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By RICHARD LOCKE



I
n the year and a half between 
November 1938 and May 1940, 
Igor Stravinsky's life was profoundly 

upended. His eldest daughter, wife, and 
mother died, and he himself entered a 
tuberculosis sanitarium for ®ve months 
where he wrote the Harvard lectures 
Poetics of Music (with Roland±Manuel). 
He left Europe a few weeks after the 
Nazis invaded Poland (he wasn't Jew-
ish but his music was denounced as 
ªdegenerateº), delivered the lectures, 
married his mistress of 20 years, and 
moved to Los Angeles, where he would 
live for nearly 30 years. Of the 109 orig-
inal compositions listed in Eric Walter 
White's biography, 38 were created dur-
ing this long and astonishingly fecund 
third act of his life which saw him 
transform himself in his sixties from a 
neo±classical to a serial composer, from 
the new American citizen who cre-
ated Symphony in !ree Movements in 
1945 and the Mozartian±Hogarthian 
opera !e Rake's Progress (with libretto 
by W.H. Auden) in 1951 to the vigor-
ous 75±year±old who composed Agon 
for George Balanchine in 1957 and 
the much±honored 84±year±old who 
wrote Requiem Canticles four years 
before he died in 1971.

!e great facilitator of the trans-
formation from neo±classicism to 
serialism was Robert Craft, who joined 
his Hollywood household at the age of 
24 and became his amanuensis, advi-
sor, collaborator, and to all intents and 

purposes his foster son. Craft lived with 
Stravinsky and his wife from 1948 to 
Stravinsky's death, but early in their co-
habitation he would go back and forth 
between Stravinsky's house and Schoen-
berg's nearby where he provided similar 
assistance ± as if he embodied a recon-
ciliation of rival father ®gures, which 
in fact he did in the most immediate 
way, by conducting and recording their 
work. Stravinsky and Schoenberg never 
spoke during the 11 years they lived as 
neighbors, but the sight of Schoenberg's 
death mask within days of his death 
in 1951 seems to have precipitated in 
Stravinsky a burst of self±doubt±and 
even tears a few months later ± which 
Stravinsky overcame by plunging into 
study of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern 
(he attended 50 rehearsals of Schoen-
berg's Septet under Craft's direction).

But even in such a short biographical 
sketch as this, isn't there a sentimental-
ity, a reductive con¯ation of the creator 
and the work? In longer accounts of his 
life, it neglects his music to demand 
that this ªel®shº Russian refugee with 
the basso profundo voice and a wide 
smile at the ready for American media 
(he didn't smile in his European pho-
tos) should conform to a caricature of 
Richard Locke the witty genius who suf-
fered a crisis of con®dence but emerged 
triumphant. Even if ®lms and DVDs 
now make it possible to see the mate-
rial details of his life and person (his 
house and garden, his cane and clothes, 

his multicolored pencils and erasers, his 
pets, his dampered, out±of±tune piano) 
and even if excerpts from his composi-
tions can be assembled in sound bites, 
we're always getting the smiling public 
man not the artist and not the art. 

Since 1982 Tony Palmer's ®lm about 
Stravinsky, Once at a Border, has been 
a welcome documentary resource. It is 
quite long (166 minutes) and more a 
reference tool than a work of art, but 
it's valuable. Which makes it surpris-
ing that Marco Capalbo chose to make 
a much shorter (53 minute) DVD of 
Stravinsky's life and work in Hollywood 
after 1940. 

It does contain a few short re±as-
sembled excerpts from the ®lm 
projects Stravinsky had at ®rst at-
tempted. !ere was the 1939 Disney 
Fantasia with dinosaurs scrambling 
to simpli®ed extracts from !e Rite of 
Spring (Stravinsky got $5000 to permit 
this, though Disney didn't actually have 
to pay him anything since the work was 
not covered by copyright). And there 
were four commissions that were re-
jected: Music for Commandos Strike at 
Dawn (1942), which was recycled into 
Four Norwegian Moods. For !e North 
Star (1943), which was used for Scherzo 
" la Russe. For !e Song of Bernadette 
(1943) with Jennifer Jones simpering 
at the Virgin Mary, which was used in 
the second movement of Symphony in 
!ree Movements, and for Jane Eyre with 
gru# Orson Welles and ever±sensitive 
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Joan Fontaine (1943), which was used 
in Ode.

 It's fascinating to see how each of 
these ®lms completely swallows the tiny 
bit of background music Stravinsky 
concocted, and it's always appalling fun 
to see 50 elephants in pink tutus danc-
ing his Circus Polka (1942). But the rest 
of the DVD is a run±through of his 
well±known later years. !ere's almost 
nothing about him in the context of 
the social and intellectual life of Hol-
lywood, though Franz Werfel, Edward 
G. Robinson, Ernst Krenek, Peter Yates, 
and Aldous Huxley are mentioned. 
!ere's an interview with Robert Craft, 
now over 90, who is as clear and cour-
teous as ever. !ere's an exhilarating 
glimpse of Balanchine at work with a 
very young Suzanne Farrell. !ere are 
shots of late manuscripts and references 
to Stravinsky's religious beliefs and set-
tings of religious texts. And it's certainly 
good to get footage of the Hollywood 
house and to see the Russian Orthodox 
church Stravinsky attended. 

But much of the ®lm is devoted to fol-
lowing three actors imitating Stravinsky, 
his wife, and Craft as they walk around 
the house, sun themselves on the pa-

tio, and drive in a vintage convertible 
out into the desert where we see the 
Stravinsky clone get down on his knees 
and pray with hands apart as if awaiting 
the stigmata. (!ere's even a glimpse of 
a cloaked ®gure disappearing into the 
desert±presumably a saint or the Savior 
himself but it's hard to see.) !ese ªrec-
reated sequencesº are done in carefully 
aged black and white or orange tinted 
®lm with lots of specks and scratches. 
Since nothing dramatic ever happens 
(apart from the desert bit), it's hard to 
know what we gain from seeing a look±
alike pretend to write notes on a score or 
(somewhat embarrassingly) sun himself 
in a skimpy bathing suit. It's not as if 
a Fantasia Tyrannosaurus was about to 
come around the corner. But that's the 
problem with using clich%d narrative 
®lm devices for a documentary about an 
artist's life. Nothing much is gained and 
the very thing that attracted our atten-
tion to begin with±the artist's art±sinks 
into the sands of sentimentality. 

It's completely bizarre that one of 
Stravinsky's most extraordinary works, 
!e Rake's Progress, which occupied him 
for three years and can be seen as both 
the consummation and valediction of 

his neo±classical period±and which was 
®rst performed in 1951 within months 
of the (liberating) death of Schoenberg 
and the commencement of Stravinsky's 
exploration of serialism with Cantata 
(which itself has become notorious for 
its use of anti±Semitic verses)±should 
not be mentioned at all. 

!ose curious about Stravinsky's 
life should look at Palmer's DVD, and 
those curious about his work should 
look at Michael Tilson !omas's DVD 
on !e Rite of Spring, which moves 
adroitly between narrative and analysis 
and includes a full performance of the 
Rite itself. But without plunging into 
scholarship, it would be useful to read 
White's biography or Paul Gri&ths's 
short critical monograph in the Master 
Musicians series or to actually listen to 
Stravinsky's music on DVD or televi-
sion concert archive. Simon Rattle's 
2008 Moscow performance of the Sym-
phony in !ree Movements is available on 
the Berlin Philharmonic app or a DVD, 
and it will knock your socks o#. 
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