements of 

the impressionism movement, which favored musical ambiguity and 

unconventional harmonies in order to give an impression and evoke a feeling 

rather than make concrete statements. Stravinsky maintained Russian folk 

influences as well, beginning with the folk-like melody during the dance of 

the princesses and including the theme of Prince Ivan, based upon the 

                                                 

29 The Firebird,  LA Phil, accessed October 19, 2015, 
http://www.laphil.com/philpedia/music/firebird-igor-stravinsky. 

 

30 Discovering Stravinsky’s The Firebird  The Story and the Music,  Khan “cademy, 
accessed October, 12, 2015, https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/all-star-
orchestra/masterpieces-old-and-new/stravinsky-firebird/v/discover-stravinsky-firebird. 
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Russian protyazhnaya, a song which conveys melancholic feelings.31 The 

combination of these elements resulted in a composition that equally pays 

homage to late Romantic composers and exotic Russian themes, and takes 

more of a late romantic approach rather than a modern one.  

 In many ways, Petrushka was more innovative and revolutionary than 

The Firebird. The scenario was developed by Igor Stravinsky and Alexandre 

Benois and centers on Petrushka, a puppet in traditional Russian folklore who 

comes to life and develops human emotions. Alexandre Benois was also 

responsible for developing the stage sets for the ballet. A founding member of 

Diaghilev’s art review Mir Iskusstva, Benois was a learnéd individual, having 

studied both law and art in the late nineteenth century. His artistic work 

focused largely on that which is customary to call realism  and he utilized 

this trait in conjunction with a reflection upon the past.32 Petrushka was an 

ideal production for Benois as it drew upon some of his childhood memories, 

allowing him to portray this historical period with acute detail.33 Even more 

                                                 

31 Stravinsky  The Firebird,  Carnegie Hall. 
 

32 “lexandre ”enois,  ”allet Theater Foundation, accessed October , , 
http://www.abt.org/education/archive/designers/benois_a.html.  

 
33 Ibid. 
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praised than this historical accuracy is the seamlessness with which ”enois’ 

designs contributed to the overall theme of the ballet.34  

 Stravinsky was increasingly experimental and innovative in his 

Petrushka score. With the ballet set in St. Petersburg in the 1830s, there is a 

mixture of the ancient and the modern, and the score draws upon traditional 

folk tunes as well as popular urban songs.35 Compositionally, Stravinsky 

depicts the tragedy of the plot with greater focus; consonances are equally 

contrasted with polytonality and chromaticisms. One striking feature of the 

dissonant harmonic language is the Petrushka chord, a C major triad 

superimposed on an F-sharp major triad. Additionally, Stravinsky developed 

his rhythmic acuity by incorporating new meters, hemiola, and syncopation. 

The lack of an expected narrative sequence encouraged Stravinsky to convey 

the feelings of the puppet and the mood of the scene rather than follow a 

strict script. Petrushka has the elements of a collage but is artfully woven into 

a larger whole, and has even been considered the pinnacle of the Diaghilev 

ballets.36   

                                                 

34 “lexandre ”enois,  ”allet Theater Foundation. 
 
35 Jann Pasler, Confronting Stravinsky: Man, Musician, Modernist (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1986), 6. 
 

36 Serge Diaghilev,  Encyclopedia Britannica. 
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Sergei Diaghilev was not the typical modest ballet impresario Paris 

might have anticipated; he had a penchant for the more exotic and 

revolutionary works, reflected in the works he commissioned for his Ballets 

Russes. Igor Stravinsky’s compositional style utilized all the conventions of 

music to portray a scene with the greatest sense of clarity and realism. It was 

the third collaboration between Diaghilev and Stravinsky that produced The 

Rite of Spring, one of the most iconic and revolutionary works of the twentieth 

century. In it, Stravinsky delved deeper into traditional Russian folklore and 

explored the musical principles necessary to recreate the mood and 

atmosphere of pagan Russia with greater accuracy. The unprecedented 

emotion of the music was matched by the unrestrained expression in the 

choreography, organized by Vaslav Nijinsky. While the plot involves pagan 

rituals and pagan themes, the subject matter is no more revolutionary or far-

fetched than the traditional tale of the mythical firebird, or of the mischievous 

Petrushka. Yet, the premiere of the ballet in Paris was marred by scandal, and 

erupted into full-scale riot. The remainder of this study will focus on 

Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, and will consider the various elements which 

culminated in the premiere production. The next chapter will examine the 

development of ballet and music in Europe and Russia.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Trends in Ballet and Music during the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 
 
 

Development of Ballet Tradition in West versus East 

 The ballet tradition emerged during the Italian Renaissance as a lavish 

form of court entertainment uniting painting, poetry, music, and dancing. 

Dance masters instructed noblemen and noblewomen at court in proper 

dance posture and technique, and even developed patterns and formations 

for the dancers to follow. The entire ballet spectacle typically involved only 

the nobility in the court and took place at wedding ceremonies, banquets, and 

other court engagements.37 Sixteenth and seventeenth century ballets were 

influenced by humanist scholars, and often had moral, philosophical, and 

political undertones that the educated viewer could decipher.38 The center of 

the art form emigrated from Italy and settled in France following Catherine 

de Medici’s marriage to Henry II of France. ”althasar de ”eaujoyeulx’s Ballet 

comique de la reine, devised in 1581, marked the beginning of the ballet in 

France. The ballet featured aristocratic amateurs dancing elaborate floor 

                                                 

37 History of ”allet,  accessed November , ,  
http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/yiannis/dance/history.html. 
 

38 ”allet,  Core of Culture, accessed November , , 
http://www.coreofculture.org/ballet.html. 
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patterns created by lines and groups of dancers, and was accompanied by 

poetry and songs.39 

 Court ballets in France reached their peak about a century later with 

the reign of King Louis XIV. Himself a talented dancer, Louis XIV 

participated in a number of productions and essentially guided the 

development of the art form in court life. Two distinct categories of ballet 

emerged: the comédie-ballet, a spoken production with interludes of music and 

dance relating to the scheme of the play; and the opéra-ballet, a production that 

included a prologue and a number of entrées, or self-contained acts, revolving 

around a central often dramatic theme.40 Both of these productions, however, 

involved elaborate scenery, costumes, and stage effects and were primarily 

intended for the entertainment of the nobility. In 1661, Louis XIV established 

the Académie Royal de Danse, the first Western dance institution. Comprised 

of a collection of dance masters, the Académie sought to preserve and to 

perfect the art of dancing. This was accomplished through codification of 

court and character dances, and through the examination and certification of 

dance instructors.41 Eight years later, Louis XIV formed the Académie 

d’Opéra, which was dissolved soon thereafter and reestablished as the 
                                                 

39 ”allet,  Core of Culture. 
 

40 Ibid. 
 

41 Ibid. 
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Académie Royale de Musique, under the direction of prominent French 

composer Jean Baptiste Lully. Although the Académie primarily sought to 

present opera, there was an understood ballet element that was necessary for 

the production. To fulfill this, Jean Baptiste Lully formed a dance school 

within the Académie in 1672, recognized as the oldest continually operating 

ballet company in the world.42 So initially, the ballet tradition developed in 

conjunction with French opera. Early dancers in the Académie were 

professionals trained by a ballet master, and prominent experts such as 

Gaétan Vestris and Pierre Beauchamp, the latter of whom became one of the 

principal choreographers for the Académie, began to emerge.43 

 The eighteenth century brought a new genre of ballet: the ballet 

d’action. Introduced by Académie ballet master Jean Georges Noverre, the 

ballet d’action sought to tell narratives rather than to serve as lavish court 

entertainment. These narratives were deeply rooted in Enlightenment 

philosophy. As ballet was considered yet another means of expressing and 

connecting with nature, ballets increased in expressivity.44 Dancers were 

required to execute more technically challenging maneuvers in order to 

                                                 

42 ”allet,  Core of Culture. 
 
43 ”allet,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica, last modified January , , accessed 

November 16, 2015, http://www.britannica.com/art/ballet. 
 
44 ”allet,  Core of Culture. 
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portray the action of the plot with unencumbered clarity. Ballet technique as a 

whole improved beyond the abilities of the amateur; professional dancers 

took center stage and became increasingly valuable for dance academies. 

Gaétan Vestris emerged as a dominant performer and, despite his popularity 

within the more elegant and stately danse noble genre, he embodied 

Nouverre’s ideals for the ballet d’action.45 Nouverre had authored the Lettres 

sur la danse et les ballets, in which he articulated his ideals for the reform of the 

ballet tradition, including the logical development of plot, the removal of 

masks and costumes, and the similitude between ballet and music.46  

The French Revolution in 1789 severed the connection between the 

Académie and the royal court. Ballet remained afloat due to the efforts of 

ballet master Pierre Gardel, famed throughout much of Europe as an 

accomplished choreographer and administrator.47 His ballets varied in genre, 

ranging from classical legend to comedy. French ballet under Gardel 

achieved widespread acclaim for its accomplished dancers, superior 

instructors, and flourishing productions. Following the defeat of Napoleon I, 

a wealthy Parisian middle class began to populate theaters more frequently. 

Ideals had shifted once again, as the public favored the passionate expression 
                                                 

45 ”allet,  Core of Culture. 
 

46 Ibid.  
 

47 ”allet,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica. 
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of Romanticism.48 Female ballerinas appeared in theaters, impressing 

audiences with performances of dazzling virtuosity. Productions became 

even more evocative, and resulted in such celebrated titles as La Sylphide 

(1832), Giselle (1841), and La Esmeralda (1844).49 The success of these narrative 

ballets elicited emulation from other masters and choreographers; the 

romantic era of ballet, therefore, came to be dominated by these highly 

emotional works.  

Popularity for ballet in France dwindled in the last few decades of the 

nineteenth century.50 At about the middle of the century, romantic artists 

began to turn away from the old romantic traditions in favor of realism. 

Artists such as Jean-Francois Millet (1814-1875) and Francois Auguste René 

Rodin (1840-1917) rejected the classicism of the past and sought to embrace 

the full measure of nature and reality in their works. As visual art was often 

the progenitor of change for all other areas of fine arts, it is reasonable to 

conclude that a similar rejection of Romantic ideals also took place in the 

ballet tradition. Additionally, the Franco-Prussian war erupted in 1870, and 

                                                 

48 ”allet,  Encyclopedia ”ritannica. 
 

49 Ibid. 
 

50 Robin Rinaldi, World of Dance: Ballet (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 2010), 
45. 



 

21  

economic resources dried up in support of the war effort.51 The French 

suffered a quick yet thorough defeat from the Prussians, paid a stiff war 

indemnity to Germany, and faced occupation by German troops. Leisure and 

the arts were likely consigned to a position of lesser importance as the war 

effort enveloped the country.52 

 In Russia, ballet initially began as an emulative effort of the Western 

nations, specifically of the ballet traditions of the French and the Italians, 

though the rich traditions of Russian folk dances were not entirely shrugged 

aside.53 Even before Czar Peter I formally established the genre into his newly 

erected city at St. Petersburg, it had already been introduced in Russia a few 

decades earlier. The court of Czar Aleksei Mikhailovich (reigning 1645-1676) 

put on a classically themed production of Orpheus, where performers were 

brilliantly dressed [and] executed several foreign national dances. 54 Pleased 

with the performance, Czar Mikhailovich began the tradition of imperial 
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patronage for Russian ballet and theater in general.55 Ballet under Czar Peter I 

developed much as it had under Louis XIV in France: it was widely 

performed and accepted as an elaborate and lavish court spectacle. The 

tradition continued through the reign of Empress Catherine I, Empress Anne, 

and Empress Elizabeth. The spectacle had risen to such prominence in 

Russian culture that Jean-Baptiste Landé, French ballet master in St. 

Petersburg, formed the first imperial ballet school in 1738 during the reign of 

Empress Anne.56 Imperial support for ballet continued through the reign of 

Empress Catherine II, whose interest in Russian theater led her to establish, 

essentially, a theater bureaucracy, to which ballet and the imperial ballet 

school were inextricably tied.57  

 Renown came to the Russian ballet school with ballet master Charles-

Louis Didelot, whose productions reflected the eighteenth century proclivity 

to portray Greek mythology.58 Such works as Apollo and Daphnis and Medea 

and Jason, to name a few, utilized a more modern and elaborate grand  ballet 

staging that would become popular later in the nineteenth century. Didelot’s 
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work in the school attracted Europe’s most accomplished dancers and dance 

masters, among them Marie Taglioni, Fanny Elssler, and Marius Petipa.59 

These dancers embodied the elegance of the French and the virtuosity of the 

Italians, an efficacious combination for establishing Russia as one of the 

premier homes for ballet.60 Petipa was particularly instrumental in his work 

as a dancer, ballet master, and choreographer. His ballets dominated the 

stages of St. Petersburg, and came to define the nineteenth-century Russian 

style as they grew into even more complex works.61 Petipa’s grand ballets  

resembled nineteenth-century opera in their length, the complexity of their 

narratives, and tendency toward visual spectacle. 62 Many of his productions 

are still performed today, among them Sleeping Beauty (1890), and Swan Lake 

(1895), both of which featured the music of Pyotr Tchaikovsky.  

Approaching the Twentieth Century: Trends in Music 

 The Franco-Prussian War ended in 1871 with the French humiliated by 

a swift defeat at the hands of the Germans. French culture had stagnated due 

to decreased financial support from the government. Anti-German sentiment 
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increased and began to take hold in aspects of French culture. However, there 

had been fervent admiration for German music in France: the intensely 

Romantic music of Richard Wagner, Johannes Brahms, and Richard Strauss 

captivated the Parisian audiences. Nonetheless, French composers desired to 

promote genuinely French music and the French style. These composers, 

among them Camille Saint-Saëns, Jules Massenet, Gabriel Fauré, César 

Franck, and Vincent d’Indy, formed the Société Nationale de Musique in  

as a medium through which to promote new French music.63 

 There is a misconception that the Société sought to promote French 

music in opposition to German music; rather, the Société was largely 

interested in art and the intellectual and moral revival of [France]. 64 The 

Second Empire in France lasted from the 1850s until the start of the Franco-

Prussian War, and was led by Emperor Napoleon III. Under his rule, France 

had experienced exponential economic, industrial, and cultural growth. 

Railroads and industry expanded and encouraged a similar growth among 

artisans and workers. Population grew quickly, especially in Paris, which had 

become the mecca for growth and expansion. People often flocked to Paris 

                                                 

63 Kathryn Koscho, “n “nalysis of Three French Piano Quartets of the s  
Camille Saint-Saëns Piano Quartet, Op. 41, Gabriel Fauré Piano Quartet, Op. 15, and Vincent 
D’Indy Piano Quartet , Op. ,  DM“ diss., University of Oklahoma, , .  
 

64 Michael Strasser, The Société Nationale and Its “dversaries  The Musical Politics 
of L’invasion germanique in the s,  19th Century Music, 24, No. 3 (Spring 2001), 237. 



 

25  

with an agenda of gaining wealth and enjoying superficial pleasures.65 As 

gaining wealth became the primary concern, concern for education declined, 

diminishing the overall intellectual standard of the city. Critics of French life 

under Napoleon III noted the prevalence of the life of depravity  and of the 

superficiality of Parisian taste  in that evil, immoral place. 66 The founding 

members of the Société saw an opportunity not only to revive French music, 

but to purify French society from the ills of the Second Empire, and to 

acquire a vigor and seriousness that [had] been lacking in [those] last years 

of torpor and frivolity. 67   

 As the primary leader of the Société in its early years, Camille Saint-

Saëns desired a revival of serious French music, and supported the 

composition of new pieces. Many of these works consisted of chamber and 

instrumental pieces composed by those founding members of the Société. 

Members and their guests attended concerts of new music. The first of these 

concerts was given on November , , just months after the Société’s 

inception.68 Due to the financial strains of the war, operas, previously the 

most popular genre of French music, became more difficult to stage. 
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Additionally, some felt that opera reflected too vividly the decadence and 

immorality of the Second Empire.69 Giving concerts which featured new 

instrumental music solely by French composers fostered an environment of 

musical patriotism, which spilled over into the rest of French society.  

 Saint-Saëns urged composers not to imitate the style of other nations, 

but rather to study the newest compositional techniques and incorporate 

them into their own compositions based upon the fundamental principles of 

French music. In describing these new compositional techniques, he turned to 

the German Romantic composers, such as Wagner, Liszt, and Schumann. This 

appreciation of German composers and their compositions was reflected by 

the music of the Société, which very clearly modeled the works of the German 

Romantics.70 It was not until the Société voted in 1886 to include foreign 

works in their concerts that conflict began to arise.71 Two camps emerged 

around this issue, with Saint-Saëns holding the more conservative view and 

disliking the idea of including foreign works. Finally, he and a few other 

members resigned from the Société in the late-1880s. César Franck assumed 

the presidency over the Société until his death in 1890, after which Vincent 
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D’Indy became president.72 Gradually, more foreign works entered into 

concerts, with programs featuring the music of Albéniz, Rimsky-Korsakov, 

Borodin, and Brahms.73  

 Original French compositions waned under the leadership of D’Indy, 

until the arrival of new members in the 1880s and 1890s. These new members, 

among them Claude Debussy, Florent Schmitt, and Maurice Ravel, 

introduced new aesthetic trends that received little support in subsequent 

concert programs.74 Tensions began to mount between older members, who 

favored more classically-oriented programs, and newer members who 

favored musical experimentation. These tensions reached their apex when 

Maurice Ravel broke off from the old Société and formed the Société Musicale 

Indépendante in 1909.75 Ravel’s Société favored contemporary music freed 

from the previous restraints of form and style, and featured the music of 

Ravel, Manuel de Falla, and Ralph Vaughan Williams, to name a few.76 

 New genres of French music emerged around the turn of the twentieth 

century. Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel became associated with the new 
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compositional style of impressionism, referencing the artistic movement with 

similar principles. Impressionism rejected the principles of overt 

Romanticism, and involved evoking a mood or atmosphere rather than 

expressing an intense emotion. Impressionism avoids conventional 

harmonies and classical structures in favor of musical motives utilizing exotic 

scales, instrumental colors and timbres, and an increased usage of 

chromaticism.77 Maurice Ravel loosely adopted the impressionist style, but 

most of his output was representative of neoclassical music. Neoclassicism 

began in the 1910s and was more specifically a reaction against the intensity, 

passion, and individualism associated with German Romanticism. 

Neoclassicism evoked pre-Romantic forms, genres and styles, but utilized 

modern compositional techniques and modern harmonies. 

 Music in Russia developed quite differently from music in France. 

Perhaps one of the most influential moments of the nineteenth century for 

Russian music occurred in the 1850s with the formation of the moguchaya 

kuchka, or The Mighty Five.  This group of composers  Mily Balakirev, 

Aleksander Borodin, César Cui, Modest Mussorgsky, and Nicolai Rimsky-

Korsakov  sought a fresh approach to the composition of Russian music by 

utilizing modal scales, folk-like harmonies, and elements of Russian folk 
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tunes in their music.78 They found their inspiration in composers such as 

Schumann, Liszt, Chopin, and Berlioz, though the music they composed was 

distinctly Russian.  

 Even more influential to the kuchka was Mikhail Glinka, active in the 

early decades of the nineteenth century, and regarded as the progenitor of 

popular Russian classical music. Glinka studied in Italy and Germany with 

local composers and instructors, but upon his return to Russia sought to 

create distinctly Russian music.79 His compositions include such standards as 

his opera Ruslan and Ludmilla, and his symphonic fantasy Kamarinskaya. 

Glinka’s music resonated with the Russians as well as concertgoers in the 

West  his operas incorporated the best of the West together with a special 

Russian flavor. 80   

 The music of the moguchaya kuchka was markedly Russian, but 

integrated elements of Western music. They held themselves to the standards 

of the more progressive European composers, and rejected the correctness of 

the Classical composers. They also rejected the music of the Moscow 

Conservatory, which favored the more conservative approach of Western 
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composers. In contrast, the kuchka supported the music of the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory. Not only was this conservatory the alma mater of these 

composers, but St. Petersburg was associated with progressive musical styles. 

Nonetheless, their music appealed to Westerners’ delight in the exotic  the 

Russians’ use of modality, block construction, and unique scales attracted the 

audiences of the late nineteenth century.81  

 Complications arose within the moguchaya kuchka causing its eventual 

dissolution. Firstly, not all members of the kuchka worked as professional 

musicians and composers: Borodin worked as a chemist and Mussorgsky was 

a clerk in civil service.82 Furthermore, Rimsky-Korsakov had greater difficulty 

in participating in the kuchka following his professorship at the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory in the early 1870s.83 Additionally, Balakirev demanded much 

from his circle. As the leader of the kuchka, Balakirev had the most extensive 

amount of musical training and, therefore, served as a musical mentor to the 

rest of the circle.84 His musical demands were steep, and he refused to accept 

anything other than his own opinion. Rimsky-Korsakov and Mussorgsky 
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refused to acknowledge ”alakirev’s high-handed meddling with their 

work,  and consequently doubted ”alakirev’s role as leader.85 Additionally, 

Balakirev suffered from increasing financial difficulties, forcing him to find 

work elsewhere. Depression plagued him later in his life, and he poured 

himself into Orthodox religion; gradually, he began to leave his circle behind.  

 By this time, new composers began to take center stage in Russia. 

Perhaps the most influential of these was Piotr Tchaikovsky. Unlike the 

kuchka which wanted to promote distinctly Russian music, Tchaikovsky 

achieved a blend of his Russian heritage and the French, German, and Italian 

styles. Though he graduated from the progressive St. Petersburg 

Conservatory, his music resembled that of Western European composers, and 

was intensely Romantic.86 His compositional output has become standard in 

the repertoire, and includes such major works as his Symphony No. 6 

(Pathetique), his ballet Swan Lake, and his symphonic poem Romeo and Juliet. 

Tchaikovsky’s compositional influence extended to other composers such as 

Sergei Rachmaninov. A graduate of the Moscow Conservatory, 

Rachmaninov’s career as a pianist and a composer brought him widespread 

popularity and recognition. His music focused on the Romantic tradition 
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rather than the progressive movement.87 Consequently, some have dismissed 

him as too old-fashioned, while others admired his personal touch on 

Romantic elements.88 

 One of the earliest of the progressive late nineteenth-century Russian 

composers was Alexander Scriabin. A contemporary of Rachmaninov, the 

two attended the Moscow Conservatory together, both studying as pianists 

and composers.89 Scriabin’s early style reflected the style and harmonic 

variety of Chopin. However, early in the 1900s Scriabin experimented with 

chromaticisms, dissonance, and an expanded tonal palette including whole 

tone and diminished scales, and evaded tonal resolutions. He intended for his 

music to [induce] states of mystic rapture  his colorful dissonances and 

unusual harmonic language were strikingly different from his musical 

contemporaries.90 As a result, Scriabin began to identify himself with Russian 

Symbolism, an artistic and poetic movement at the turn of the twentieth 

century that favored a mystical philosophy. ”y the s, Scriabin’s music 

had become almost entirely divorced of traditional tonality.  
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 Stark differences emerged between the West and the East at the turn of 

the twentieth century. French ballet gradually declined due to the financial 

cost of the Franco-Prussian War. Camille Saint-Saëns and his Société 

Nationale de Musique emphasized chamber music and instrumental works 

intended to reform French society and to repair France’s damaged sense of 

nationalism. As a result, the more lavish forms of entertainment, including 

opera and ballet, not only became too expensive to produce, but were also a 

dark reminder of the ills of Napoleon III and the Second Empire. 

 Conversely, ballet became increasingly popular in Russia. Virtuosi 

emerged and dazzled audiences with their performances combining elegance 

and power. Russian ballet schools rose in prominence and an increasing 

number of distinguished ballet masters and dancers taught at the schools. The 

Russian ballet was primed for success, as it entered a period of extensive 

touring through Europe that attracted audiences with a display of exotic 

folklore. The virtuosi of the schools were hoisted to even higher heights, as 

they became the champions of the classical ballet repertoire. 

 The Rite of Spring neatly followed the Russian trends in ballet and 

music, but almost exactly opposed these trends in France. To the Russians, 

The Rite of Spring constituted as new demonstration of modernity in art, and 

showcased themes of classical folklore and pagan Russia. For the Parisian 
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audience, the entire production constituted a revolutionary spectacle. A 

number of factors combined and precipitated outrage. The next chapter will 

examine these various factors and their influence upon Parisian and Russian 

audiences.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Le Sacre du Printemps: A Combination of Inspiration 
 
 

Musical Elements in the Score 
 

French culture had stumbled significantly at the turn of the twentieth 

century. The financial burden of the Franco-Prussian War left little additional 

funds to produce the lavish Romantic spectacles to which French audiences 

had been accustomed before the war. As a result, many artistic sectors 

declined in productivity and influence, and yielded more opportunities for 

foreign ventures to produce new works. This was especially true for the ballet 

genre; for the majority of the early twentieth century, the Russians and the 

”allets Russes dominated the cultural scene, beginning with Stravinsky’s 

immensely popular ballet The Firebird in 1910. French audiences had come to 

love the exoticism of the Russian ballet company. Even Petrushka with its 

undertones of myth and folklore was a success in its 1912 premiere. It was the 

third production of the Ballet Russes, The Rite of Spring, which caused a great 

deal of consternation in the audience. 

The program behind The Rite of Spring deserves some consideration. 

The program tells of a primitive people celebrat[ing] the onset of spring with 
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a series of dances, choos[ing] a virgin, and sacrific[ing] her. 91 Rather than 

simply invoking myth and folklore (Stravinsky does include some Russian 

folk melodies), the program introduces the musical idea of primitivism, a 

deliberate representation of the elemental, crude, and uncultured [without] 

the sophistication and stylishness of modern life and trained artistry.92 The 

audience did not warmly accept such a primitive program. It was offensive to 

bring such primitive works to the musical stage which the legends of the 

Classical and Romantic eras had built to immense heights of emotion and 

grandeur. To the Parisians, the ballet genre represented the highest form of 

artistic enjoyment, intended to distract  one from the ills of daily life. “s a 

result of such high artistic cultivation, the ballet should include only the best 

in music and performance. The Rite of Spring seemed to exactly oppose these 

ideals: the setting in prehistoric Russia and the ritualistic death of a virgin 

were all too primordial for the high and cultivated art of ballet.  

Stravinsky masterfully organized the score, one uniquely different  

from even his earlier two ballets. His melodic construction demonstrated a 

significant departure from traditional Romantic music, and a total embrace of 

the peasantry and folk heritage to which he was accustomed during his 
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childhood. The opening melody in the bassoon, based upon the Lithuanian 

folk song Tu, manu seserėlė, is striking for a number of reasons.93 Perhaps the 

most interesting aspect is the choice of instrumentation and registration. 

Stravinsky desired for this opening prelude to be reminiscent of the 

awakening of nature, the scratching, gnawing, wiggling of birds and 

beasts. 94 Placing the solo melody in the extreme upper register of the 

bassoon appropriately set the stage for the opening prelude. This upper range 

of the bassoon is difficult to control, and has a strained and thin quality to the 

sound. The melody also seems rather improvisatory; the rhythmic 

construction liberates the line from traditional metrical definitions and allows 

for the soloist to interpret the melody freely. The frequency of grace notes is 

intended to mimic the harsh quality and the vocal breaks  with which the 

countryfolk might have sung this folk tune. The combination of these 

elements yields a sort of elemental quality to the music, even with the 

innovations of the modern orchestral instrument (see Appendix A, Figure 

A.1).  

Spring Rounds  features additional melodies and utilizes them in 

similarly unconventional ways. The primary melodic content for the 
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Tranquillo section (rehearsal 48-54) is derived from two Lithuanian folk 

tunes: O kad aš buvau and O kad aš gėriau, pasi gėriau.95 Stravinsky combines 

these two melodies to construct the opening phrase stated in Eb clarinet and 

Bass clarinet. Similar to the opening bassoon solo, the instrumentation and 

registration choices along with addition of grace notes embody the strained 

vocal quality of peasant singers (see Appendix A, Figure A.2).  This section 

demonstrates Stravinsky’s manner of melodic development. This opening 

melody, unadorned initially, becomes the basis for the entire melodic content 

until rehearsal 54. The earlier statements of this melody appear in unison, and 

are restricted to a few voices sounding simultaneously. As the movement 

progresses, this melody not only changes in instrumentation and registration, 

but also grows to include almost every member of the ensemble, at which 

point it is voiced in a highly dissonant, almost cacophonic chord. The 

countermelodic and accompaniment voices vary with the melody and range 

from primal simplicity toward the opening of the section to primal vivacity 

preceding rehearsal 54. 

The harmonic content throughout the ballet differs significantly from 

Romantic works and Stravinsky’s earlier ballets. “ great deal of literature 
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regarding Stravinsky’s handling of harmony has been published, and the 

conclusions of many of those discussions are disparate with one another. 

Pieter van den Toorn’s book Stravinsky and The Rite of Spring: The Beginnings of 

a Musical Language gives a detailed account of the harmonic language in The 

Rite. Van den Toorn concludes that Stravinsky’s harmonic language in The 

Rite differs little from his earlier ballets, and even differs little from the later 

works of his teacher Rimsky-Korsakov. He argues that Stravinsky’s primary 

harmonic source throughout the work is the octatonic scale, an alternating 

arrangement of whole steps and half steps.96 The octatonic scale neatly 

divides the octave into two equal halves, the central point of which is the note 

a tritone above the root. The resulting two four-note groups, tetrachords, are 

both arranged as (0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachords, with a root relationship of a tritone. 

As the octatonic scale is symmetrical around the tritone and is a perfect 

alternation of whole and half steps, the resulting two tetrachords are 

themselves symmetrical, and can be read as an (0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachord either 

forward or in retrograde. The result of this octatonic partitioning is four total 

(0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachords, two in the forward sequence of the octatonic scale, and 

two in the retrograde sequence. These equal divisions allow for a greater 

variety of harmonic complexity, as tetrachords from the same or different 
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octatonic scales can be juxtaposed and superimposed. This technique of 

superimposition, van den Toorn asserts, distinguishes The Rite from 

Stravinsky’s earlier works. An example of this unique method of 

superimposition appears at rehearsal 64. The melodic content of the Violin I 

comprises an (0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachord. The remaining notes from the implied 

octatonic scale comprise the new melodic material in the Tuba line (see 

Appendix B, Figure B.1).97  

 Besides the octatonic partitioning of the octave, Stravinsky utilizes the 

minor third division of the octave. Instead of resulting in two symmetrical 

halves, this partitioning results in one symmetrical division of the octave, 

yielding an (0, 3, 6, 9) relationship. One instance in the score of this octave 

division uses major triads voiced with an (0, 3, 6, 9) root relationship. At 

rehearsal 42, there are repeated composite triads in the Oboe and Cor Anglais 

which have an (0, 3, 6, 9) root relationship on C, Eb, F#, and A. 

Simultaneously, the upper and lower divisi voices of the second Violins 

articulate sixteenth note runs comprised of an (0, 3, 6, 9) root relationship on 

C#, E, G, and Bb. The superimposition of these elements is most unique to 

Stravinsky’s harmonic compositional technique see “ppendix ”, Figure ”. . 
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These methods of symmetrical octave partitioning appeared in the 

works of both Rimsky-Korsakov and Mikhail Glinka. Van den Toorn 

therefore concludes that Stravinsky retained a large portion of his 

compositional instruction from Rimsky-Korsakov even in The Rite, though 

Stravinsky later denounced his teacher’s modernism as consisting of a few 

flimsy enharmonic devices. 98 Other publications on Stravinsky’s harmonic 

content in The Rite mention additional sources other than the octatonic scale. 

Dmitri Tymoczko disagrees with van den Toorn in his article Stravinsky and 

the Octatonic  “ Reconsideration.  Tymoczko argues that Stravinsky’s 

harmonic language is largely diatonic, utilizing scales such as the melodic 

minor, the harmonic minor, and the whole tone scales, along with modal 

mixture.99 In his book The Harmonic Organization of The Rite of Spring, noted 

twentieth century music theorist Allen Forte reduced the harmonic language 

in The Rite to pitch class sets, discussing the individual pitch content of 

various clusters. Forte notes that The Rite employed…the new harmonies 

that first emerged in the works of Schoenberg and Webern. 100 He continues 

by analyzing Stravinsky’s usage of tetrachords, hexachords, and similar 
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sonorities apart from the diatonic model, but as pitch simultaneities rather 

than units from a scale 

Despite the considerable disagreement among theorists who have 

studied The Rite, one thread remains consistent: Stravinsky had pushed the 

harmonic boundaries of music in this work, primarily by including new 

sonorities previously unheard and by juxtaposing and superimposing 

dissimilar harmonic elements. Spring Rounds  features many of these 

elements in close proximity to one another. The section opens at rehearsal 48 

with an Ab pentatonic melody shared between Eb Clarinet and Bass Clarinet. 

The ostinato pattern in the strings at rehearsal 49 features the pitch content of 

the Eb Dorian scale. Rehearsal 51 introduces a new melody in the violins 

which, when arranged in best normal order, reads as an (0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachord. 

The inventiveness of this harmonic language, combined with an equally 

inventive orchestration, results in an expanded harmonic palette with 

atypical colors (see Appendix B, Figures B.3.1 and B.3.2).  

Perhaps the most striking element in The Rite beyond the harmonic 

language is Stravinsky’s use of rhythm. Even a cursory review of the score 

reveals a number of techniques which Stravinsky uses to obfuscate the 

rhythm to the listener. The frequent time signature changes are one such 

element, noticeable even from the opening measures of the piece (see 
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Appendix B, Figure B.4.1). The difficulty with these time signature changes is 

they further obscure the metrical nature of the melody rather than help the 

listener determine melodic phrasing. The Sacrificial Dance  features 

numerous, and often successive, time signature changes across the quarter, 

eighth, and sixteenth note subdivisions (see Appendix B, Figure B.4.2). Such 

rapid time signature shifts make rhythmic reading especially difficult for both 

the performer and conductor. Besides these, rhythmic accentuation and 

syncopation shift frequently between common and uncommon beats. The 

“ugurs of Spring  features an eighth-note ostinato figure in the strings with 

accents placed unusually, both within individual measures and within 

phrases. This heavy usage of cross accenting destabilizes the anticipated 

balance within the phrase, making it difficult for the listener to feel the 

pulse.  “dditionally, the performer may find such phrases challenging as the 

phrase goes against the traditional placement of metrical accents (see 

Appendix B, Figures B.4.3).  

The rhythmic complexity of The Rite can also be seen through the 

rhythmic quantization of individual lines. In The “doration of the Earth,  a 

perfunctory review of the score easily reveals the degree of rhythmic 

precision utilized in Stravinsky’s notation. The first few measures of this 

introduction include quarter notes, eighth notes, triplets, sixteenth notes, 
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quintuplets, and grace notes, each in rapid succession. Mixing such a large 

number of rhythmic divisions in close proximity yields an improvisatory feel 

to the melodic lines, ostensibly free from strict rhythmic notation. As multiple 

voices are added to the texture, polyrhythms become a more prevalent 

phenomenon.  This usage of polyrhythm, the simultaneous appearance of 

multiple individual rhythms, accounts for the rhythmic liberty of quieter 

sections, and the textural density of louder sections.101 As early as rehearsal 5, 

these polyrhythms become distinctly characteristic of the work (see Appendix 

B, Figure B.4.4). With each instrument performing its own rhythms, which 

may often yield a composite rhythm, the importance of rhythmic precision 

becomes paramount. This is likely a challenge for the musician: performing 

such a rhythmically unique line among other dissimilar rhythms requires 

additional concentration for proper accuracy.  

 
Fokine to Nijinsky: A Radical Shift 

 During the early years of Diaghilev’s ”allets Russes, Michel Fokine 

served as the chief choreographer and worked on numerous projects with the 

company, including Le Pavillon D’“rmide (1909), Schéhérazade (1910), and The 
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Firebird (1910).102 His philosophy on choreography and art developed from his 

experiences even as a student following his acceptance into the Imperial 

Ballet School in St. Petersburg. Accepted into the school at the age of 9, Fokine 

made his performance debut at the Mariinsky Theater during that same year. 

Demonstrating a highly inquisitive disposition, Fokine developed an interest 

in music as well, studying piano and violin, and mastering the mandolin and 

the balalaika, a guitar-like instrument indigenous to Russia.103 His musical 

ventures led him to participate in musical ensembles that performed 

authentic Russian music. Here, Fokine was able to study scores, conduct, and 

even orchestrate and compose scores. As his understanding of music 

deepened, so too did his understanding of its impact on the listener. Not only 

did he believe that art could speak directly to the emotions,  but he held a 

rather Tolstoian view that art belonged to the broad masses of people. 104 

 In addition to his love of ballet and music, Fokine expressed interest in 

both art and travel. While a student at the Imperial Ballet School, Fokine often 

commuted to the nearby State Hermitage Museum to copy works from the 

collection into his notebook. Additionally, he enrolled in art classes, studied 
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anatomy and [poured] over art books,  desiring to be admitted into the 

Academy of Arts.105 To Fokine, traveling throughout Russia enabled him to 

synthesize his studies in Russian dance, music, art, and folklore with the real 

world. The Russian landscape gave life to the tales of Russian folklore. This 

union of nature and its depiction in art solidified Fokine’s desire for complete 

unity of expression.  

 Beginning in the Romantic era, realism in ballet was secondary to 

classicism, that is, the classical and academic approach to the integration of 

choreography, music, and art. Fokine sought to blend the artistic elements of 

ballet in a manner commensurate with the ideals of realism. In a 1904 letter to 

the Directors of the Imperial Theater, Fokine expressed that dancing should 

be interpretative…not [degenerating] into mere gymnastics…[but explaining] 

the spirit. 106 He realized these ideas while employed by Diaghilev’s 

company. Fokine developed the genre nouveau, a new form of ballet 

emphasizing national and ethnic styles of movement. 107 His innovation 

opposed the rigidity and verticality of classical ballet in favor of more fluid 

                                                 

105 Garafola, Diaghilev’s ”allets Russes, 9. 
 

106 Michel Fokine  Fokine Estate “rchives, Michel Fokine  ”iography.  
 
107 Garafola, Diaghilev’s ”allets Russes, 11. 



 

47  

and curvilinear movements.108 Not only was this new style of movement 

more technically demanding, but was also more dramatic  and mimetic. 109 

Initially, Diaghilev was pleased with Fokine’s work and expressed similar 

views regarding realism, exoticism, and reform. In 1911, Diaghilev made 

Fokine directeur choreographique of the Ballet Russes.110 However, a rift began 

to grow between the two men in the following year. Fokine believed 

Diaghilev attempted to undermine the success of his Daphnis et Chloe in favor 

of Debussy’s L’“près-midi d’un Faune, the premiere production of 

choreographer Vaslav Nijinsky.111 Diaghilev may have begun to desire even 

more avant-garde productions, which he believed Fokine was unable to 

deliver.112 The dispute between the two ended after Fokine resigned from the 

Ballets Russes in 1912. 

 With Fokine no longer working for the company, Diaghilev 

immediately turned to virtuoso dancer and promising choreographer Vaslav 

Nijinsky. Born to professional dancers, Nijinsky and his two siblings were 
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trained in ballet both informally and formally from a very young age. He 

could execute complex maneuvers flawlessly by the age of four, and could 

dance the waltz and mazurka better than most children his own age.113 Much 

to the displeasure of his parents, Nijinsky had been quite a restless child. He 

would swing wildly from [tree] branches…balance precariously on the edge 

of the roof…and practice other hair-raising stunts. 114 His virtuosity 

continued following his admittance into the Imperial Ballet School, where he 

considerably outperformed the other students in his class. Even before his 

graduation from the Imperial Ballet School in 1907, Nijinsky participated in 

numerous performances, gaining recognition as a dancer of unmatched 

strength, energy, and agility.115 Soon after his graduation, he was appointed 

Artist of the Imperial Theaters, with a modest monthly income. Wealthy 

families quickly sought him out as a teacher for their children.  

 Nijinsky likely met Diaghilev at the Mariinsky, or perhaps at a local 

nightclub. Very soon after meeting, Nijinsky signed a contract with Diaghilev 

in October of , agreeing to join Diaghilev’s company for their Paris 

premiere. His performance debut came with the company’s performance of 
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Nicholas Tcherepnine’s Le Pavillon d’“rmide in 1909, with choreography 

developed by Fokine. The audience was dazzled by his superb performance, 

and Nijinsky was made an overnight celebrity.116 Diaghilev was eager to 

establish Nijinsky as the star of the company, and he received his opportunity 

to do so following Fokine’s resignation as choreographer. His first 

choreography project came with Debussy’s L’“près-midi d’un Faune in 1912. 

Nijinsky began deliberating on the work early, and resolved to dispose of 

Fokine’s characteristic style  

I want to move away from the classical Greece that Fokine likes to use. 
Instead, I want to use the archaic Greece that is less known and, so far, 
little used in the theatre. However, this is only to be the source of my 
inspiration. I want to render it my own way. Any sweetly sentimental 
line in the form or in the movement will be excluded. More may even 
be borrowed from “ssyria than Greece…117 

 
This evocation of archaic Greece served as the thematic scheme to Faune. In 

Nijinsky’s choreographic effort, his sister ”ronislva noticed a marked change 

from the Fokine works: 

I see that Vaslav has found something new and monumental in 
choreographic art, and is uncovering a field entirely unknown up to 
now in either Dance or Theatre…Not long ago Fokine freed himself 
from the old classical school and the captivity of Petipa’s 
choreography, and now Vaslav is freeing himself from the captivity of 
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Fokine’s choreography so that, again, we enter a new phase in our 
Art.118  

 
This first effort by Nijinsky was met with contempt following the 1912 

premiere of Faune. “udiences left aghast at the sexually overt final 

movements of the faun. 119 Perhaps most shocking to the audience was 

Nijinsky’s daring adaptation of the traditionally idyllic faun and nymph  

tale to a more tumultuous and unfettered release of emotion.120 Nonetheless, 

the overall reaction to the ballet was one of acceptance; some regarded the 

work with little appreciation, while others noted its perfect union of mime 

and music. 121   

 Nijinsky delved deeper into the realm of raw, emotional release in his 

choreography to The Rite of Spring. (Initially, Fokine was listed as the 

choreographer for The Rite, but the modest success of Faune and Fokine’s 

resignation prompted Diaghilev to name Nijinsky as the choreographer.)122 

Nijinsky wanted to explore the relationship between man and nature, as well 
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as the primitive origins of dance.123 To him, movement represented the purest 

expression of man and nature, likely attributable to his interest in Dalcrozian 

eurhythmics. Nijinsky developed a new style of dancing, stylized gesture,  

based upon the physical representation of rhythms in music.124 This 

additional focus on rhythm and movement prompted Nijinsky to model his 

choreography upon rhythmically moving groups,  the result of which is a 

return to the most basic element of dance.125 These stylized gestures  are 

evident in the ballet as early as The “ugurs of Spring,  where the dancers 

feverishly stomp their feet in conjunction with the chords articulated in the 

strings. Additionally, Nijinsky collaborated heavily with Stravinsky 

regarding the choreography, demonstrating his desire for the dance to reflect 

both the rhythm and the stasis of the music. Stravinsky gave specific 

instructions to the dancers regarding his intended interpretation of the 

rhythm of the score.126 

 To the audience, Nijinsky’s choreography was notably different from 

the Fokine ballets and from classical works. Nijinsky favored more angular 
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movements of the body, in an effort to imitate Greek vase paintings. 127 

Dancers moved laterally across the stage rather than sagittally, reinforcing the 

flatness of a scrolling Greek tableau. The dancers’ bodies were unusually 

contorted, evoking the primitive instead of the refined. Overall movements 

aimed to replicate the pull of the earth and the dead weight of the body  

rather than the weightlessness and buoyancy of traditional ballet.128 Even the 

motion between motions had been recreated; dancers would rapidly move 

between motions, abruptly leaving one direction for another with little grace. 

With these innovations, Nijinsky had substantially regressed from the 

academic style of dance in favor of raw, abstract movement. 

 
Roerich and His Art.  While both Stravinsky and Nijinsky sought to 

express the abstract and the avant-garde, Roerich returned to concepts of 

purity and simplicity, emphasizing his belief that man could not understand 

the future without the past.129 Born in St. Petersburg in October of 1874, 

Nicholas Roerich was the oldest son of a successful lawyer and notary, and a 

housewife. Even from an early age, Roerich was a gifted and imaginative 

child. He enrolled in the private school of Professor Karl von May at the age 
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of nine, and quickly expressed an interest in geography, though he excelled in 

all subjects.130 For holiday enjoyment, the Roerich family would spend 

summers and winters at their 3,000-acre estate Isvara. These times were 

especially transformative for Roerich, as its picturesque landscape fueled an 

imagination that would remain with Roerich for the rest of his life. Outdoors, 

he would marvel at the pictures in the cloud formations in the northern sky. 

Indoors, he would occupy himself with tales of Russian folklore and 

legend.131  

 Roerich had many interests early in his life, including archaeology, art, 

and hunting. He received an opportunity at age nine to practice archaeology 

with L. K. Ivanovsky. Soon after, the Imperial Archaeological Society granted 

Roerich permission to do private research on the archaeological sites near 

Isvara.132 Unearthing treasures was exciting to Roerich, who would 

meticulously catalogue every artifact, keeping detailed records and making 

detailed sketches. And it was this artistic side of him that continued to 

develop. He would [draw] landscapes, portraits, sketches of his 
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archaeological finds, and set designs for school performances. 133 His work 

soon caught the attention of Mikhail Mikeshin, a popular Russian artist and 

sculptor, who agreed to give Roerich drawing lessons. Soon thereafter, 

Roerich expressed his interest in becoming an artist. His father disapproved 

of his interest in pursuing art, hoping young Roerich would follow him and 

study law. So, in 1893, Roerich compromised by enrolling in both the 

Academy of Art and St. Petersburg University.134  

 During his studies, Roerich made the acquaintance of many composers 

and artists, among them Glazunov, Wagner, Scriabin, and Prokofiev. He 

developed a strong appreciation for music, even discernable in his early 

works. Nina Selivanova wrote in her book The World of Roerich that the 

original force of Roerich’s work consists in a masterly and marked symmetry 

and a definite rhythm, like the melody of an epic song. 135 Additionally, 

Roerich developed an appreciation for the arts as a whole. It was the 

philosophy of Roerich to unify and find connections between ostensibly 

unrelated things, a perspective echoed in his writings and his art.136 
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Much of Roerich’s work in the design of the ballet stemmed from his 

interest in antiquity, and the harmony between earth and sky. 137 The 

opposites which Roerich sought to merge were the primitive sacrificial rituals 

of man and the welcoming of life-giving spring. His costumes and set designs 

were incredibly detailed and accurate, originating from his archaeological 

studies of the Scythians (Ninth century B.C. Eurasian aboriginals), his 

collection of peasantry dress, and his studies of medieval Russian 

ornament.138 Stravinsky had accompanied Roerich to Princess Maria 

Tenisheva’s estate at Talashkino in , where the two studied the Princess’ 

vast collection of folk costumes and ancient artifacts.139 The result of this 

study yielded reconstructions of precise detail in which Roerich utilized 

authentic methods and materials. In addition to the Princess’ collection, 

Roerich studied the massive compilation of folktales assembled by Alexander 

“fanasyev. Roerich focused particularly on the descriptions of Yarilo, the 

god of the spring thaw,  and noted the associated ideas of vernal light and 

warmth…of youthful, impetuous, violently awakening forces…of erotic 
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passion, lasciviousness, and fecundation  and channeled these associations in 

his artwork.140   

Roerich modeled his set designs after the principles of naturalism. His 

costumes were not only ostensibly accurate, but featured wholly authentic 

iconography and colors which invoked both the primordial man and his 

glorification of Yarilo. Roerich’s backdrops resembled a primal paradise  in 

its striking simplicity, yet fully encapsulated the spirit behind the program.141 

Nijinsky explained his attraction to Roerich’s art in a letter to his sister  

Roerich’s art inspires me as much as does Stravinsky’s music…the 
violet and purple colors of the vast barren landscape in the predawn 
darkness, as a ray of the rising sun shines on a solitary group gathered 
on top of a hill to greet the arrival of the spring. Roerich has talked to 
me at length about his paintings in this series that he describes as the 
awakening of the spirit of the primeval man. In Sacre I want to emulate 
this spirit of the prehistoric Slavs…142 
 

Roerich himself described his intentions for the set designs in a letter to 

Diaghilev:  

I have been studying Russian (and Slavic) antiquity for twenty years 
now, and I find beautiful traits in it, wonderful scenes which the public 
must be reminded of. In the whirlwind of contemporary life the public 
often forgets about the distant life when people know how to rejoice, 
when they understood the beautiful cosmogony of Earth and Sky. In 
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the ballet Sacre du Printemps, conceived by Stravinsky and myself, I 
wanted to present scenes of the joy of Earth and the exultation of Sky 
in a Slavic context.143  
 

 The collaboration between Stravinsky as composer, Nijinsky as 

choreographer, and Roerich as artist yielded a remarkably unified 

composition. Each studied their craft with strict detail, and incorporated 

specific techniques designed to invoke the primordial man with the highest 

degree of realism and simplicity. However, each did not work by himself, but 

rather collaborated with the others to ensure the finished product was wholly 

unified and as accurate a reconstruction as possible.  

Thus far, this investigation has examined and presented the historical 

and social elements of music and ballet. Additionally, we have examined and 

presented the various musical and artistic elements of the last few centuries, 

and explored these elements in the score of Le Sacre. The following chapter 

will conclude this investigation by synthesizing the information presented 

heretofore in an attempt to answer the central question: what was iconoclastic 

about the 1913 premiere of Le Sacre that audiences erupted into riot? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Looking Forward: The Rite After the Riot 
 

 
Parisian concertgoers flocked to the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées on 

the night of May 29, 1913 for the premiere of Le Sacre du Printemps, in full 

expectation of a tour de force from the trio of collaborating artists. But even 

from the first few notes of the ballet, the audience had begun to frantically 

chatter at the strained sound of the bassoon solo. Musicians and composers 

expressed confusion at the identification of this instrument, which the 

tessitura and quality of sound shrouded. Camille Saint-Saëns allegedly 

exclaimed in a comment to his neighbor, If that is a bassoon, then I am a 

baboon! 144 “s the lights descended on the first tableau of The “ugurs of 

Spring,  the audience erupted even more riotously, shouting that the dancers 

needed medical attention for their grotesque and atypical movements. The 

uproar continued and rose to such a level as to render the music entirely 

inaudible; Nijinsky was forced to scramble to the wings of the stage and 
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shout out numbers to keep the dancers together.145 The press quickly learned 

of the scandal at the premiere, with accounts emerging from numerous 

writers about the brute force of the riot. One such account from Carl van 

Vechten, music critic with the New York Times and New York Press, wrote: 

…and then ensued a battery of screams, countered by a foil of 
applause. We warred over art…some forty of the protestors were 
forced out of the theater but that did not quell the disturbance. The 
lights in the auditorium were fully turned on but the noise 
continued…146  

  
From this point forward, the arts were forever changed. If ever a work was 

needed to usher in a new approach to music, Le Sacre could adequately fit the 

bill. The majority of concertgoers left the theatre in shock and horror of what 

they had seen. A few, however, were pleased.  

 But what about the next few performances of Le Sacre? Performances 

continued over the next several months: three were given in Paris, and an 

additional three in London over the summer months.147 Stravinsky was 

unable to attend any of these performances, as he became ill with typhoid.148 

Stravinsky himself was very much displeased with the result of his 
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collaboration with Nijinsky. He felt that the choreography was too messy and 

busy for the music. In fact, he eagerly awaited an opportunity to divorce the 

music from all other elements, both choreography and visual art, so that only 

his score would remain.149 One such performance of only the musical score in 

April of 1914 gives an indication of the renewed reception:  

It was a brilliant renaissance of the Sacre after the Théâtre des Champs-
Élysées scandal. The hall was crowded. The audience, with no scenery 
to distract them, listened with concentrated attention and applauded 
with an enthusiasm I had been far from expecting and which greatly 
moved me. Certainly critics who had censured the Sacre the year 
before now openly admitted their mistake.150 

 
How curious! The modernity of the entire production does not appear to have 

been the instigating factor in the riot at the 1913 premiere; this performance of 

only the music resulted in praise. In retrospect, Stravinsky’s music had 

become quite popular with the audience of the Ballet Russes. The music of 

The Firebird and Petrushka garnered immense respect from the critics for its 

zealous use of exoticism and Russian folklore and song. Upon separating the 

music from the other elements of the ballet, critics were reminded of the work 

of Stravinsky instead of the work of three, and were again able to appreciate 

Stravinsky’s novel compositional techniques and his portrayal of the exotic.  
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 The onset of Stravinsky’s illness did not mark the final opportunity for 

him to witness Le Sacre in its entirety, with choreography and set designs. It 

did, however, mark the final time Stravinsky saw Nijinsky’s version. “s 

mentioned previously, Stravinsky was quite unhappy with Nijinsky’s lack of 

consciousness  in developing the choreography to his music.151 Stravinsky 

described Nijinsky’s work as a very labored and barren effort rather than a 

plastic realization flowing simply and naturally from what the music 

demanded. 152 An effort began in 1920 to rekindle Le Sacre with new 

choreography, this time utilizing the more abstract movements supplied by 

Léonide Massine. Unfortunately, Stravinsky was still displeased with this 

new version.153 Stravinsky became deeply concerned with divorcing the work 

of all anecdotal detail  in favor of an entirely musical construction. 154 This 

change of heart was likely the result of the developing musical climate in 

France. The devastation of the First World War prompted composers and 

artists to blame the overt Romanticism of the previous age. Consequently, 

The New French Spirit, a musical attitude largely begun by playwright Jean 

Cocteau and composer Erik Satie, took center stage in an effort to strip art of 
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its explicit sentimentality in favor of simplicity and usefulness. Although he 

renewed the choreographic elements, Stravinsky opted to keep one of 

Roerich’s original designs for the entirety of the new production  the Tableau 

to Part II of the ballet. This new version was premiered again at the Théâtre 

des Champs-Élysées at a concert on December 15, 1920.155 This concert 

featured the music to Petrushka and Le Sacre, and was met with overwhelming 

applause. Stravinsky gave this account of the evening: 

At the end of the Danse sacrale the entire audience jumped to its feet 
and cheered. I came on stage and hugged Monteux [the conductor] 
who was a river of perspiration…“ crowd swept backstage. I was 
hoisted to anonymous shoulders and carried into the street and up to 
the Place de la Trinité. A policeman pushed his way to my side in an 
effort to protect me…156  
 

 Stravinsky’s revolutionary score has garnered immense respect in spite 

of the 1913 scandal. Orchestral concerts featuring the score began as early as 

1914 with performances in Moscow, Paris, and London. These concerts 

established the piece as a formidable work in the symphonic repertoire. The 

score was mainstreamed beginning in the late 1930s, when Walt Disney 

approached Stravinsky for permission to use his score in an upcoming film, 

Fantasia. Although Disney made some modifications to the order, 

instrumentation, program, and structure of the score, the popularity of the 
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156 Stravinsky and Craft, Expositions and Developments, 144. 
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film’s  release helped to widely publicize Le Sacre.157 Soon after, 

orchestras around the world began to standardize the score in their 

repertoire; even now, the piece is most often performed in the concert hall 

rather than on the stage.  

 Nijinsky’s version of Le Sacre appeared on the stage only six additional 

times following the 1913 premiere before it was phased out entirely. 

Numerous choreographers such as Martha Graham and Pina Bausch took up 

the task of providing new choreography to the score, and many versions of Le 

Sacre have been premiered since. Likely for reasons of historical fidelity, 

interest in the Nijinsky version grew among art and dance historians. 

However, only bits of evidence remained, such as sketches, a few 

photographs, and first-hand accounts. Nevertheless, Millicent Hodson, 

doctoral candidate in dance history at Berkeley in the 1970s, accepted the 

challenge of reconstructing the original choreography from these bits of 

information.158 Early in the process, she made the acquaintance of Kenneth 

Archer, an English art historian conducting research on Nicholas Roerich. The 

two began to collaborate on the project, and after fifteen years of painstaking 

work, they had a complete set of instructions. Quickly thereafter in 1987, the 

                                                 

157 White, Stravinsky, the Composer, and His Works, 216. 
 

158 Joan “cocella, The Lost Nijinsky,  New Yorker, May 7, 2001, accessed February 29, 
2016, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2001/05/07/the-lost-nijinsky. 
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Joffrey Ballet, an American ballet company started in 1956 by Robert Joffrey 

and Gerald Arpino, received a $243,400 grant from the National Endowment 

for the Arts to support dance seasons including Nijinsky’s version of Le 

Sacre.159 The premiere of this reconstructed version occurred on September 30, 

1987. Critics raved at this new reconstruction, with the Los Angeles Times 

citing the impeccable continuity and dynamic logic of Nijinsky’s 

choreography. 160 Following this revival of the work, the Kirov ballet in 

Russia essentially adopted Nijinsky’s version of the ballet, giving the work a 

home as a staple in the repertoire.  

 
Concluding Thoughts 

 In light of our discussion, where does this leave Le Sacre? How are we 

to interpret this work, now knowing the details of its inspiration, its premiere, 

and its subsequent performances? It is possible to narrow down the most 

revolting element of the original ballet to determine what may have 

precipitated the riot. Stravinsky had been so deeply affected by his summers 

in the Ukrainian countryside as a boy that he carried vestiges of this time in 

his compositions. His teacher Rimsky-Korsakov scratched the surface of 

                                                 

159 The Joffrey ”allet Resurrects The Rite of Spring,  National Endowment for the 
Arts, accessed March 3, 2016, https://www.arts.gov/article/joffrey-ballet-resurrects-rite-
spring. 

 

160 Ibid. 
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modernism in music, according to Stravinsky, who was later to turn away 

from his teachings in favor of his own style. It is in his music that the vestiges 

of Stravinsky’s childhood reappear. Paris, as the center of artistic 

development and class, received Stravinsky’s music warmly; his 

compositional debut with the music to The Firebird was exceptionally well-

received. Audiences were enamored with the depiction of the exotic and the 

freshness of the entire approach of the Ballet Russes. This popularity 

continued, and perhaps was even augmented, with Stravinsky’s next ballet 

Petrushka. When Stravinsky did present his score to Le Sacre divorced of the 

programmatic elements of the ballet, it too garnered significant praise. It is 

reasonable to conclude that these few years in Stravinsky’s compositional 

career were not characterized by marked change  in fact, Stravinsky’s stylistic 

change in composition occurred later, with his Octet for Wind Instruments in 

1923. (From this point forward, Stravinsky identified himself as a neoclassical 

composer.) So the years between The Firebird in 1910 and Le Sacre in 1913 were 

not characterized by a significant change in compositional style. Certainly, 

the final of the three is the most radical, but even many of its radical elements 

appear in his earlier two ballets, just in a more tempered fashion. For these 

reasons, we can conclude that Stravinsky’s score was not the revolutionary 
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element because he had received praise for his previous scores, though they 

were written in the same style as Le Sacre.  

 Nicholas Roerich was admired as an artist and as a historian. From an 

artistic perspective, his works represented a high point in historical accuracy, 

unmatched by many of his contemporaries. His expertise in numerous fields 

led him to be a point of reference for many artists and historians working on 

Russian themes. Regarding the ballet, it was Stravinsky who spearheaded the 

effort to rekindle the ballet with Massine as choreographer in 1920. Stravinsky 

himself was pleased enough with Roerich’s original works to include them in 

this reconstruction. So the change in audience reception between 1913 and 

1920 is also not attributable to set designs, since that was a consistent element 

between the two performances.  

 Paris was not ready to accept Nijinsky’s radical choreographic style  he 

inverted virtually all of the principles of classical ballet. Normally, ballet 

movements are expansive, poised, pigeon-toed, turned out; the movements 

of the dancers in The Rite of Spring were huddled, hunched, knee-buckled, 

turned in. 161 His choreography was viewed as a declaration of war  against 

                                                 

161 Daniel Albright, Putting Modernism Together: Literature, Music, and Painting: 1872-
1927 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015), 140. 
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everything classical ballet was understood to be.162 For this reason, the 

audience revolted. It is curious, though, why the audience revolted at the 

reversal of ballet conventions and not at the reversal of musical conventions. 

Stravinsky’s score was perhaps equally radical in the musical realm as 

Nijinsky’s choreography was in the dance realm.  

But why has only the score been loved since 1914? There are many 

possibilities. Ballet was a remnant of the origins of France’s glory days, when 

all that was chic was French. People had begun to develop a sense of national 

pride around the ballet art form. The effort to invert the norms of classical 

ballet was a sort of rejection of France’s glorified past, a rejection of the pride 

associated with maintaining the world’s premier ballet schools. Perhaps, also, 

there is a subconscious undertone to the negative reaction. At the start of the 

twentieth century the world was clearly becoming a modernized world as 

technology was developing rapidly. Revolution on a large-scale was brewing, 

as this increased degree of technology naturally brought people into conflict 

with one another. Paris could have seen the premiere of Le Sacre as that a 

revolutionary spark, as artistic revolutions sometimes precede social or 

political revolutions. (It is a curious coincidence that the scandalous premiere 

occurred just a year before the First World War broke out.) Whatever the 

                                                 

162 Garafola, Diaghilev’s ”allets Russes, 57. 
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exact reason, Nijinsky’s choreography pushed the audience over the edge, 

and was too overtly modern for them to accept.  

Le Sacre du Printemps is cemented in history as one of the landmark 

compositions of the twentieth century. Stravinsky delved more deeply into 

the realm of the unconscious mind in his development of the score than had 

been attempted by his contemporaries. The result is an organically simple 

work that is incontrovertibly complex to analyze. The degree of collaboration 

between Stravinsky, Nijinsky, and Roerich resulted in a work of supreme 

programmatic coherence. While Nijinsky’s efforts were not immediately 

popular, his contribution to modern dance cannot be ignored. He reversed 

classical conventions and consequently supplied the modern genre with an 

entirely new palette of techniques. Roerich’s intense study into pagan Russia 

and Russian folklore resulted in art which had historical merit and fidelity. 

Each of these three genres of art benefitted from Le Sacre. For this reason, the 

age of modernism looks to this composition as one of the defining creations of 

art, and is certainly one of the definitive creations of the twentieth century.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Collection of Folk Melodies 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Figure A.1 
 
 Lithuanian folk melody Tu, manu seserėlė is presented first, followed by 
Stravinsky’s realization of the melody in the opening bassoon solo. Tu, manu 
seserėlė is printed in Melodje ludowe litewskie.163 

 
 

                                                 

163 Anton Juszkiewicz et al. Melodje ludowe litewskie. Krakow: 1900, 21. 
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Figure A.2 
 
 Lithuanian folk melodies O kad aš buvau and O kad aš gėriau, pasi gėriau 
are presented, respectively, with Stravinsky’s combination of the two 
melodies in the Eb Clarinet and Bass Clarinet at rehearsal 48 in the score 
following.164 In the third measure, Stravinsky begins to borrow material from 
the second of the two folk melodies, O kad aš gėriau, pasi gėriau. 

 
 

                                                 

164 Juszkiewicz et al, Melodje ludowe litewskie, 35, 39. 



 

72  

 
 

APPENDIX B: 
 

Examples from the Score 
 

 
 

  
 

Figure B.1 
 
 The melodic content of Violin I, presented first, represents an (0, 2, 3, 5) 
tetrachord in the (D, E, F, G) note configuration. These four notes derive from 
the octatonic scale which reads D, E, F, G, Ab, Bb, B, C#. The latter four notes 
of this scale are superimposed upon the former four notes, and appear in the 
Tuba line, primarily Tuba II (here, marked Tube.) 
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Figure B.2 
 
 This example demonstrates how Stravinsky uses the minor third 
partitioning of the octave. In the first illustration, Oboe and Cor Anglais 
articulate repeated triads, with an (0, 3, 6, 9) root relationship between C, Eb, 
F#, and A. The second illustration is a similar (0, 3, 6, 9) partitioning of the 
octave in Violin II a half-step away, on C#, E, G, and Bb. This example also 
highlights Stravinsky’s novel juxtaposition and superimposition of related 
ideas.  
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Figure B.3.1 
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Figure B.3.2 
 
 The preceding two illustrations appear in the score beginning at 
rehearsal 48. Eb Clarinet and Bass Clarinet open with an adaptation of a folk 
melody that appears in Ab pentatonic (the root appears on beat four of the 
third measure.) The material in the strings is written in the Eb Dorian mode. 
The figure immediately above appears a few measures later at rehearsal 51. 
This violin melody is an (0, 2, 3, 5) tetrachord, read as Bb, C, Db, Eb. This 
example demonstrates the inventiveness of Stravinsky’s superimposition of 
harmonic choices.  
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Figure B.4.1 
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Figure B.4.2 
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Figure B.4.3 
 

 
 
Figure B.4.4 
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 Figures B.4.1  B.4.4 represent the rhythmic inventiveness of the piece. 
Figures B.4.1 and B.4.2 demonstrate the frequent time signature shifts that 
occur throughout the piece. Figure B.4.1 appears at the very beginning of the 
score, while Figure B.4.2 is the final section of the work. Figure B.4.3 
highlights Stravinsky’s use of rhythmic accentuation in The “ugurs of 
Spring.  This section famously shifts the rhythmic accentuation onto 
abnormal beats, making the accents feel random and more primal. Figure 
B.4.4 demonstrates the high degree of rhythmic precision with which the 
score was conceived. Such precision is evident as early as rehearsal 5, but 
remains prevalent throughout the entire score. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Images freely available in public domain. 



 

80  

 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
“cocella, Joan. The Lost Nijinsky.  New Yorker, May 7, 2011. 
 
Albright, Daniel. Putting Modernism Together: Literature, Music, and Painting: 

1872-1927. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015. 
 
“ndros on ”allet. French ”allet at the End of the th Century.  Last 

modified November, 1993. Accessed November 16, 2015. 
http://michaelminn.net/andros/history/french_ballet_at_the_end_of_th
e_19th_century/. 

 
”allet Theatre Foundtion. “lexandre ”enois.  “ccessed October , . 

http://www.abt.org/education/archive/designers/benois_a.html.   
 
”rooke, Kathleen L. and Zoe G. Quinn. The Founding of St. Petersburg, 

Russia.  Building the World, 2015. Accessed September 15, 2015. 
http://blogs.umb.edu/buildingtheworld/founding-of-new-cities/the-
founding-of-st-petersburg-russia/. 

 
Burkholder, J. Peter, Donald Jay Grout, and Claude V. Palisca. A History of 

Western Music Ed. 9. New York, NY: W. W. Norton and Company, 
2014.  

 
Caddy, Davinia. The Ballets Russes and Beyond: Music and Dance in Belle-Époque 

Paris. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
 
Carnegie Hall Corporation. Stravinsky The Firebird.  “ccessed October , 

2015. 
http://www.carnegiehall.org/Golden_Age_of_Music_Stravinsky_Firebi
rd/.    

 
Chua, Daniel K. L. Rioting with Stravinsky  “ Partiular “nalysis of The Rite 

of Spring. Music Analysis Journal, 26, No. 1/2 (2007): 59-109. 
 
Core of Culture. ”allet.  “ccessed November , . 

http://www.coreofculture.org/ballet.html. 
 



 

81  

Cracraft, James. The Petrine Revoution in Russian Architecture. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1988. 

 
Culturedarm. The Scythians and The Rite of Spring.  “ccessed March , 

2016. http://culturedarm.com/the-scythians-and-the-rite-of-spring/. 
 
Encyclopedia ”ritannica Online, s. v. ”allet.  “ccessed October , . 

http://www.britannica.com/art/ballet. 
 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "Igor Stravinsky." Accessed September 

15, 2015.  
 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s.v. Michel Fokine,  accessed October 19, 

2015. http://www.britannica.com/biography/Michel-Fokine. 
 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s.v. Serge Pavlovich Diaghilev,  accessed 

October 10, 2015. http://www.britannica.com/biography/Serge-
Pavlovich-Diaghilev. 

 
Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s. v. "St. Petersburg", accessed October 04, 

2015. http://www.britannica.com/place/St-Petersburg-Russia. 
 
Foglesong, Scott. Stravinsky  Les Noces (The Wedding) Le Sacre du Printemps 

The Rite of Spring .  San Francisco Symphony. Last Modified . 
Accessed September 23, 2015 https://www.sfsymphony.org/Watch-
Listen-Learn/Read-Program-Notes/Program-Notes/STRAVINSKY-Les-
Noces-(The-Wedding)-%E2%94%82-Le-Sacre-du-p.aspx. 

 
Forte, Allen. The Harmonic Organization of The Rite of Spring. New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 1978. 
 
Garafola, Lynn. Diaghilev’s ”allets Russes. New York, NY: Da Capo Press, 

1998. 
 
Gardner, Howard. Creating Minds: An Anatomy of Creativity Seen Through the 

Lives of Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot, Graham, and Ghandi. 
New York, NY: Basic Books, 2011. 

 
 



 

82  

Grigoriev, S. L. The Diaghilev Ballet, 1909-1929. Dance Books, 2009. 
 
Grymes, James. Dispelling the Myths  The Opening ”assoon Solo to The Rite 

of Spring.  International Double Reed Society Journal, 26 (1998): 117-119. 
 
Guest, Ann Hutchinson and Claudia Jeschke. Nijinsky’s Faune Restored: A 

Study of Vaslav Nijinsky’s 1915 Score: L’“près-midi d’un Faune and his 
Dance Notation System. Breach Science Publishers, 1991.  

 
Harvard College Library. Diaghilev’s ”allet Russes.  “ccessed October 14, 

2015. 
http://hcl.harvard.edu/libraries/houghton/exhibits/diaghilev/introducti
on.cfm.  

 
Haskell, Arnold. Ballet Russe: The Age of Diaghilev. London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1968. 
 
Hodson, Millicent. Nijinsky’s Crime “gainst Grace: Reconstruction Score of the 

Original Choreography for Le Sacre du Printemps. New York, NY: 
Pendragon Press, 1996. 

 
Jennings, Luke. Sergei Diaghilev  The First Lord of the Dance.  Last 

Modified September 11, 2010. Accessed October 14, 2015. 
http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2010/sep/12/sergei-diaghilev-and-
the-ballets-russes.  

 
Juszkiewicz, Anton, et al. Melodje ludowe litewskie. Krakow: 1900. 
 
Kant, Marion. The Cambridge Companion to Ballet. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007. 
 
Koscho, Kathryn. “n “nalysis of Three French Piano Quartets of the 1870s: 

Camille Saint-Saëns Piano Quartet, Op. 41; Gabriel Fauré Piano 
Quartet, Op.  and Vincent D’Indy Piano Quartet, Op. .  DM“ diss.  
University of Oklahoma, 2008. 

 
Maes, Francis. A History of Russian Music: From Kamarinakaya to Babi Yar. 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002. 
 



 

83  

Messina, Colleen. Warrior of Light: The Life of Nicholas Roerich: Artist, Himalayan 
Explorer, and Author. Corwin Springs, MT: Summit University Press, 
2002. 

 
Michel Fokine  Fokine Estate Archive. Michel Fokine  ”iography.  

Accessed January 19, 2016. http://www.michelfokine.com/id4.html. 
 
National Endowment for the “rts. The Joffrey ”allet Resurrects The Rite of 

Spring. Accessed March 3, 2016. https://www.arts.gov/article/joffrey-
ballet-resurrects-rite-spring. 

 
Nicholas Roerich Museum. Nicholas Roerich.  “ccessed March , . 

http://www.roerich.org/roerich-biography.php. 
 
Nijinsky, Bronislava. Early Memoirs. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

1981. 
 
Northeastern University. History of ”allet.  “ccessed November , . 

http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/yiannis/dance/history.html. 
 
Northwestern University. Rite of Spring.  “ccessed March , . 

http://max.mmlc.northwestern.edu/mdenner/Drama/plays/spring/1spr
ing.html. 

 
Nth Position. The Rites of Roerich.  Last modified . “ccessed March , 

2016. http://www.nthposition.com/theritesof.php. 
 
Ostwald, Peter. Vaslav Nijinsky: A Leap Into Madness. New York. NY: Carol 

Publishing Group, 1991. 
 
Palmer, Tony. Once At a Border: Aspects of Stravinsky. W. Long Branch, N.J.: 

Kultur International Films, 1986. 
 
Pasler, Jann. Confronting Stravinsky: Man, Musician, Modernist. Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1986. 
 
Rinaldi, Robin. World of Dance: Ballet. New York, NY: Chelsea House 

Publishers, 2010. 
 



 

84  

Russiapedia. Prominent Russians  Mikhail Glinka.  Last modified . 
Accessed November 28, 2015. http://russiapedia.rt.com/prominent-
russians/music/mikhail-glinka/. 

 
Scheijen, Sjeng. Diaghilev: A Life. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2009. 
 
Scholl, Tim. From Petipa to Balanchine: Classical Revival and the Modernisation of 

Ballet. New York, NY: Rouledge, 1994. 
 
Stravinsky, Igor. An Autobiography. New York, NY: W.W. Norton and 

Company, 1962. 
 
Stravinsky, Igor and Robert Craft. Expositions and Developments. Los Angeles, 

CA: University of California Press, 1981. 
 
Tymoczko, Dmitri. Stravinsky and the Octatonic  “ Reconsideration.  Music 

Theory Spectrum Journal, 24, No. 1 (2002): 68-102. 
 
University of Utah. ”allet History .  Accessed October 10, 2015. 

http://www.ballet.utah.edu/ballet4410/chapter9.html. 
 
University of North Carolina. The ”allets Russes.  “ccessed January , 

2016. http://balletsrusses.web.unc.edu/research/. 
 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Russian School  Beginning of the 

Twentieth Century.  “ccessed November , . 
http://pages.cs.wisc.edu/~boris/maha/music/russian_school.html. 

 
Van den Toorn, Pieter. Stravinsky and The Rite of Spring: The Beginnings of a 

Musical Language. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987. 
 
Van Vechten, Carl. Music and Bad Manners. New York, NY: A. A. Knopf, 1916. 
 
Victoria and “lbert Museum. The th century ”allet Revolution.  “ccessed 

October 15, 2015. http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/0-9/20th-
century-ballet-revolution/.   

 

White, Eric Walter. Stravinsky, the Composer, and His Works. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1966. 



 

85  

 
Willsher, Kim. Rite that Caused Riots  Celebrating  Years of The Rite of 

Spring.  The Guardian. Published May 27, 2013. Accessed February 21, 
2016. http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2013/may/27/rite-of-spring-
100-years-stravinsky. 

 
Wright, Craig. Listening to Music. Boston, MA: Schirmer, Cengage, 2011. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


	Gardner, Howard. Creating Minds: An Anatomy of Creativity Seen Through the Lives of Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot, Graham, and Ghandi. New York, NY: Basic Books, 2011.
	Victoria and Albert Museum. “The 20th century Ballet Revolution.” Accessed October 15, 2015. http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/0-9/20th-century-ballet-revolution/.

