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In his last autobiographical book, Stravinsky commented about his "change of life" in a 

section called "squibs": "The greatest single crisis in my life as a composer was the loss of 

Russia, and its language not only of music but of words".
1
 Knowing Stravinsky as an 

experienced emigre (possessing first Russian, then French and finally US citizenship) as well 

as a composer with a triple public persona (Russian - neoclassicist - serialist), it is easy to 

understand why when it comes to cultural-musical identity he held no strong national stance 

but kept a sense of humor. While musicologists and critics (and perhaps Stravinsky) were 

satisfied with the aforementioned three stylistic classifications of his oeuvre, a close 

examination of L'Histoire du Soldat of 1918, composed and premiered in Switzerland, reveals 

musical traits that do not fit perfectly into any of the established stylistic phases. These 

musical traits represent an abrupt and responsive shift of aesthetic concerns with respect to his 

compositional process that was a result of both immigration and the Great War, which also 

affected other works composed during his exile years.
2
 Such a new phase, which I define as 

Musical Supranationalism,
3
 refers to a cosmopolitan style featured by modernistic elements 

and a socially acceptable or fashionable style which transcends the composer's pre-war 

musical style (avant-garde formal experiments based largely on Russian folk elements and 

rich orchestration). In this essay I will demonstrate how Histoire is a supranationalistic work.  

 

                                                 
1
 Stravinsky: Themes and Conclusions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 33. 

2
 Works with similar traits include Three Easy Pieces (1914-15), Renard (1915-16), Ragtime (1917-18) and 

Piano-Rag-Music. Due to limitation of writing space, these works will not be discussed in details, and stylistic 

features of Histoire presented in this essay will serve as a point of cross-reference. 
3
 Suprantionalism" is a term borrowed from political science. It is broadly defined as an act of transcending 

one's national bounda 'es, authority, or interests. 
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Histoire was born of the "opportunistic preoccupations"
4

 of its creators. Living in 

Switzerland in exile after the war broke out in 1914, Stravinsky was finally cut off, both 

financially and spiritually, from his homeland Russia by the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 (a 

cultural separation which was to last some forty years). His collaborator, C. F. Ramuz, the 

Swiss novelist with whom the composer had previously worked on the French versions of 

Renard, some Russian folksongs
5
 and Les �oces, also found himself in a similar condition: "I 

myself was in difficult circumstances because of my inability to find what is known 

commercially as an outlet."
6
 According to Ramuz's account, both artists one day came up 

with an idea of "writing a piece which could do without a big hall, a huge public; a piece 

with ... music for only a few instruments and only two or three characters.... ".
7
 The practical 

concerns of wartime led to streamlining the work, creating a small-scale genre for a "theatre  

ambulant”,
8
 that Stravinsky described decades later as "small enough in the complement of 

its players to allow for performances on a circuit of Swiss villages, and simple enough in the 

outlines of its story to be easily understood."
9
 

 

The source of the libretto is a story titled "The Runaway Soldier and the Devil"
10

 found in 

Alexander Afanasyev's collection of Russian folktale.
11

 The story takes place in the period of 

peasant recruitment for the Russo-Turkish wars under Nicholas I. It tells of a demoralized 

soldier who gives away his violin to the devil in exchange for wisdom, wealth and love, and 

after a series of soul-losing adventures returns home to surrender himself to the devil. The 

                                                 
4
 Laura Kuhn, Music Since 1900 (New York: Schirmer, 2001), 150 (translating Rumuz's own account on the 

genesis of Histoire). 
5
 The Russian songs translated by Ramuz include Pribaoutki (1914), Berceuses du Chat (1915-16) and Berceuse 

(1917). 
6
 Laura Kuhn, Music since 1900, 150 (translating Rumuz's own account on the genesis of Histoire). 

7
 Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky: Creative Spring: Russia and France 1882— 1934 (New York: Kno f, 1999), 286. 

8
 Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Exposition and Developments (London: Faber, 1981), 89 (E&D). 

9
 Ibid., 89. 

10
 Richard Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1996),1295. 
11
 Alexander Afanasyev is a Russian scholar and historian of literature and folklore, and a compiler of Russian 

Popular Fairy Tales (1855-64), a collection of some 600 texts. 
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source of the libretto is Russian only in its rawest sense. All national characteristics inherited 

from the story are, through various forms of artistic treatments, deliberately supranationalised.  

 

The choosing of such a story not only was topica1,
12

 the thematic parallel (the trading 

between a human and the devil) with the Faustian legend, with its distinguished literary and 

theatrical tradition, also had an artistic appeal for the Swiss audience. More strikingly, the use 

of visual elements represents universalized geographic and temporal locality: at the premiere 

the Soldier was dressed in the uniform of a Swiss army private of 1918, while the costume of 

the lepidopterist (one of the Devil's four disguises) was that of the 1830s; the Princess wore 

red stockings and a white tutu, the narrator a tailcoat, and the scene contained imaginary 

place-names like Denges and Denezy. These elements can be summarized as, as Walsh puts it, 

"the symbolic apparatus of a world where old values and certainties were rapidly 

disintegrating in the face of war, exile, and heartless materialism."
13

 

  

In terms of theatre, Stravinsky's innate ability as a modernist, once proved in the form of 

extreme folklorism through Diaghilev's productions (Firebird, Petrushka, and the Rite), was 

brought by his Swiss collaborators to a new extreme. As its subtitle proclaims ("to be read, 

played and danced"), Histoire is a mixture of several artistic components - speech, mimed 

narration, musical performance and dance. In his authoritative work Stravinsky and the 

Russian Traditions: A Biography of the Works Through Mavra, Richard Taruskin gathered all 

surviving evidence regarding the literary concept of the work and concluded that it was 

Ramuz who first contributed to the "read" component of it. This argument agrees with 

Stephen Walsh's description of its literary source: "And there it was, Afanasyev's tale of 'The 

                                                 
12
 In an interview with Robert Craft, Stravinsky commented about the subject matter of Histoire: "Our soldier, in 

1918, was very definitely understood to be the victim of the then world conflict, however, despite the neutrality 

of the play in other aspects." (E&D, 90). 
13
 Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky - A Creative Spring, 286-287. 
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Deserter and the Devil,’ ready for Ramuzification ... the author himself being, as he admitted, 

not a man of the theatre, and wanting to show Stravinsky that 'the theatre could be conceived 

in a much wider sense than usual, and that it lent itself perfectly ... to what might be called the 

narrative style.'"
14

 It is for this reason that I will focus on the other components of the work in 

which Stravinsky's contributions to the theatrical ideas (which are also consistent with those 

of his other staged works) are apparent and the musical aspects of the work.  

 

In its published score, the libretto of Histoire carries the following introductory note  

concerning the staging:  

 

A small stage mounted on a platform. A stool (or barrel) at either side. On one of the stools the 

Narrator sits in front of a small table on which there are a carafe of white wine and a glass. The 

orchestra is placed on the opposite side of the stage.
15
 

 

It is no doubt that Stravinsky was inspired from the concept of Russian pre-literate theatre 

when writing Renard and Les �oces, the two staged works that he began a few years prior to 

the writing of Histoire.
16

 On the surface, these two works share some similarities with 

Histoire in that Renard makes use of a small portable stage and small ensemble as in the 

tradition of the itinerant folk entertainers (the skomorokhi),
17

 while Les �oces makes use of 

the "rough" device of the pre-literate theatre by having its actors, singers, dancers and 

                                                 
14
 Walsh, Stravinsky - A Creative Spring, 286. Stravinsky: Creative Spring: Russia and France 1882-1934 is a 

biography of Stravinsky based on a wide range of primary resources (published and archival). 
15
 Eric Walter White, Stravinsky: The Composer and his Works, 267. 

16
 Regarding the staging of Les 1oces, Stravinsky had made the following comment: "[Thus], inspired by the 

same reasons as in L'Histoire du Soldat, I wanted all my instrumental apparatus to be visible side by side with 

the actors or dancers, making it, so to speak, a participant in the whole theatrical action. For this reason, I wished 

to place the orchestra on the stage itself, letting the actors move on the space remaining free." (Jeremy Cox, 

p.581 (his translation from Stravinsky's Chroniques de ma vie, ii. 44-45)) 
17
 Skomorokhi are performers in the preliterate Russian theatre which dates back at least from the 11" century. 

They are folk musicians who engaged in acrobatics, puppet shows, juggling and different kinds of religious plays 

in royal court, wedding rituals, and village market places or on streets. For a detailed discussion of the history of 

the Russian pre-literate theatre and skomorokhi, see Taruskin's Stravinsky and the Russian Tradition, 1237-1246. 
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musicians in constant view.
18

 However, Stravinsky left a revealing clue as to the modernistic 

theatrical idea behind Histoire in his interview with Robert Craft decades later, although there 

is room for doubt with respect to the accuracy of the comment:  

 

[In Histoire,] The narrator device was adopted to satisfy the need for a two-way go-between; that 

is, for someone who is an illusionist interpreter between the characters themselves, as well as a 

commentator between the stage and the audience. The intercession of the narrator in the action of 

the play was a later development, an idea borrowed from Pirandello. I was attracted by this idea, 

but then I am always attracted by new conditions and those of the theatre are, to me, a great part 

of its appeal.
19
  

 

The claim that "the intercession of the narrator in the action of the play" was influenced 

by Pirandello seems doubtful, since, as Stephen Walsh has explained, it is unlikely that 

Pirandello's theatrical ideas would have been known to Stravinsky and his collaborators as 

early as 1918 (Indeed, the influence may have moved in the opposite direction; Pirandello 

played the role of the stage director in the 1925 Rome production of Histoire).
20

 In fact, all 

theatrical devices in Histoire, such as positioning musicians on-stage in constant view with 

other performers, the use of a "two-way go-between" narrator and its mixture of mime, dance 

and speech, are borrowed from Vsevolod Meyerhold, who was a close collaborator of 

Georges Pitoeff (the stage director of the Histoire production of 1918).
21

 Meyerhold was the 

                                                 
18
 For the description of the "Rough Theatre", see Jonathan Cross' categorization of Stravinsky's staged works in 

"Stravinsky's Theatres", The Cambridge Companion to Stravinsky, 139-143. 
19
 E&D, 91. 

20
 Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), 101. 

21
 One of the suggestive evidences to the linkage between Meyerhold and Histoire is given by John Willet: "The 

Russian director, George Pitoeff, who played in [Histoire's] one wartime performance at Lausanne in September 

1918 ... was himself a refugee in Switzerland ... Interested in unorthodox forms of theatre and taking advantage 

of the presence of so many Russian exiles, he and his wife Ludmilla staged Russian and (from 1916) French 

productions in that city, one of their favourite being Alexander Blok's The Fairground Booth, a play whose 

theme and setting (notably in Vsevolod Meyerhold's trestle-stage St.Petersburg production of April 1914) 

anticipate the Stravinsky and Satie works [i.e., Histoire and Parade]." (John Willett, Art and Politics in the 

Weimar Period : the 1ew Sobriety, 1917-1933 (New York: Da Capo Press, 1996), 32). 
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famous avant-garde Russian director whose production of Alexander Blok's
22

 play The 

Fairground Booth (1906) took place in an "artificial box set which could be lifted bodily into  

the flies in full view of the audience."
23

 Meyerhold also famously included the character of 

the Author, with his go-between function, to serve as an "intermediary between the public and 

the events enacted within the booth".
24

 In his essay "From Fairground Booth" published 1912, 

Meyerhold proposed his non-naturalistic idea of theatre in the form of mimed narrative:  

 

In order to make a dramatist out of a story-teller who writes for the stage, it would be a good idea 

to make him write a few pantomimes [mime shows (as footnoted by the translator/editor)]. The 

pantomime is a good antidote against excessive misuse of words. Only let the new author not fear 

that we want to deprive him altogether of the right to speak on the stage. He will be permitted to 

put words into the actor's mouths, but first he must produce a scenario of movement. How long 

will it be before they inscribe in the theatrical tables the following law: words in the theatre are 

only embellishments on the design of movement?
25
 

 

It would appear that Stravinsky realized his own version of Meyerholdian theatrical ideas 

through Histoire. Not only does Histoire carry strands of modernistic thoughts from the 

non-naturalistic theatre, as these theatrical elements are put into work together, it also 

resembles a "cubist theatre,” as Jeremy Cox has described: "as the drama of Histoire unfolds, 

we become aware of a subtle but absolutely fundamental interplay among the various planes 

of reality established in the initial mis-en-scene ... In this respect it reveals a profound affinity 

with ... [the] 'cubist theatre', in which planes of reality are juxtaposed and interwoven in a  

                                                 
22
 Alexander Aleksandrovich Blok (1880-1921) is a Russian Symbolist poet, playwright, and critic. 

23
 Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky - A Creative Spring, 157-158. 

24
 Edward Braun, The Theatre of Meyerhold: Revolution and the Modern Stage (London: Methuen Drama, 

1986), 68. 
25
 Vsevolod Meyerhold, "From the Fairground Booth", In Twentieth-Centuty Theatre: A Sourcebook, translated 

and edited by Richard Drain, 166. London: Methuen Drama, 1986. 
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manner analogous to the interpenetration of forms, masses and colours in a cubist painting."
26

  

 

The music of Histoire is played by an ensemble or seven performers, consisting of a 

violin, cornet a pistons, clarinet, bassoon, trombone, double bass, and a shopful of percussion 

instruments. It is perhaps in choice of instruments that Stravinsky's new interest in a 

fashionable idiom, rather than the practical concern of wartime economy, is revealed; in 1936, 

Stravinsky had admitted in his Chroniques de ma vie that the choice of instruments for 

Histoire was based on an aesthetic reason and that it had outweighed his financial concern:
27

 

 

I knew only too well that I should have to make do with a very small number of instrumentalists. 

The easiest solution would have been to use a polyphonic instrument like the piano or harmonium. 

The latter was out of the question, chiefly because of its dynamic poverty due to the complete 

absence of accents. Although the piano has much more varied polyphonic qualities and offers 

many particularly dynamic possibilities, I had to avoid it for two reason: either my score would 

have seemed like a piano arrangement — and that would have given evidence of a certain lack of 

financial means, not at all in keeping with our intentions ... So there was nothing for it but to 

decide on a group of instruments, which could include the most representative types, in treble and 

bass, of the different instrumental families: for the strings, violin and double-bass; for the 

woodwind, clarinet (because it has the biggest compass) and bassoon; for the brass, comet and 

trombone, the percussion to be played by a single musician; the whole, of course, under a 

                                                 
26
 Jeremy Cox, Theatre la Forrain, 582. 

27
 Ernest Ansermet, the conductor for the premiere of Histoire, had also pointed out that Stravinsky's choice of 

seven-player ensemble was far bigger than Ramuz wanted: "The violin alone wasn't enough; the piano had been 

excluded at once as too cumbersome and not rustic enough. But Ramuz had imagined it would suffice to add an 

accordion or guitar to the violin — why not a mouth organ ... After Stravinsky had explained that he needed a 

bass with his violin ... that he needed to fill the gap between the violin and the bass with two woodwinds — 

clarinet and bassoon ... and when later he announced he would also need a trumpet and trombone — always a 

pair — Ramuz opened terrified eyes and looked flabbergasted, though you never knew if his astonishments were 

real or feigned. To round things off, Stravinsky declared triumphantly that he would make do with a single 

percussionist, but he didn't mention that this player would have at his disposal a whole shopful of instruments." 

(Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky - A Creative Spring, 288, translating Ansermet's "La 1aissance de L'Histoire du 

Soldat", 36-7.) 
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conductor.
28 

 

To anyone who knows something about early jazz, this seven-player band of Histoire would 

closely resemble an American jazzband, such as the Original Dixieland Jazzband from New 

Orleans of 1916, which consisted of clarinet, trumpet, trombone, piano and drums. Although 

Stravinsky claimed decades later that he had never heard any jazz music performed at the time 

of writing Histoire (a claim which is plausible, since the first recording of Jazz was made for 

the Original Dixieland Jazzband in New York in 1917),
29

 it is undeniable that he was exposed 

to "popular" music from America as early as 1914. As Walsh revealed: "[Robert] Craft 

himself had already previously noted that Stravinsky started collecting gramophone records of 

American 'popular' music (whatever that might mean) as early as 1914, and by the end of 

1915 the composer was telling Stanley Wise that 'I know little about American music except 

that of the music halls, but I consider that unrivalled. It is veritable art and I can never get 

enough of it to satisfy me.' "
30

 These popular musics would have included cakewalks and 

ragtime, which were performed in French music halls (such as the Moulin Rouge and Casino 

de Paris) and American-style bars in the form of piano solos or band performance. In fact, 

ragtime and cakewalks were first introduced in Paris at the 1900 Exposition Universelle by 

John Philip Sousa and his band, who performed well known pieces like Kerry Mills's At a 

Georgia Camp Meeting (1897) and Abe Holzmann's Smoky Mokes (1899). One example of 

the influence of ragtime and cakewalks in Europe at that time was Debussy's Golliwogg's 

                                                 
28
 Eric W. White, Stravinsky: The Composer and His Works, 271 (his translation from Stravinsky's Chroniques 

de ma vie). 
29
 The first jazz recording was made by the Victor Talking Company. Labeled "Livery Stable Blues — Fox Trot, 

1917", it is performed by the Original Dixieland `Jass' Band (Geoffrey C. Ward, Jazz: A History of America's 

Music (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2000), 56). In his article "Jazz in Europe: The Real World Music ... or the 

Full Circle", Mike Zwerin also stated that "the real thing [- 'Jazz', as opposed to its premature species,] began to 

cross the Atlantic after World War I." (Bill Kirchner, ed. The Oxford Companion to Jazz (Oxford, New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2000), 537). 
30
 Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky - A Creative Spring, 284, quoting Robert Craft's "The Composer and the 

Phonograph" and Stanley Wise'" 'American Music Is True Art' Says Stravinsky," in 1ew York Tribune, 16 

January 1916. 
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Cake-Walk of 1908.  

 

Despite his culturally diverse upbringing as a composer and as a Russian man in general, 

the music Histoire can be seen as a product of Stravinsky's socialization during the war years 

through which the unwilling exile, having been disillusioned by his own country, found his 

bearing within his adopted land.
31

 Surrounded by a group of elite artists living in France 

(among them Picasso, Debussy, Ravel, Satie, Cocteau and Claudel — whose artistic ideals 

were so provocative as to be labeled as "isms") and all sorts of popular entertainments, it 

could never have been a better time for Stravinsky (who was under some sort of 

"opportunistic preoccupations" as mentioned earlier) to write something that is both modern 

and popular. The result was a fashionable musical work that exhibited a form reminiscent of 

an eighteenth-century dance suite, with a gallery of borrowed dances: a Spanish pasodoble, a 

French waltz, an Argentine Tango and American ragtime, all of which were part of the 

popular culture of Western Europe in the 1910s. The music even included a modified version 

of Bach's chorale "Ein' feste Burg", the style of which features, using Glenn Watkin's 

description of Stravinsky's Three pieces for String Quartet, "different phraseological lengths, 

variable periodicity, and independent tonal orientation ... [that] locate a logical terminating 

point".
32

 This treatment of the chorale is not only comparable to the conflicting points of 

view realized in a Cubist painting, but is also an artistic expression of the "parodying of a 

solemn observance"
33

 which prevailed among the modernists of the time. Watkins is surely 

right to say "Stravinsky's distorted version of Luther's hymn reflects nothing so much as the 

chaotic moral state of affairs throughout the war period."
34

  

                                                 
31
 "Socialization" is a term borrowed from Social Science. It is broadly defined as the process through which 

individuals internalize the values, beliefs, and norms of a society and learn to function as its members. 
32
 Glenn Watkins, Pyramids at the Louvre: Music, Culture, and Collage from Stravinsky to the Postmodernists 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1994), 262. 
33
 Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky, 96. 

34
 Glenn Watkins, Proof Through the 1ight: Music and the Great War (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2003), 151. 
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In summarizing Stravinsky's end-of-war musical style, Walsh made the following  

shrewd observation:  

 

In 1917 it would still have been possible to look at Stravinsky's work and grade it as, on the one 

hand, the 'real' Stravinsky of the Pribaoutki and the Russian ballets, and on the other the casual 

derivative Stravinsky of the easy pieces. In 1918 it no longer makes sense to separate these styles; 

they have all become part of the essential artist, the mixing up of tonal and modal allusions every 

bit as much as the jostling of modern popular dances, archetypal marches and folk ditties ... The 

ironic effect of these colliding planes, so different from the calm objectivity of The Wedding, is 

directly associated with the work's moralizing tendency.
35

 

  

This comment describes very well the aesthetic ideas Stravinsky presented for public 

consumption when discussing Histoire. More intriguing is the philosophy behind his 

Supranationalism, or more strictly speaking, the values and goals that brought about such a 

change in artistic thinking, one calculated to appeal broadly within his adopted country. It is  

perhaps in the ironies of this work that Stravinsky saw himself, both as an expatriate and as a 

victim of war-torn Europe. Emotional detachment from his native culture and the humor of 

parody seemed to have made life more bearable. It would not be long before he found a new  

aesthetic direction, Neoclassicism, which he joyfully called his "discovery of the past, the  

epiphany though which the whole of [his] late work became possible."  

 

                                                 
35
 Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky, 96. 
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