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Musical Modernism, Stasis,
and The Rite of Soring

Yuhwen Wang *

Abstract

Igor Stravinsky is regarded as a highly important composer in musical
modernism.  His monumental work The Rite of Sporing is considered one of the
representative works of musical modernism on the basis of its “stasis,” which is often
associated with the qualities of discontinuity and fragmentation. Yet is stasis truly a
major quality of The Rite? Some scholars have pointed out how Stravinsky’s other
works exhibit continuity or progression, and some even indicate that in The Rite “ideas
do develop,” that it pushes forward and thus displays progression. Nevertheless, there
is as yet no solid music analysis indicating how The Rite progresses and pushes
forward. This study tries to present just such an analysis. It is found that
movements of the work progress primarily through recurrences and changes in
cellular groupings and rhythmic and metric organizations. With this finding, it is
hoped that the relationship between musical modernism and the quality of “stasis’ be
reconsidered.

Keywords. The Rite of Spring, Stravinsky, stasis, progression, continuity, order,
Gestalt psychology
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1 Arnold Whittall, “Modernist Aesthetics, Modernist Music: Some Analytical
Perspectives,” Music Theory in Concept and Practice, ed. James M. Baker, David W.
Beach and Jonathan W. Bernard (Rochester, N.Y.: University of Rochester Press, 1997)

“Defusing Dionysus: New Perspectives on The Rite of Spring,” Music
Analysis 21/1 (2002), 89-95; Jonathan Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), ; Robin Hartwell, “Postmodernism and Art
Music,” in The Last Post: Music After Modernism. Simon Miller, ed. (Manchester, UK:
Manchester University Press, 1993), 100; Leon Botstein “Modernism,” The New Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell, eds. (New
York: Grove, 2001), sec. 2; George Rochberg, “Can Art Survive Modernism?” Critical
Inquiry 11 (1984), 327-28; Jonathan D. Kramer “Can Modernism Survive George
Rochberg?’ Critical Inquiry 11 (1984), 344.

2 Richard Taruskin, Sravinsky and the Russian Traditions. A Biography of the Works
Through Mavra. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), v. 1, 934.

3 Taruskin Whittall, “Defusing Dionysus: New
Perspectives on The Rite of Spring,” 89, 94; Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy, 7-16.

4 “[The Rite] achieved a cultura universality within the world of postromantic
modernism ...”  Taruskin, Sravinsky and the Russian Traditions. A Biography of the
Works Through Mavra, v. 1, 937-50, esp. 950.
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To the extent that terms like stasis, discontinuity, block juxtaposition,
moment or structural simplification can be applied to modern music in
general — a very great extent — and to the extent that Stravinsky is
acknowledged as a source or an inspiration for the traits and traditions they
signify — an even greater extent — the force of his example bequeathed a
russkiy sog [Russian manner] to the whole world of twentieth-century
concert music.  To that world Stravinsky related not by any ‘angle’. He
wasthe very stem.®
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5 647: “It was in the course of work on The Rite of Soring that Stravinsky findly
managed a complete fusion of the modernistic and the folkloritic. It was ... the great
watershed in his personal creative development.”

6  Taruskin, Stravinsky and the Russian Tradition, v. 2, 1675.

7 Max Paddison, Adorno’s Aesthetics of Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 158.

8 Arnold Whittall, “Modernist Aesthetics, Moderniss Music: Some Analytica
Perspectives,” in Music Theory in Concept and Practice, eds. James M. Baker, David W.
Beach and Jonathan W. Bernard (Rochester, N.Y.: University of Rochester Press, 1997),
157-58.
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9 Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy, 7-8. “Stravinsky worked with the defining
traits of modernism—inter alia, its fragmentation, its discontinuity, its primitivism, its
eclecticism, its pluraism, its oppositions—finding novel ways of balancing these
powerfully contradictory elements without their losing their essential identity, their sense
of difference.”

10 Jonathan Kramer, “Beyond Unity: Toward an Understanding of Musical
Postmodernism” in Concert Music, Rock, and Jazz Since 1945: Essays and Analytical
Sudies, Elizabeth West Marvin & Richard Hermann eds. (Rochester, NY: University of
Rochester Press, 1995), 11-33  Leon Botstein “Modernism,” sec. 2.

11 Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy, esp. ch. 6; Robin Hartwell, “ Postmodernism and
Art Music” The Last Post: Music After Modernism, Simon Miller, ed. (Manchester, UK:
Manchester University Press, 1993), 44-46.

12 Whittall Hill
(modernism)

Stravinsky combines line with line, layer with layer, in such a way that

they retain a reptilian indifference to each other. This is one source of

the lack of sentiment or ‘pity’ for which the Rite was famous, and which

still has he power to disturb. The lack of expressive ‘contact’ between

idess is found aso in the total lack of reaction as one event follows

another. The most spectacular results of this occur at the great
escarpments, where a welter of competing lines abruptly sheers off in a

way that leaves the edges as jagged as possible.
Arnold Whittall, “Defusing Dionysus? New Perspectives on The Rite of Spring,”

94-95.

13 Edward T. Cone, “Stravinsky: The Progress of a
Method,” Perspectives on Schoenberg and Sravinsky, revised ed. Benjamin Boretz and
Edward T. Cone, eds. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972) Marianne Kidian-Gilbert,
“The Rhythm of Form: Correspondence and Analogy in Stravinsky's Design,” Music
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Theory Spectrum 9 (1987), 42-66

14 Cone, “Stravinsky: The Progress of a Method,” 155-64

15 157-58.

16 “... thereis perhaps not enough ‘loss of faith’ here”;  Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy, 7,
26.

17 *“Cross's assault on analytical traditions which seek to discover such continuities seems
excessive. ... Stravinsky might disagree. He clearly abhorred the term ‘modernism.” ...
One suspects that he would have found Cross's elaborate circumlocutions as silly as he
deemed most other analytical efforts.” David H. Smyth, “The Sravinsky Legacy by
Jonathan Cross,” Journal of Music Theory 44/1 (2000), 235
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18 Alan Street,
“Superior Myths, Dogmatic Allegories: the Resistance to Musical Unity,” Music Analysis
8/i-ii (1989), 77-123.

19 Kevin Korsyn, “Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology,” Music Analysis 12/1 (1993),
89-103.

20 Jonathan Kramer, “Beyond Unity: Toward an Understanding of Musical Postmodernism.”

21 Lawrence Kramer, “Impossible Objects: Apparitions, Reclining Nudes, and Chopin’s
Prelude in A Minor,” in Music as Cultural Practice: 1800-1900 (Berkeley, CA, University
of California Press, 1990), 72-101.

22 Susan McClary, “Getting Down Off the Beanstalk: The Presence of a Woman's Voice
in Janika Vandervelde's Genesis I1,” in Feminine Endings. Music, Gender and Sexuality
(Minneapalis: university of Minnesota Press, 1991), 112-131.

23 Robert P. Morgan, “The Concept of Unity and Musical Analysis,” Music Analysis 22/i-ii
(2003), 7-50.

24 “...extreme contrast or the absence of predictability can negate tempora succession and
thus create an absolute discontinuity.” Christopher Hasty, “On the Problem of

Succession and Continuity in Twentieth-Century Music,” Music Theory Spectrum 8 (1986),
58-74.
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25 Elliot Carter, The Writings of Elliott Carter, ed. Else and Kurt Stone (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1977), 304.

26 Peter Hill, Sravinsky: The Rite of Spring (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres, 2000),
53, 141.

27 74.
28 141-42.
29 Cross, The Stravinsky Legacy, 97, 99.
30 “... anew kind of continuity within the context of a discontinuous musical structure.”
103-04. Elliott
Carter “dl the brief, amost discrete fragments, however roughly they connect

with each other, end up by producing a work that holds together in a very new and telling
way.” Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy, 8.
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55 E. H. Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Sudy in the Psychology of Decorative Art (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1984), p. Xii. “1 believe that in the struggle for
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generaly orderly but rather because perception requires a framework against which to plot
deviations from regularity. To anticipate the simplest example of this relationship, it is
the break in the order which arouses attention and results in the elementary visual or
auditory accents which often account for the interest of decorative and musical form.”
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56 Cross “The negation of
traditional kinds of synthesis while preserving aspects of connectedness is thus central to
an understanding both of modernism and of Adorno’s negative dialectics...” Cross,
The Sravinsky Legacy, 8-9.

36 44
pitch axis

57 Cross, The Stravinsky Legacy, 103.
58 “Even the kind of ‘motivic development’ discussed above are not, in this light, to be read

as vestiges of a Teutonic thinking but rather as elements of anew kind of continuity within
the context of a discontinuous musical structure.” 104.

59 Igor Stravinsky. An Autobiography. (New York: M. & J. Steuer, 1958), pp. 38-39.
“Music is the sole domain in which man realizes the present. By the imperfections
of his nature, man is doomed to submit to the passage of time—to its categories of past
and future—without ever being able to give substance, and therefore stability, to the
category of the present.”
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60 “The phenomenon of music is given to us with the sole purpose of
establishing an order in things, including, and particularly, the coordination between man
and time. To be put into practice, its indispensable and single requirement is construction.
Construction once completed, this order has been attained, and there is nothing more to be
said. It would be futile to look for, or expect anything else from it. It is precisely this
construction, this achieved order, which produces in us a unique emotion having nothing
in common with our ordinary sensations and our responses to the impressions of daily
life”

61 Stephen Walsh. “Jonathan
Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy.” Music Analysis 19/2 (2000), 279-85.

62 Jonathan Cross, The Sravinsky Legacy.
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