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Introduction

When the world first heard Igor Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring in 1913, the reaction was nothing short of a cultural 

earthquake.  The ballet’s daring rhythms, dissonant harmonies, and revolutionary choreography shattered every 

expectation of what music could be.  Decades later, the historian and musicologist Modris Eksteins revisited that 

pivotal night in his book Rites of Spring, offering a meticulous account that blends archival research, musical

analysis, and cultural commentary. This article explores Eksteins’ life and scholarship, the book’s core arguments,

and its lasting impact on how we understand early 20th �century music and society.

Who Is Modris Eksteins?

Early Life and Academic Career

Modris Eksteins was born in 1935 in Riga, Latvia, a city that would later become a crucible of artistic

experimentation in the early 1900s. Growing up during the interwar period, Eksteins witnessed firsthand the

tensions between tradition and modernity that would define his later work. He earned his Ph.D. in musicology at

the University of Cambridge, where he was mentored by some of the most influential scholars in the field.

Contributions to Musicology

Eksteins’ career is marked by a relentless pursuit of context.  His research spans from medieval chant to 

20th �century avant �garde, but he is perhaps best known for his interdisciplinary approach.  He integrates music 

theory, cultural history, and even political science to illuminate how sound interacts with society.  His most 

celebrated works include Music and the Social Order and Stravinsky: The Music of a Revolutionary.

Overview of Rites of Spring

The Book’s Purpose and Scope

Published in 2003, Rites of Springis not merely a historical narrative; it is a deep dive into the moment that

reshaped Western music. Eksteins argues that the ballet’s premiere was a collision of artistic ambition and societal

upheaval, and he meticulously documents the chain of events leading up to the infamous “riot.”  The book covers:

•  The creative process behind Stravinsky’s score and Nijinsky’s choreography

•  The social climate of early 20th �century Paris and Vienna

•  The media’s portrayal of the premiere

•  Long �term effects on composers, critics, and audiences

Historical Context of the 1913 Premiere

In 1913, the world was on the brink of war.  The arts were in flux, with movements like Fauvism, Cubism, and 

Futurism challenging conventional aesthetics.  Stravinsky, a young composer who had already broken ground with 

his 1912 ballet The Firebird, sought to push boundaries further. He collaborated with the famed choreographer

Vaslav Nijinsky, whose daring interpretation of pagan rituals resonated with the era’s fascination with the primitive.

Musical Analysis of Stravinsky’s Score



Eksteins delves into the musical architecture of the ballet, highlighting:

1.  Rhythmic Innovation: The irregular meters and syncopated patterns defied the expectations of audiences 

accustomed to regular dance rhythms.

2.  Harmonic Exploration: Stravinsky’s use of polytonality and dissonant clusters challenged the tonal 

conventions of the time.

3.  Orchestration Techniques: The composer’s unconventional instrument pairings created a raw, almost primal 

sonic palette.

The Cultural Impact of the 1913 Premiere

Audience Reaction and the "Riot"

When the ballet opened at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, the audience’s reaction was far from the polite

applause one might expect. Critics describe a scene of uproar, with some patrons shouting, “What a barbarism!”

and others demanding the performance be halted. Eksteins examines contemporary newspaper accounts,

personal diaries, and even police reports to reconstruct the chaotic atmosphere. He argues that the “riot” was less

a spontaneous outburst and more a manifestation of deep cultural anxieties about modernity.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Following the premiere, Stravinsky’s reputation exploded.  While some critics condemned the work, others praised 

its audacity.  Over the decades, Rite of Springhas become a touchstone for discussions about the role of music in

reflecting and shaping societal change. Eksteins’ book has helped scholars understand how a single performance

could ignite debates about art, politics, and identity.

Eksteins’ Methodology and Sources

Archival Research

One of Eksteins’ most impressive feats is his exhaustive use of primary sources.  He combed through:

•  Stravinsky’s original manuscripts and correspondence

•  Nijinsky’s choreographic notes

•  Contemporary reviews from French, German, and Russian publications

•  Personal letters between musicians, critics, and patrons

By cross �referencing these documents, Eksteins was able to verify dates, trace influences, and reveal hidden

connections between the composer’s intentions and the audience’s reception.

Interdisciplinary Approach

Eksteins’ scholarship is notable for its interdisciplinary nature.  He draws from:

•  Music theory to explain structural innovations

•  Social anthropology to contextualize the “primitive” themes

•  Political science to assess how the First World War’s looming threat shaped artistic expression

•  Psychology to explore the audience’s emotional responses

This holistic perspective allows readers to appreciate the ballet not just as a musical work, but as a cultural artifact

that reflects broader societal tensions.

How Rites of Spring Influences Modern Scholarship



In Musicology

Eksteins’ detailed analysis has become a standard reference for scholars studying early 20th �century music. His

insights into rhythmic complexity and orchestration techniques are frequently cited in academic dissertations and

journal articles. The book also encourages contemporary composers to experiment with non �traditional structures,

echoing Stravinsky’s legacy.

In Cultural Studies

Beyond music, Rites of Springis a staple in cultural studies courses that examine the interplay between art and

society. By mapping the ballet’s premiere onto the socio �political landscape of pre �war Europe, Eksteins provides a

template for analyzing how artistic innovations can serve as catalysts for social change.

Key Takeaways for Students and Enthusiasts

Understanding Early 20th Century Music

Eksteins reminds us that music does not exist in a vacuum. The innovations of Stravinsky were deeply intertwined

with the artistic movements and political anxieties of the time. Recognizing these connections enriches our

appreciation of the music itself.

The Importance of Contextual Analysis

When studying a work like Rite of Spring, it’s essential to consider:

1.  Historical backdrop: The cultural climate of 1913 Paris

2.  Artist’s biography: Stravinsky’s personal journey and influences

3.  Audience reception: How contemporary listeners interpreted the work

4.  Critical discourse: The debates that followed the premiere

These layers provide a comprehensive understanding that goes beyond surface-level analysis.

Conclusion

Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Springoffers an unparalleled window into one of music’s most dramatic moments. By

weaving together meticulous archival research, rigorous musical analysis, and insightful cultural commentary,

Eksteins not only reconstructs the infamous 1913 premiere but also demonstrates how art can both mirror and

shape societal currents. For students, scholars, and music lovers alike, the book is a vital resource that

underscores the enduring power of innovation, context, and interdisciplinary inquiry. As we continue to navigate an

ever �changing cultural landscape, Eksteins’ work reminds us that the stories behind the music are just as compelling

—and instructive—as the notes themselves.
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