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Suite	 from "The 	Firebird"	 (1919 version) 

i. Introduction 

ii. The Firebird and its Dance 

iii. Variation of the Firebird 

iv. The Princesses' Round 

v. Infernal Dance of the King Kashchei 
vi. Berceuse 

vii. Finale 

Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) 

-Intermission-
(10 	minutes) 

Symphony	 No. 	1	 

i. Andante.	Nobilmente	e	semplice	-	Allegro 

ii. Allegro	molto 

iii. Adagio 

iv. Lento	-	Allegro  

Sir Edward Elgar (1857-1934) 
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Program	 Notes 

In preparation for the Ballet Russes' upcoming	 1910 season, Sergei Diaghilev, the 

company's	 celebrity impresario,	 sought to commission	 a	 composer for an original ballet 

based on traditional Russian fairytales. Many established and reputable composers	 likely 

would have seized the opportunity for such a	 commission,	 but Diaghilev instead gave the 

chance to the up-and-coming	 Igor Stravinsky. Having just heard Stravinsky’s Fireworks,	 a	 

short piece for orchestra, Diaghilev took a	 chance on the young composer. The result of this 

gamble	 was the lively and innovative ballet score that would propel Stravinsky to 

international fame	 and set the course for his soon-to-come	 groundbreaking modernist	 

innovations:	 Petrushka	 and The 	Rite	 of 	Spring.	 

The ballet tells the tale Prince Ivan, the hero, vanquishing the immortal	 sorcerer 

Kashchei the Deathless. Prince Ivan wanders into Kashchei's garden in pursuit of the 

mythical	 Firebird. Ivan captures the Firebird but releases her in exchange for one of her 

magical feathers. Thirteen princesses who are prisoners of Kashchei enter, and Ivan falls in 

love with one, leading them to dance together. Kashchei appears and discovers Ivan. Before 

he can imprison	 him,	 though, Ivan uses the feather to summon	 the Firebird. The Firebird 

launches Kashchei and his servants into an exhausting dance, after which she lulls them to 

sleep. She then shows Ivan to a	 magical egg in which Kashchei's soul is protected. Ivan 

destroys the egg, vanquishing the immortal	 Kashchei. The ballet ends as dawn breaks, and 

the sun rises on 	a	 world that has been freed from Kashchei's tyrannical reign. 

Stravinsky would later 	reduce the 50-minute	 ballet into three versions of suites,	 first 

in 1911, then in 1919 and 1945. The 1919 version of the suite reduces the original ballet's 

massive	 orchestration to a	 more	 conventional orchestral size. Additionally,	 some	 dances and 

connective materials	 are removed	 to highlight the ballet's richest and most	 exciting 

numbers. This 1919 suite, which you will hear this evening, remains	 as the most	 widely 

known and 	performed	 version of the ballet. 

Before its completion	 in 1908, Sir Edward Elgar spent more	 than a	 decade crafting his 

first symphony. In the late 1890's, the composer endeavored to compose	 a	 symphony	 

honoring the British General Charles George Gordon. The project, however, was tabled in	 
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favor of completing	 other higher-profile projects such as The Wand of Youth and The 

Kingdom. By the time	 Elgar returned to his unfinished symphony,	 much	 had changed, 

causing him hesitation about how to proceed with the project. In the time	 since he began the 

piece, Elgar had reached new levels of fame	 as a	 composer and was under increased pressure 

for the symphony	 to achieve greatness. He had also begun to question whether the piece 

should have the programmatic	 intention of honoring General Gordon, leading him to hesitate 

about its tone and narrative construction. Ultimately,	 he veered from the idea of composing	 

the work in honor of Gordon, writing, "There is no programme	 beyond a	 wide experience of 

human	 life with 	a	 great charity (love) and 	a	massive	 hope in the future." 

This hope for the future can be heard in the piece's unique large-scale construction. 

Classical and Romantic	 symphonies	 do not typically share themes	 between movements,	 

giving each movement	 its own main	 melodies	 and/or motives. Elgar's Symphony	 No. 1,	 

however, traces the development	 of a	 single theme	 throughout the whole work. The piece 

opens with a	 simple	 and reserved march	 serving as an introduction. This march	 gives way 

to 	a	 lively and chaotic sonata form with two 	themes	 unrelated to the opening. Echoes of the 

march	 appear throughout the movement,	 however, as texture or accompaniment. Rather 

than a	 brash or upbeat ending one might	 expect, the movement	 dies away to its end, signaling 

that the story is not over. The second movement	 is a	 frenetic scherzo, with ominous	 

mumbles	 quickly giving way to dark and overwhelming	 orchestral tuttis. Pastoral glimmers	 

of hope emerge,	 but this movement	 too ultimately	 dies away, leading without break into the 

third. The Adagio	 begins with heartfelt optimism. Though this optimism	 never fully takes 

hold over the lingering darkness, the	 movement	 ends with hope that there may	 be light in 

the future. The fourth movement's	 introduction swirls back into chaos, before launching into 

an oppressive allegro. The allegro is interrupted, though, by another heartfelt declaration of 

hope which propels the piece to its victorious finale. 		Here, the opening 	march	 theme	 makes	 

its final return, no longer reserved, but 	triumphantly	 declaring that hope has prevailed over 

all 	else. 

~Dr. Matthew Henson 
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