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A Lasting Riot

Controversy and Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring

The Rite of Spring has consistently been depicted as an epoch-
making piece of music and is often described as the most influential
musical work of the twentieth century. No mention of the piece is
complete without drawing attention to its scandalous premiere as a
ballet in Paris on May 29, 1913, which ended in a riot. The work
continues to be controversial in a variety of ways today. Academics
disagree on several fronts: was the controversy surrounding the
original performance due to the choreography rather than the music?
How quickly did the audience response change from derision to
congratulation? Does the Rite of Spring really break from the past or
does it demonstrate significant continuity with other compositions?
Does the work respect theories of composition and can it be
analyzed theoretically? And, intriguingly, is Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring
an amoral work that celebrates inhumanity? Answers to these
questions are proposed, based on the analysis of reviews of the early
performances, as well as on academic writing about the work over
several decades. The questions are further related to a review of a
performance of the work in Toronto (2012). While the Rite of Spring
may have a lessened ability to shock modern audiences, its vitality
and controversial nature remain as dramatic as ever.
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