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1
Praise for Simply Stravinsky


  
  “This is a short book but a teeming one, boiling over with the insights that have accrued over forty years and more, ever since Pieter van den Toorn set the musicological world on its ear with his revelations about Stravinsky’s creative methods, deduced from an unprecedentedly close and fruitful examination of the published scores. Since then he has been at the manuscripts as well, and has made even further-reaching observations about Stravinsky’s epochal rhythmic innovations. All of this he now places at the disposal of musicians and general readers, laid out with a chronology of the composer’s life and times—a great gift to us all and a fitting crown to a most distinguished scholarly career.”

  
    —Richard Taruskin, author of Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions
  

   

  “Pieter van den Toorn brings fresh insights to the life and work of one of the twentieth century’s most written-about composers. He has devoted his entire career to examining how Stravinsky’s music ‘works’ and now shares that deep understanding with a wide readership. The great strength of this book is the way it tells the life through the music, eschewing much of the quotidian tittle-tattle to focus on the essentials of the music’s harmonic and rhythmic organization. It certainly made me return to familiar music with new ears.”

  
    —Jonathan Cross, Professor of Musicology, University of Oxford
  

   

  “A readable and comprehensible study by one of our leading Stravinsky theorists. Pieter van den Toorn has the gift of guiding the reader gently and agreeably through some quite intricate matters while painting a lucid overall picture.”

  
    —Stephen Walsh, author of Stravinsky: A Creative Spring: Russia and France, 1882-1934
  

   

  “Pieter is among the foremost Stravinsky scholars in the world. His new book Simply Stravinsky is a synthesis of musical analysis, history, and criticism. What is remarkable about this book is that it presents a sophisticated account of Stravinsky‘s musical achievements accessible to a broad audience. And even more impressive is that it not only provides readers with a stimulating account of Stravinsky‘s works within their rich intellectual and cultural context, but also opens their ears to the joy and wonders of the music itself.”

  
    —David Bernstein, Professor of Music, Mills College
  

   

  “Stravinsky was both grounded in tradition and a breaker of tradition,​ ​and Pieter van den Toorn’s insightful book shows us both sides of​ ​him.​ ​There’s a great deal to learn here of Stravinsky’s methods of​ ​composition, which remained consistent in spite of the radical​ ​changes of​ ​direction and style throughout his career, which are​ ​explained in​ ​fascinating detail. It’s no wonder that Stravinsky is so​ ​many composers’ favorite composer!”

  
    —Colin Matthews, English composer and Prince Consort Professor of Music and Fellow of the Royal College of Music
  

  




  
  




2
Other Great Lives


  
  Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray
Simply Beckett by Katherine Weiss
Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga
Simply Chekhov by Carol Apollonio
Simply Chomsky by Raphael Salkie
Simply Chopin by William Smialek
Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse
Simply Descartes by Kurt Smith
Simply Dickens by Paul Schlicke
Simply Dirac by Helge Kragh
Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales
Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddrey
Simply Euler by Robert E. Bradley
Simply Faulkner by Philip Weinstein
Simply Fitzgerald by Kim Moreland
Simply Freud by Stephen Frosh
Simply Gödel by Richard Tieszen
Simply Hegel by Robert L. Wicks
Simply Hitchcock by David Sterritt
Simply Joyce by Margot Norris
Simply Machiavelli by Robert Fredona
Simply Napoleon by J. David Markham & Matthew Zarzeczny
Simply Nietzsche by Peter Kail
Simply Proust by Jack Jordan
Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray
Simply Sartre by David Detmer
Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Orwin
Simply Turing by Michael Olinick
Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey
Simply Wittgenstein by James C. Klagge
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Series Editor's Foreword


  
  Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society.

  Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and the legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, and frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.

  Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.

  Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes-complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.

  We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

  Charles Carlini, Simply Charly
 New York City
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Preface


  
  Igor Stravinsky never lacked for an appreciative audience. The international celebrity that was his with The Firebird in 1910 was his late in life as well. His neoclassical works of the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, although less popular than the ballet scores composed earlier for the Ballets Russes, attracted a devoted following. Constantly on the move during this period, introducing his music in Europe and the United States, he conducted and performed at the piano.

  The serial and 12-tone works of his American years (1939 until his death in 1971) were not popular at all, but Stravinsky was always careful to cushion the new with the old and the familiar in his programs. In 1959, he began co-authoring books of comment and reminiscence with Robert Craft, his associate who, when not assisting him at the podium, began publishing his own studies of the composer. These publications attracted a wide audience, and for a while, the two were very much in the limelight. In celebration of Stravinsky’s 80th birthday in 1962, President John Kennedy and his wife, Jacqueline, held a dinner in his honor at the White House.

  Simply Stravinsky takes a fresh look at these events and circumstances, at the composer and his legacy, as well as the music and the biography that surrounds it. It reexamines the conditions attending the conception of many of Stravinsky’s works, the years of apprenticeship in St. Petersburg, the collaboration with Sergei Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes, the neoclassical years in France, and the serial ones in California. Above all, it explores the rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic qualities of Stravinsky’s music as they relate to his aesthetic ideals and the strict performing style he championed as a conductor and pianist.

  In all these matters, the book is intended for the general reader with, ideally, a modest background in music and a listening experience of perhaps two or three Stravinsky works. The text was conceived as an introduction—in other words, to give the reader/listener a broad view of the composer’s world. Stimulating some further interest in the music of this extraordinary composer was its ultimate objective.

  Pieter van den Toorn
 Santa Barbara, CA

  




  
  




5
Acknowledgments


  
  I am grateful to the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basel, Switzerland, for its permission, extended some years ago, to examine first-hand swaths of the Stravinsky Archive. Included in this material were musical sketches and drafts, as well as old programs, reviews, and personal correspondence. Of no less consequence were the six books of interviews and “conversation” authored jointly by the composer and Robert Craft (mostly by Craft, it appears), followed by Craft’s own diaries and biographical sketches of the composer. The wealth of information in these volumes about Stravinsky’s schedules, habits, and musical inclinations proved invaluable.

  Next in line are the recollections of other friends and colleagues of the composer, including, in chronological order, those by C.F. Ramuz (1929), Nicolas Nabokov (1949), Paul Horgan (1972), and, most recently, Mario Bois (1998). Of the many articles and full-scale biographies, those by Richard Taruskin (1996), Stephen Walsh (1999, 2006), Jonathan Cross (2015), and H. Colin Slim (2019) merit citation here.

  Of course, the perspective pursued in Simply Stravinsky is very much its own, which is especially the case where the discussion of Stravinsky’s music is concerned. The musical illustrations were set with great skill by Andre Mount, while Cattarina van den Toorn devoted countless hours to the technical challenges of the project. The staff at the music libraries at the University of California at Santa Barbara and Berkeley were invariably helpful in their advice. And many odds and ends were attended to by Anna-Marie, Linnea, Hendrik, John Willem, and Pieter. I am grateful to them as well.
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Introduction


  
  At the time of Stravinsky’s death on April 6, 1971, at the age of 88, the speculation among critics centered quite naturally on his legacy. Would his music survive into the next century and perhaps well beyond that? Looking back, what had been the substance and scale of his influence? Had he been, perhaps, in Western art music, the last of the “great composers”?

  Stravinsky was certainly the most celebrated composer of the 20th century and possibly the greatest as well, if by “greatest” we mean “deepest,” as in the depth of the feelings or emotions stirred by his music. Fame arrived early with the three ballets—The Firebird (1910), Petrushka (1911), and The Rite of Spring (1913). The popular success of these ballet scores, overshadowing that of all other classical music of the past century, brought the composer international stardom at the age of 28. And this early success has proved lasting: to this day, the early ballets, along with other Stravinsky music, is performed in concert halls, opera houses, and ballet theaters the world over. Stravinsky and his music are still in vogue, in other words, still very much a part of the contemporary scene.

  At the same time, the twists and turns of his creative path were impulsive and contradictory. To many critics and listeners at the time, they seemed incomprehensible. While the stereotypical three-part division may readily be inferred from his music, the radical nature of the changes accompanying the three divisions or “stylistic periods” was unprecedented. Each of the three periods—Russian, neoclassical, and serial—seemed to negate (and even to betray) the one that preceded or succeeded it. Stravinsky’s neoclassicism of the 1920s, 30s, and 40s seemed a disavowal of the earlier folkloristic idioms, while serialism seemed a contradiction of his neoclassical ideals.

  Consider, by way of comparison, the nearly seamless way in which the three stylistic periods follow each other in Ludwig van Beethoven’s music. (Recent scholars have partitioned Beethoven’s music in still more sophisticated ways, but the three-part division works well enough for our purposes). An early assimilation of the formal and more technical elements of the Classical style is followed by a gradual individualization of those elements—in effect, the arrival of the composer’s second, middle, or “heroic” period. This is the Beethoven sound with which audiences are most familiar and, symphony-wise, it begins with the length and drama of the “Eroica” Symphony and ends with the Seventh and Eighth Symphonies.

  The distinguishing marks of Beethoven’s “late style” include the many theme-and-variation movements that are found in the Ninth Symphony, in the piano sonatas, and string quartets of this era. Extended fugues may also be found in this music, reflective of a renewed interest in the contrapuntal techniques of Johann Sebastian Bach’s keyboard music. And Beethoven’s sonata forms are now often subject to sudden breaks in tempo and texture. The critic-philosopher Theodor Adorno professed to detect an air of “resignation” in these works, a retreat from the heroics of Beethoven’s second period. To follow Adorno’s quasi-Marxist critique, feelings of at-oneness with the outside world were followed “catastrophically” by disillusionment and alienation.

  But the larger point here is that, regardless of the modifications from one creative stage to the next, the bulk of Beethoven’s music extends the Classical style that this composer had inherited from his immediate predecessors, including Joseph Haydn and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. And the musical language cloaked by that style was shared not only by Beethoven’s contemporaries, but also by composers of the Baroque and Romantic eras. Thus, the period extending from about 1650 to the close of the 19th century has long been known musically as the “common practice period.” Consisting harmonically of triads derived from the major and minor scales of the diatonic set, this “practice” is hierarchical in nature. The triads gravitate around a central or “tonic” triad. They depart from and return to that triad, acquiring their specific functions in the process, and emitting a sense of motion or harmonic progression. On a linear or melodic scale, the connections between triads are lines or parts that follow voice-leading rules, the most important of which is smoothness. The triads of a given scale and the functions associated with them form a key, and transpositions between keys are called modulations.  

  Tonality is the term usually reserved for these musical processes. The system allowed for a certain structural depth in pitch relationships, one that proved capable of renewing itself or “advancing” through many changing forms, instrumentations, and styles. The art music of the West was bound in this fashion for centuries, as was that of Russia.

  Thus, Stravinsky’s apprenticeship in St. Petersburg began with piano instruction and very traditional lessons in tonal harmony and counterpoint. The latter were capped by nearly three years (1905-08) of private lessons in composition and orchestration with Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. Acquired by such means was a close familiarity with tonal practice and a mastery of instrumentation and the orchestra; an intimate knowledge of 1) Russian folk songs harmonized in a kind of Westernized, tonal fashion (such songs were modal, as a rule), and 2) sequences built on symmetrical scales such as the whole-tone and the octatonic. These skills were brought to fruition with The Firebird and the sensational success of its first performance in Paris on June 25, 1910.

  However, The Firebird was followed in short order by Petrushka (1911) and The Rite of Spring (1913), two works of truly startling originality. In particular, The Rite, with its rhythmic irregularities and sustained dissonances, can seem light-years from the immediately inherited traditions that underlie The Firebird.

  
    Changing musical styles and tastes
  

  Exiled in Switzerland during World War I, the composer partly turned his back on this early phase of his creative life. In place of the orchestra, he began composing for small chamber ensembles, and then eventually for singers and groups that resembled peasant bands and the instrumentations of street music. He began cultivating a musical folk language of his own, derived from bits and pieces of authentic Russian folk songs and popular verse. These efforts culminated in Renard (1916), The Wedding (1917-23), and The Soldier’s Tale (1918). The period in question, stretching from the composer’s years of tutelage in St. Petersburg to The Wedding, is often referred to as his Russian period.

  Returning to France after the war, Stravinsky turned his back once again, this time on the folk languages with which he had worked with such abandon in Switzerland. Starting already with the ballet Pulcinella (1920), he began seeking an accommodation with the tonal forms, methods, and styles of the Classical and Baroque eras. This second or middle period is often called neoclassical, and it includes works such as the Octet (1923), the Symphony of Psalms (1930) and, later, the Symphony in C (1940), and the Symphony in Three Movements (1945), by which time Stravinsky had moved from France to Los Angeles. A climactic moment in neoclassicism was reached with the composer’s collaboration with the poet W. H. Auden on The Rake’s Progress (1948-51), the opera for which Auden, with the help of Chester Kallman, wrote the libretto.

  No doubt, Stravinsky remained true to himself through these neoclassical excursions. From the time of The Firebird to The Rake’s Progress, there were features of pitch, meter, rhythm, and form that prevailed in one way or another, remaining a permanent part of the composer’s “voice.” And such was the case with many of the serial works as well, especially the early ones composed during the 1950s. Stravinsky was slow and deliberate in his adoption of serial methods. Encouraged by Robert Craft, the conductor and writer who in later years became his close associate and spokesman, Stravinsky began with the study of several scores by Arnold Schoenberg and Anton Webern. The middle part of In Memoriam Dylan Thomas (1954) is built on a chromatic series of five notes, while the rows in some of the miniatures of the ballet Agon (1953-57) are hexachordal, composed of six successive notes. (As a general rule, all notes of a row are sounded in order before there is a return to the point of departure. A series may be transposed as well as inverted or retrograded—sounded in reverse.)

  The “Surge, aquilo” section of Canticum Sacrum (1955) was Stravinsky’s first completely 12-tone music, and it was followed by six full-scale works, all 12-tone in conception. Many of these latter accompanied religious texts, often biblical or liturgical in origin; their spirit is starkly devotional. As with Beethoven’s late works, Stravinsky’s feature contrapuntal techniques, in his case, canonic. Along with these full-scale works were seven smaller ones, often short memorials for friends and collaborators who had passed away.

  To the extent that the term style (as in “stylistic period”) implies a musical surface of some kind, inflection at a musical foreground, the term can hardly stand as a descriptive cover for the three giant leaps in musical orientation surveyed briefly above: Russian, neoclassical, and serial. The foundation of Stravinsky’s music changed dramatically in each case. The Russian folk songs, tales, and verses of his Swiss years were replaced by the Baroque and Classical models of neoclassicism, and then, during the serial period, by a method of composition even more radically distant from the routines of neoclassicism than the latter were from those of the Russian era.

  Somewhat analogous to these dislocations in Stravinsky’s creative path were those in the art of Pablo Picasso, a friend of the composer’s during the 1910s and 20s in France. (Picasso provided the scenery for the first staged performance of Pulcinella, and collaborated with the composer on other occasions as well.) With a good deal of overlapping, Picasso’s early “blue” period was followed by cubism until about 1925. A neoclassical phase during the 1920s coincided with Stravinsky’s early on; it was followed by surrealism and, toward the end of the 1930s, expressionism.

  Yet the concept of style might work where the composer’s individual voice is concerned, with features that, as we have noted, remained characteristic of Stravinsky’s music through much of his career. These features include the following:

  
    	Octatonic harmony, materials that imply, or may originally have been derived from, the octatonic scale (the “diminished scale,” as it has long been known in American jazz circles);

    	Superimpositions of triads and other forms of vocabulary (placing one triad on top of another, often octatonically related, as a means of creating new dissonant sonorities).

    	Stratifications or polyrhythmic textures in which there is a superimposition of motives and chords that repeat according to varying spans or periods;

    	Ostinatos, often conceived as separate layers within a stratification;

    	Block structures in which two or more heterogeneous and relatively self-contained blocks of material are placed in a kind of abrupt juxtaposition with one another;

    	Displacements of repeated themes, motives, or chords relative to the meter (such displacement being so entirely characteristic of Stravinsky’s music as to assume the earmarks of a stylistic common denominator);

    	A strict performance style, according to which, in the performance of much of Stravinsky’s music, the beat is maintained strictly with a minimum of nuance or rubato;

    	A percussive approach to composition and instrumentation; staccato doublings of legato lines; a percussive use of the piano and string pizzicato as a means of punctuation.

  

  These eight features are style characteristics to the extent that they are heard and understood as interacting with one another. One such characteristic can presuppose another. Thus, if the metrical displacement (6) of a repeated motive or melody is to be felt by the listener, then the beat must be maintained evenly (7). And so forth.

  Finally, at the time of Stravinsky’s arrival on the international scene with The Firebird in 1910, the certainties of tonality, of an inherited and shared musical grammar and syntax, were being challenged and even overturned by composers in France and Germany. They were being challenged in Russia as well, if we count the many octatonic or minor-third related sequences in Rimsky-Korsakov’s operas and symphonic poems as non-tonal, subject to forces that were symmetrical rather than tonal. The chromaticism of the Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (1862) is usually cited in connection with the breakdown of tonality, but larger forces, including the drive for originality, were active in sowing the seeds of tonality’s exhaustion earlier in the 19th century.

  In France, Claude Debussy’s music was often triadic and diatonic but no longer tonal, while in Vienna and Germany, Schoenberg’s music and that of his students Webern and Alban Berg was “atonal” or serial, founded on the total chromatic; dissonance and the pitch world generally were “emancipated” from tonality. Stravinsky was thus one of many composers reacting to a musical meltdown. Like him, Bela Bartok and Leos Janacek explored the use of authentic folk songs (Hungarian and Moldavian, respectively) in contemporary settings. Sergei Prokofiev and many others cultivated neoclassical idioms that were at times closely related to Stravinsky’s.

  And so, the dramatic turns of Stravinsky’s three stylistic periods were to some extent a reflection of the musical times. This was especially the case with his belated embrace of serialism during the 1950s, methods of composition from which he had sought to distance himself in earlier decades.
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