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Igor Stravinsky was born in Oranienbaum, Russia in 1882 and died in New York City in 

1971. He completed his ballet Petrouchka in 1911, and it was first performed the same year by 

the Ballets Russes at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris under the direction of Pierre Monteux. 

Stravinsky revised the orchestration several times; the version heard tonight was his last 

revision, done in 1947. The score calls for 3 flutes, piccolo, 3 oboes, English horn, 3 clarinets, 

bass clarinet, 4 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, 

percussion, harp, celeste, piano, and strings. 

***** 

In nearly every culture that has had a tradition of puppetry there have also been legends, 

myths and fairy tales about puppets brought to life. Pierrot for the French, Punch for the British, 

Pinocchio for the Italians and Petrouchka for the Russians—all are characters whose straw and 

sawdust turn miraculously into flesh and blood. For Stravinsky, Petrouchka was “the immortal 

and unhappy hero of every fair.” 

After the huge success of The Firebird, Stravinsky and Serge Diaghilev (director of the 

Ballet Russe) planned to collaborate again on a ballet based on pagan rituals—The Rite of 

Spring. In the meantime Stravinsky sought to “refresh” himself by composing a concert piece 

with a prominent piano part, motivated by the idea of a puppet brought to life. When Diaghilev 

heard what Stravinsky had composed, he instantly saw its dramatic potential and persuaded 

Stravinsky to develop his ideas into a large-scale ballet called Petrouchka. 



The first scene depicts a fair in Admiralty Square in Saint Petersburg. People of all 

classes—some sober, some not—are seen browsing among the many stalls and entertainments. 

The bustling music may be heard to stop and, like a zoom lens, focus on one hurdy-gurdy player, 

then another. The Puppet-Master draws open the curtain of his theater to reveal his three puppets: 

Petrouchka, a Ballerina, and a Moor. He plays his flute, charming them into life, whereupon they 

perform a vigorous Russian dance. 

Scene two opens with Petrouchka in his tiny cardboard room. The dissonant theme in the 

clarinets is his anguished cry—he is disgusted at his grotesque appearance and his dependency 

on the Puppet-Master. When the Ballerina enters, he falls in love with her. When she rejects him, 

he erupts in rage. 

In scene three we find the Moor dancing about his opulent room. The Ballerina enters 

(trumpet solo) and she and the Moor dance to a purposely banal waltz. Petrouchka tries to 

intrude, but is kicked out. 

Scene four depicts the fair, this time at night. Among other things we hear a group of 

dancing nursemaids and a peasant leading a performing bear, brilliantly scored for tuba solo. 

Petrouchka enters, pursued by the Moor; after a chase the Moor slays Petrouchka with his 

scimitar. The Puppet-Master reassures the onlookers that Petrouchka was, after all, only a puppet. 

But as he drags the body off-stage, Petrouchka’s ghost appears above the puppet theater, jeering 

one last time at the Puppet-Master and—it seems—the whole world. The music fades quickly 

and quietly, almost like a question. 

Where The Firebird is commonly described as late-romantic, Petrouchka presents a much 

more harsh and dissonant musical idiom. Stravinsky accentuates the stridency in the fair scenes 



by interspersing literal quotes from dance-hall tunes and Russian folk songs; the contrast is 

telling. Petrouchka’s jeering theme—mournful in the second scene, terrifying at the end—is bi-

tonal. That is, it is simultaneously in two different keys; in this case, C major and F-sharp major, 

as distant as two keys can be. Thus Stravinsky’s two-sided theme expresses the two sides of 

Petrouchka: a puppet of wood and straw, and a living, feeling being. The appearance of 

Petrouchka’s apparition after his death suggests that the puppet was not only alive, but had a 

soul; with the mysterious ending that remains unresolved, the question is left hanging.


