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ABSTRACT 

From ancient Greek sculpture to experimental musical forms 

of the twentieth century, Orpheus has been the subject of 

well over one hundred works of art. The ancient legend of 

Orpheus comprises a variety of elements contained in diverse 

sources. Orpheus is shaman, musician, devoted husband, 

founder of homosexuality, oracle. 

For centuries the element of the Orpheus legend which most 

interested artists and authors was his journey to Hades. In 

medieval allegories, Orpheus became at first a metaphor of 

Christ's death and resurrection. Later he became the essence 

of the courtly lover. Renaissance authors stressed the 

civilizing power of Orpheus' music. Baroque composers and 

painters celebrated conjugal love in operas and paintings 

based upon Orpheus' journey to Hades. Romantic poets 

referred to Orpheus as the model lover. Symbolists shattered 

the romantic image of Orpheus, representing him as an 

androgynous figure, an embodiment of their synaesthetic 

ideal. 

Twentieth century artists have translated Orpheus' death 

and resurrection into the immortality of the artist in his 

works which live on after his death. For Paul Klee, Ein 

Garten fiir Orpheus offered a refuge for cultural synthesis in 

V 



the midst of economic and political chaos and the rise to 

power of the Nazis in Germany. 

Ossip Zadkine identified with Orpheus, the musician, 

seeking to become one with his instrument as Zadkine 

considered himself one with his sculptures. In each 

successive work, Orpheus' lyre became more a part of his body 

until at last in the 1956, bronze Orphee. the musician and 

lyre were one figure. 

Jean Cocteau created an allegory of the contemporary poet 

obsessed with his own death and his search for immortality. 

His 1950 film Oroh^e asserted his philosophy that the artist 

is a scribe for a higher power which controls his creativity, 

therefore his destiny. 

Igor Stravinsky, George Balanchine, and Isamu Noguchi 

created the neoclassical ballet Orphee which premiered in 

1948. The ballet represented the final element of the 

Orpheus legend--the oracle of the singing head and the 

creation of the constellation Lyra. 

VI 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

From a sixth-century B.C.E. bas relief at Delphi to a 

fountain in modern Stockholm, from a medieval verse 

representing Orpheus as an English king to Cocteau's pseudo-

surrealistic film Orph6e. from the first efforts at opera by 

the Florentine camerata to a musioue concrete theatre piece, 

Orpheus has been the subject of well over one hundred works 

of art, represented in all the fine and performing arts. The 

legend of the man who charmed the gods and whose severed head 

became an oracle to rival Apollo has fascinated authors and 

artists from the early classical age of Greece to the 

present. The development of Orpheus' legend presents a 

synthesis of the humanities, particularly religion, 

philosophy, poetry, and music. The interest of some of the 

great masters of the arts throughout European history 

testifies to the usefulness for artistic expression of the 

various elements of the legend. Orpheus, whether shaman, 

religious reformer, poet, musician, lover, or oracle, 

continues to interest artists, authors, and composers. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century a number of 

scholars attempted to demonstrate the unique position of 

Orpheus in religion and the visual arts. W. K. C. Guthrie's 

Orpheus and the Greek Religion: a studv of the Orphic 



Movement reveals the complexity of the literary and 

archaeological evidence available for the study of the 

Orpheus legend. In The Arts of Orpheus. Ivan M. Linforth 

discusses both the theological and artistic influence of 

Orpheus both in ancient and modern European history. 

In recent decades authors have explored various aspects of 

the Orpheus legend and its influence on philosophy and the 

arts. Among the best of these are Elizabeth Sewell's The 

Orphic Voice; poetrv and natural history and Elizabeth 

Newby's A Portrait of the Artist: the legends of Orpheus and 

their use in Medieval and Renaissance aesthetics. Charles 

Segals' Orpheus: the mvth of the poet and Mark Owen Lee's 

dissertation, "The Myth of Orpheus and Eurydice in Western 

Literature" discuss the uses of Orphic imagery in poetry and 

prose throughout the centuries since Vergil and Ovid. John 

Warden has edited a compendium of essays, Orpheus: the 

metamorphosis of a mvth. demonstrating a great variety of 

artistic and philosophical treatments of the Orpheus legend 

from Ovid to Milton. Most recently Dorothy Kosinski has 

explored the special relationship between Orpheus and 

Symbolist painters and poets, Orpheus in Nineteenth-Centurv 

Symbolism. As yet there is no book which deals exclusively 

with the Orpheus legend and its treatment by twentieth 

century artists, authors, and composers. 



Although this dissertation is chiefly concerned with the 

Orpheus legend and its representation in the arts of the 

twentieth century, its purpose is not to present an 

exhaustive survey of those representations. Rather it is 

confined to four artists' treatment of each of four elements 

of the Orpheus legend. Each work emphasizes one aspect of 

the legend's most ancient versions, one aspect of Orpheus' 

character. For Paul Klee Orpheus is the shaman who calls 

nature to do his bidding. For Ossip Zadkine he is the 

musician whose oneness with his art attains near perfection. 

For Jean Cocteau he is the poet at the mercy of a higher 

will. For Stravinsky he is the oracle whose lyre-song 

achieves for him immortality. 

The author intends to show the significance of the 

Orpheus-related work to each artist's life's work. In order 

to show the uniqueness of their approaches, this paper will 

survey the aspects of Orpheus' character and the religious 

doctrines bearing his name which lay the foundation for that 

discussion. Next there will be a survey highlighting some of 

the more significant representations of the Orpheus legend in 

art works, literature, and music through the centuries of the 

modern era. Finally, in preparation for the chapters on the 

four works, the author will present a brief survey of the 

artistic concepts and movements at the beginning of the 



twentieth century which provide the background for the 

specific styles of the artists. 

As an historical character Orpheus is as elusive as 

Proteus, changing shape and slipping from our grasp just as 

we think we have a firm grip on him. The diversity of the 

legend's elements and the breadth of its associations over 

the centuries is too great for any one book. Orpheus' very 

nature and the variety of sources for information about his 

history have fueled scholarly debates and inspired a great 

range of interpretations. His story has appeared in many 

forms, sometimes fragmentary, often contradictory. Indeed, 

there is no one ancient source which contains all the 

elements of the legend. Especially, there is no single 

source which clarifies the origin of the religious cult, now 

called Orphism, which appeared in the sixth-century B.C.E. 

and persisted well into the first centuries of Christian 

history. 

Orpheus was shaman, singer, civilizer of tribal Greece, 

lover, ascetic, prophet, religious teacher. The earliest 

reference to the name Orpheus is from a Greek fragment by the 

sixth century B.C.E. writer Ibykos [Ibicus] who calls him 

"famous Orpheus." Thus the first thing we know about Orpheus 

is that he was already an ancient and well-known figure to 

the Greeks of the Classical Age. It is, therefore, possible 

to assume that the story of Orpheus grew out of the oral 



traditions and legends of tribal Greece. From Ibykos' time 

to this, over 2500 years, writers and artists of each age in 

Western culture have been attracted by one aspect or another 

of Orpheus' story. 

The story best known to modern readers is drawn 

principally from the poems of Vergil and Ovid, the finest 

poets of Rome's Augustan Age. The greatest musician in 

ancient Greece was the Thracian singer Orpheus. When Orpheus 

sang and played his lyre, all nature drew near to hear the 

music. He married the Dryad, Eurydice, who was bitten on her 

heel by a serpent. Orpheus was so devastated by her death 

that he journeyed to the Underworld to plead with the gods 

for her release. Moved by the beauty of Orpheus' song, Pluto 

and his wife Persephone granted him his request. However, 

they placed a restriction, or taboo, on the couple's journey 

home--Orpheus must not look at Eurydice until they reached 

the earth. At the last moment, possibly attracted by the 

voices of the Furies behind him, Orpheus turned. Just as he 

caught sight of Eurydice, she slipped back to the world of 

the dead. 

Without her Orpheus was lost. Attended by the men of 

Thrace, he sat in the groves and sang his lament. He spurned 

the attention of women, preferring instead the company of 

boys and young men. This so angered the Maenads, female 

worshippers of Dionysos, that they became enraged. In a 



drunken frenzy they attacked Orpheus with swords and 

household or farming tools. The women tore him to pieces and 

beheaded him. They threw his head into the river, whence it 

floated, still singing, into the Aegean and finally landed on 

the island of Lesbos. 

Afterwards, the Maenads repented and, gathering the pieces 

of Orpheus' body, they buried them near Dion in Thrace. 

Dionysos punished them by turning them into trees to stand 

forever in the pattern of an Orphic dance. On the beach at 

Lesbos a serpent threatened to bite Orpheus' head, but Apollo 

turned the snake to stone. The singing head was placed in 

the temple of Dionysos on Lesbos. His lyre, which had 

followed his head to Lesbos, was placed in the temple of 

Apollo. For some years the miraculous prophesying head of 

Orpheus served as an oracle which was consulted by people 

from all over Greece.^ Finally, a jealous Apollo ordered 

Orpheus' head to cease prophesying. Apollo then buried the 

head on Lesbos. The Muses, possibly led by Orpheus' mother, 

Kalliope, begged Apollo to place Orpheus' lyre in the 

heavens. It became the constellation Lyra. 

•'•An oracle was a sacred place where priests and mediums in trances 
answered questions of destiny. As the answers were often ambiguous, the 
right answer depended upon the supplicant's phrasing the question 
properly. 



CHAPTER II 

A SURVEY OF THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF THE ORPHEUS LEGEND 

Story Elements 

Parentage. According to the earliest legends, Orpheus, 

the Father of Lays, was born of a Muse and the Thracian river 

god Oeagrus.2 By the Classical Age it was accepted that the 

Muse was Kalliope (the Muse of Poetry), and that Oeagrus, 

sometimes called King of Thrace, had been supplanted by 

Apollo. Without mentioning parentage the Classical poet 

Pindar tells us that, "from Apollo came that player on the 

lyre and father of songs, even Orpheus the well-praised."^ 

And though he was known to have lived in the time of heroes 

and the birth of myths, Orpheus was not himself a hero in the 

traditional Homeric sense. Still his universal appeal to 

generations of readers often has far exceeded that of the 

heroes. Perhaps because so little was known of the details 

of his life, originating as it probably did in tribal tales, 

his story was more open to supposition than those of the 

heroes whose lives were so well drawn in the epic poetry of 

Mycenaean traditions. Once Orpheus was even claimed to be an 

^Otto Kern, Orphicorum fraamenta. (Berlin: Weidmannsche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1963; from the original 1922 edition), 22-26. 

^Gilbert Norwood, Pindar (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1945), 41. 
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ancestor of Homer; but in the fifth century B.C.E. Herodotus, 

Father of History, omitted him from Homer's genealogy. 

Homeland. Orpheus was identified from the fifth century 

B.C.E. on as being from Thrace, for Thrace was considered the 

home of the Muses. Yet vase paintings of that century 

clearly show Orpheus in Hellene attire playing his lyre for 

groups of men in Thracian caps and cloaks, suggesting that 

Orpheus was an immigrant. Certainly the religious teachings 

which claimed him as founder had their origins outside 

Hellene theology. Orpheus' demeanor was civilized; he 

worshipped Apollo, a Hellene deity. Therefore, his placement 

among the wild Thracian Dionysians gives him the appearance 

of a missionary, and eventually a martyr to Apollo's worship. 

And though earlier in this century mythographer Jane Harrison 

said he came "from the home of music, the North,"^ other, 

more recent authors have said that he came via Thrace from 

farther north.^ Which northerly direction--Norse or Indus--is 

not certain. Whatever the origins of his theology, it is 

best when speaking of Orpheus to separate the person from the 

religious tradition as clearly as possible; and Orpheus 

himself has always been referred to as Thracian, whether by 

birth or immigration. 

^Jane Ellen Harrison, Prolegomena to the Studv of Greek Religion. 3d 
ed. (New York: Meridian Books, 1955), 456. 

^M. L. West, The Orphic Poems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 4. 



Legends. It was said that the Dactyls were Orpheus' 

teachers. According to some traditions these five sons of 

Rhea, sprung as they were from the fingers of her right hand 

in the pangs of birthing Zeus, knew their Goddess-Mother's 

mysteries and shared them with the most gifted singer, 

Orpheus. In popular lore the Dactyls personified the fingers 

whose joints were allotted to the letters of the Orphic 

calendar-alphabet. Orphic mysteries were said to be 

established upon a magic sequence of trees, each representing 

a letter associated with a different segment of the year. At 

the head of each season was a vowel: spring, gorse--o; 

summer, heather--u; autumn, poplar--e; winter, fir and yew--a 

and i respectively sharing the season. This system is 

generally thought to be of Phrygian origin, correlative to 

the Pelasgian and Latin alphabets which complemented the five 

vowels with thirteen consonants.^ Apollonius Rhodius in the 

third century B.C.E. reported that the magic trees, which he 

poeticized into "ancient oaks," were still standing as 

Orpheus placed them "rank on rank of them, like soldiers on 

the march. ""̂  

^Robert Graves, The Greek Myths, vol. 1 (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 
1955), 185-186. 

^Apollonius of Rhodes, The Voyage of Argo: The Argonautica, 2d ed., 
trans. E. V, Rieu (London: Penguin Books, 1971), 3 5-3 6. 
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In Book XI of the Metamorphoses. Ovid states that Orpheus 

taught Midas, King of Bromium, a region of Macedonia.^ This 

appears to be the only mention in antiquity of this element 

of Orpheus' story and may be his own invention or may have 

been drawn from some Hellenistic or other source now lost. 

As noted previously Orpheus was considered the most gifted 

singer in the heroic age. By Classical tradition his 

musicianship came from his parents, as did his special 

magical gifts. Those gifts were attributed particularly to 

Apollo. As a worshipper of Apollo, Helios, the Sun-God, 

Orpheus went each day to Thrace's Mt. Pangaion in order to 

meet his father/god.^ From the first, Orpheus' music was said 

to have had a special charm. The word charm should be taken 

in its antique literal sense, for Orpheus was probably a 

"shaman." As late as Herodotus' lifetime Thracian shamans 

were famous for their powers. ̂° The shaman was the tribal 

mystic who bridged the terrible gulf between the living and 

the dead, between life and the hereafter. Through music and 

ecstatic trances the shaman could heal the sick and bring the 

dead back to life. All the forces of nature upon earth bowed 

^A. E. Watts, trans.. The Metamorphoses of Ovid. (San Francisco: 
North Point Press, 1954), XI.92-93. 

% . K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion: a Studv of the 
Orphic Movement (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1966), 32. 

^^Charles Segal, Orpheus: the Myth of the Poet (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1989), 159. 
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to their power, as they did to Orpheus' magical song. It was 

said that even rivers stopped flowing when he sang. Rocks 

and trees and all manner of birds and animals approached to 

hear his music. It was under the spell of his lyre's tune 

that the magical trees of his secret lore came from Pieria to 

Zone on the Thracian coast. ̂^ In actual fact he was probably 

considered more priest than singer. 

This combination of powerful mystic and musician served 

him when he joined the Argonauts' voyage to Kolchis. 

According to Apollonius Rhodius in The Vovage of the Argo 

Jason listed Orpheus first among his crew on the advice of 

Cheiron. He seems the very antithesis of the hero. Each 

hero in turn is listed along with his great muscular strength 

and skill. Orpheus alone stands as the artist. Yet this 

apparent "weakness" is no doubt the reason for his presence 

among that legendary crew. As Keleustes he would sing to set 

the pace of the rowers. The power of his song called the 

reluctant Argo into the water and before the journey began 

soothed the quarreling Argonauts. He sang to sleep the 

dragon which guarded the fleece at Kolchis. In the third 

century C.E. Philostratus added to the tale in his Imagines. 

In his version Orpheus' song calmed the storms at sea. The 

Orphic Argonautica further embellished the story at key 

•'••'•Apollonius of Rhodes, 35-36. 
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moments with a number of sacrifices performed by Orpheus in 

his capacity as religious leader of the journey. ̂2 

There can be no doubt that the most famous element of 

Orpheus' history was his journey to the Underworld to plead 

for the return of his wife, only to lose her again on the way 

up to Earth. To understand later treatments of this part of 

the legend, one must deal with the curious variety of "facts" 

from the many sources current in the five centuries before 

the Christian Era. The name "Eurydice" was not furnished 

until the first century B.C.E. ̂^ Earlier accounts, 

particularly those from the fifth and fourth centuries, 

merely call his wife a Thracian Diryad (wood-nymph) ; some 

mention only a woman; and others omit her entirely. As 

shaman Orpheus would have reason to visit Hades without the 

romantic device of a lover's errand. The earliest versions 

picture Orpheus in Hades playing his lyre to charm Hecate 

into granting special favors to his initiates.^^ Some of 

those authors who do supply a wife as reason for the journey 

praise Orpheus' success in returning her to life, notable 

among them Euripides and Hermesianax.^^ Orpheus was certainly 

not the only figure of legend to have challenged Hades' 

l^Guthrie, , 28. 

l^Kern, 62. 

l^Graves, 115. 

^^See Eur ip ides ' A l c e s t i s 357, with s c h o l i a s t 
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powers.16 These challengers faced no easy task. Even those 

who returned found a different life awaiting them, far from 

the "normal life of the community. "̂"̂  

It was Plato who first emphasized Orpheus' failure, 

perhaps in order to counter the Athenian people's strong 

faith in the power of music, most particularly of Orpheus' 

music, to bend the will of the gods. Calling Orpheus a 'mere 

musician' in the Republic. Plato denigrated Orpheus' art, 

warning against faith in all artists' work as dangerous and 

self-seductive. The great Roman poets of the Augustan Age, 

Vergil and Ovid, imprinted this tragedy upon the minds of all 

future writers and artists. Their versions will be discussed 

later; for an examination of the fragmentary evidence reveals 

that his failure through breaking the taboo may have been an 

invention of the Alexandrian Age, a romantic age ripe for 

tales of tragic love. 

Regardless of the reason for his journey to Hades and back 

to earth, Orpheus' death soon followed. His manner upon 

returning was greatly changed. He was said to espouse 

celibacy and to sit listlessly under a willow tree day after 

•'̂ În Greek legend alone one reads such tales of Theseus and 
Herakles. At least one aspect of Olympian/Chtonian mythology was based 
on Dionysus' trips to Hades and his return to earth with Persephone to 
guarantee the return of spring. Legends from other cultures abound as 
well. The reader might wish to study Padraic Colum's work, Orpheus: 
Mvths of the World. 

l^Kevin Crotty, Song and Action: the Victory Odes of Pindar. 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982) 122. 
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day singing to the men of Thrace. The most widely accepted 

account is that Thracian Dionysos ordered his Maenads to 

murder Orpheus out of jealousy at being neglected by Orpheus' 

worship of the Hellene Apollo. But some popular and perhaps 

older versions state that the Thracian women acted out of 

their own jealousy for their husbands' attention to Orpheus.^^ 

Complicating the matter still further is the information 

given by the Greek author Pausanias. In his travel guide to 

Greece Pausanias included the possibility that Orpheus 

committed suicide out of despair, and the even more 

incredible tale that Zeus struck Orpheus with a thunderbolt 

because he taught the people mysteries which belonged 

properly to the gods alone. These are both late additions to 

the story. 

The key factor in this segment of the story is Orpheus' 

singing only to men. Herein lies the seed of later ages' 

charging Orpheus with mysogyny and the introduction of 

homosexuality to Greece. Like the tale of the tragic errand 

these elements seem to be entirely the invention of the 

Alexandrian Age as recorded by the poet Phanokles, and 

transmitted to future generations three centuries later by 

Ovid. 

18rpĵg Thracian practice of tattooing their women as punishment for 
the murder of Orpheus was still common in Plutarch's day. See 
Plutarch's Essavs. "On the slowness of divine vengeance," 12. 
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Even the traditions for the events which followed Orpheus' 

death vary. The accounts which blame the Thracian women have 

the husbands bury Orpheus at Dion in Thrace. Some of the 

accounts which blame the Maenads also speak of his burial, 

but describe its placement in more general terms as "at the 

foot of Mount Olympus." (One can see Mount Olympus from 

Dion.) In these accounts, after they dismembered him, 

Orpheus' attackers are said to have thrown his head (some 

include his lyre) into the nearby river (by tradition the 

River Hebrus), whence it floated, singing, out to sea. While 

Lesbos is most often mentioned as the oracular head's 

destination, Konon says that the head was found at the mouth 

of the River Meles in Smyrna.^^ 

Orpheus' lyre deserves special mention, for this was the 

lyre which Hermes, son of Zeus and Atlas' daughter Maia, made 

from a tortoise shell on the day he was born. After an 

argument over his theft of twelve of Apollo's cattle, Hermes 

reconciled himself to Apollo by giving him the lyre. Apollo 

later gave the instrument to his son Orpheus. Therefore, his 

returning it to the heavens after the close of Orpheus' 

oracle seems only fitting. In Olympian rites the lyre was 

associated with the worship of Apollo. Its gentle tones and 

^^For a list of the sources for these final tales of Orpheus' 
prophetic head and immortal lyre, consult Graves, 113, notes 7 and 8; 
except Konon, see Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 35. 
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natural tuning (capable of matching the northern modes from 

Phrygia, Lydia and Thrace normally associated with the wild-

sounding aulos) made it well-suited to the trances which in 

contrast to Dionysian practice were induced without the 

worshippers' becoming drunk. The very quietness of the four-

stringed lyre became a symbol of Orpheus' character--

mystical, calm, creator of entrancing song. 

Character 

From the widely varying accounts of the events of his life 

and from the earliest references to Orphic theology, a 

single, complex character emerges. W.K.C. Guthrie called 

Orpheus' complexity of character tantamount to 

"scrappiness,"^o an adjective variously defined as consisting 

of odds and ends (British), or as an aggressive and 

determined spirit (American). No doubt the British Guthrie 

intended to convey the former meaning, but either definition 

could be applied to Orpheus' individuality. Certainly 

Orpheus was unique in Greek history; for although he was not 

divine, he was accorded the reverence usually reserved for 

deities. Orpheus was before all else a musician of extreme 

accomplishment, a theologos singing of the divine. As such 

he not only embodied the best of Greek music tradition, he 

^^Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 49 
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became the inspiration for centuries of poets and musicians, 

an example of excellence for them to emulate. Orpheus was a 

gentle man, brooding at worst/meditative at best, a mystical 

mediator between this world and the next. Perhaps the 

earliest traditions about Orpheus equate him with 

agriculture, or so the scholars of late antiquity believed. 

The stories of his journey to Hades, like that of Dionysos, 

probably grew out of his identification with the death of 

plant-life in winter and its resurrection in spring. This 

identification with Dionysos was intensified by the stories 

of his death. For Dionysos, too, was ripped apart in frenzy. 

The remains of both were scattered over the fields as all 

nature lamented. The confusion comes in Orpheus' equally 

strong identification with Olympian Apollo whom he was known 

to worship even in Thrace, the home the Chtonian Dionysos. 

By his intimacy with both these deities (generally accepted 

in Athenian theology as two aspects of the same son of Zeus) 

Orpheus possessed the secrets both of Mount Olympus and of 

the Underworld. This duality certainly made Orpheus the 

perfect person of antiquity for sixth century B.C.E. 

reformers to claim as founder for the unique new cult, so 

uncharacteristic of Attic religious thought. For with the 

introduction of the cult came the civilizing Orpheus, the 

humanist. Their Orpheus forbade his followers to eat meat. 
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and ended forever the human s a c r i f i c e s which had marked the 

ear ly s tages of Olympian r i t e s .21 

H i s t o r i c i t y 

I t i s common to speak of Orpheus as an h i s t o r i c a l person. 

But "famous" though he was, did such a person ever ex i s t even 

in the Bronze Age of Thracian pre-h is tory? The h i s t o r i a n 

Herodotus mentioned not the man but "Orphica"--a neuter 

p lu ra l ad jec t ive requir ing an implied noun to be supplied by 

the reader . Herodotus spoke of Orphic l i t e r a t u r e and Orphic 

r e l i g ion , but not of t h e i r founder. None of the wr i t e r s in 

Class ica l Greece seemed in t e res t ed in Orpheus' h i s t o r i c i t y . 

Much of the evidence that has survived re fe r s to Orpheus 

i n d i r e c t l y . Doubt about the r e a l i t y of Orpheus the man arose 

in the fourth century B.C.E. According to Cicero, wr i t ing 

almost th ree cen tur ies l a t e r , A r i s t o t l e s t a t ed emphatically 

tha t Orpheus never exis ted beyond mere s t o r y - t e l l i n g . Each 

of the wr i t e r s before and a f te r A r i s t o t l e appears to have 

presupposed h i s h i s t o r i c i t y . 

^-'-Fritz Graf, Eleusis und die orphische Dichtung Athens in 
vorhellenistischer Zeit (Berlin and New York: W. de Gruyter, 1974), 35-
38. It is important to recognize that the matter of human sacrifice in 
ancient Greece is one of continued controversy. One might conclude that 
the Orphic doctrine of vegetarianism suggested that Greeks had practiced 
human sacrifice in their earlier tribal stages long before the Periklean 
Age. Scholars who argue for the existence of such a tradition generally 
quote sources from late antiquity; Graf cites Horace. 
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It is modern scholarship which argues Orpheus' existence. 

Will Durant stated, "Very probably he existed, though all 

that we now know of him bears the marks of myth."22 jane 

Harrison asserted vehemently her faith in Orpheus' humanity, 

his existence "before the dawn of history, "23 yet she based 

her faith on writers who flourished around the beginning of 

the Roman Empire, not on Greek sources. The nineteenth-

century German scholar Bernhardy called Orpheus, "that 

religious symbol which even before the time of Alexander did 

not pass for the name of any poet who had ever lived."24 ivan 

M. Linforth concurred with Bernhardy, detailing his arguments 

in his book The Arts of Oroheus. W. K. C. Guthrie stated 

that a cult as tenacious and widespread as the Orphics could 

hardly have flourished without an historical founder, all the 

while asserting "with confidence that no living inhabitant of 

prehistoric Thrace ever" founded such a religious cult. 25 But 

whether we believe Orpheus to be historical or mythological 

is irrelevant. Without more evidence at our disposal we dare 

not speak absolutely for either side of the issue. The key 

factor is that through much of their history the Greeks 

22will Durant, The Story of Civilization, vol 2, The Life of Greece 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1939), 189. 

23Harrison, Prolegomena. 459. 

24Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 4. 

25Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 57. 
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believed he was historical. And it was on this belief that 

both the myth and the theology thrived. 

Literary Evidence 

To the student of Orpheus and Orphic literature the "mass" 

of literary and artistic evidence may seem daunting at first. 

After a period of study, however, it will become clear that 

the difficulty lies in the fragmentary nature of the evidence 

and its actual paucity compared with other figures in Greek 

literature and history. It is no wonder that Guthrie spoke 

of "the wreck of Greek literature which has come down to 

us. "26 Perhaps the best description of the scholar's problem 

with Orpheus was given by John Friedman in his excellent book 

Orpheus in the Middle Aaes. " . . . this Orpheus of very early 

times may be said to resemble somewhat a broken antique 

statue, pieced together from scattered fragments and even 

then forced to face posterity without an arm or a nose."2^ 

Some of the principal literary sources for information 

about Orpheus were mentioned earlier: Ibykos, Pindar, 

Euripides, Herodotus, Plato, Aristotle, Hermesianax, 

Apollonius Rhodius, Phanokles, Plutarch, and Pausanias. More 

should be said of some of these writers, and there are other 

26Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 266. 

2^John Block Friedman, Orpheus in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1970), 5. 
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authors whose contributions should be noted. As nearly as 

possible the order in which they appear here is 

chronological. 

Pindar, fifth century B.C.E. lyric poet, contributed three 

important "facts" regarding Orpheus. As noted earlier Pindar 

credited Apollo with sending Orpheus to the Greeks. He was 

the first to detail the Argo's expedition in a comprehensive 

story form, including Orpheus in the crew. Pindar described 

the penalties reserved in the after-life as well as the cycle 

of reincarnation (the Wheel of Human Life) which was central 

to Orphic doctrine. 

The great tragic playwright Aeschylus, a contemporary of 

Pindar, gave us the earliest-known dramatic account of the 

journey of Orpheus to Hades and his subsequent death at the 

hand of the Maenads, albeit in a play which is now lost. In 

Bassarids (or Bassarai). he told also of Orpheus' worship of 

Apollo on Mount Pangaion and how he angered Dionysos. As 

Aeschylus' emphasis was religious rather than romantic, it is 

assumed that he gave little attention to details of the 

rescue. This, however, remains conjecture.28 in Agamemnon 

Aeschylus described the magical charm of Orpheus' singing and 

credited Orpheus with a civilizing power. 

28For a list of sources which describe this lost play, see West, 12, 
n. 33. 
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Another fifth-century writer, the historian Herodotus, 

gave us much of what we understand of early Orphic practice. 

It was he who connected the Orphic cult with Egyptian rites, 

particularly in the practice of forbidding the wearing of 

wool in favor of linen for worship and burial. He wrote of 

the hieros logos, or "sacred story," told about Orphic 

observances. At the same time Herodotus challenged the 

Orphics' claim to have originated these rites. According to 

Herodotus, they were introduced into Greece by Pythagoras, 

but had originated in Egypt.29 on his word generations of 

writers included a journey to Egypt preceding Orpheus' 

joining the Argonauts. He reported the existence of Bacchic 

(Orphic) cults in the northern Greek colonies. 

In the same century the tragic dramatist Euripides 

supplied the first direct references to Orphic literature, 

noting principally magic spells and incantations in Alcestis 

and the Cvclops. In Hiopolvtus he refers to the Orphic's 

vegetarianism. 

We have already seen that Plato introduced the idea that 

Orpheus failed in his attempt to rescue Eurydice from Hades. 

He went further, suggesting that the gods gave to Orpheus 

only a ghost or phantasm, and not a real woman. Plato used 

2%. K. C. Guthrie, The Greeks and Their Gods (London: Methuen and 
Co., Ltd., 1950; reprint, 1968), 313 (page references are to reprint 
edition). 
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Orpheus as a negative example, specifically of the wrong 

approach to music as the regulator of a man's soul. For 

Plato Orpheus' story was a moral for the Greeks of what 

happens to men who attain near-Olympian greatness on their 

own power--they must be destroyed. In the Symposium, the 

Republic and Cratvlus he disparaged Orpheus' musical talent 

and accused the singer of failing to respond appropriately to 

his wife's death, dismissing his subsequent grieving as self-

indulgent . He further accused Orpheus of scheming to 

contradict the laws of nature. His writings represent the 

attitude of Athenian intelligentsia to the Oroheotelestai. 

soothsayers and peddlers of initiation rites. As founder of 

a cult which encouraged excessive affectation and preyed on 

men's fears of the afterlife, Orpheus had no place in Plato's 

perfectly balanced ideal society. Still Plato recognized the 

hieros logos (which others had credited as Orphic) for 

revealing that the soul is immortal.^° 

In addition to casting doubt on the historical existence 

of Orpheus, Aristotle disclaimed Orpheus' authorship of the 

poems bearing his name. In de philosophia he ascribed them 

to Onomakritos, a sixth century Greek writer. Like his 

teacher Plato, Aristotle recognized the power of music over 

•̂ F̂or a fuller discussion see Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek 
Religion. 14ff. For a list of Plato's references to Orpheus see Kern, 
Index II, 3 69. 
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the soul, but attributed it to psychological response, as 

human rather than cosmic identity.^^ 

In contrast to Plato's denigration of Orpheus as a 

schemer, Hermesianax praises Orpheus as courageous in the 

face of danger in descending to Hades to rescue the "Thracian 

Agriope. "̂ 2 

Apollonius Rhodius (third century B.C.E.) expanded 

Pindar's version of the expedition of the Argonauts to find 

the Golden Fleece. In contrast to Pindar's lyric style, 

Apollonius' poetry is epic, his characters larger than life. 

The more pertinent details of Orpheus' part in the story have 

already been discussed. 

In the late second century B.C.E. the poet Antipater of 

Sidon, speaking of Orpheus, anticipated the Romantic spirit 

which would yearn for a lost art: "No longer will you put to 

sleep the roar of the winds not the hail nor the swirl of 

snowflakes nor the crashing sea. For you have perished. . . 

Why do we wail over sons who have died when not even the 

gods have the power to keep Hades from their children."^^ 

Konon (first century B.C.E.) gave as the reason for the 

Thracian women's murder of Orpheus the fact that he refused 

to initiate women into his mysteries. Refuting his view. 

^^Refer to Aristotle, Metaphysics. A3,983b27 in Kern, 95, #25 

32segal, 156. 

•̂̂ Segal, 5, translating Antipater X. 
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however, are many authors' references to women's 

participation in the rites of Dionysos, in which they had a 

natural part, as well as in the Orphic cults throughout their 

history .̂ 4 

One of the first scholars to experience the confusion of 

details about Orpheus' life and doctrines was Diodorus 

Siculus. This first-century B.C.E. historian admitted the 

many contradictions among ancient writers on Orpheus and 

Orphic literature and attempted to state clearly what was 

known concerning the legend.^^ Diodorus upheld the tradition 

that Orpheus had visited Egypt, as well as the tattooing of 

Thracian women. He also reported that Orpheus used the 

ancient thirteen character calendar-alphabet and that the 

legend of his moving the trees and rocks referred to the 

seasonal sequence of trees and symbolic animals in Orphic 

doctrine. In telling of the myths about Dionysos ^̂  perhaps 

Diodorus' most significant revelation is his simple statement 

that Dionysos came to Europe from Asia via the Hellespont. 

A number of twentieth-century scholars have used this 

statement as testimony of their beliefs that the very 

•̂ M̂ore follows on the subject of women's participation in Orphic 
rites in the discussion of Greek religious practices and Orphic 
doctrines later in this paper. 

•̂ D̂iodorus Siculus 3.62, in Kern, 316. 

^^Diodorus Siculus 3.65, in Kern, 316. 
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unhellenic theology of the Orphic cult originated outside of 

Greece. 

The first-century B.C.E. geographer Strabo held an 

esoteric view of Orpheus in which he thoroughly confused the 

legend with the religious cult. His Orpheus was a religious 

reformer whom ambition destroyed.̂ "̂  

One of the best sources from late antiquity for knowledge 

of Orpheus is Pausanias' Guide to Greece. In addition to his 

lengthy historical and mythological tales, Pausanias (second 

century C.E.) described in detail a large number of works of 

art now lost. Among them were paintings of Orpheus and other 

characters of Greek history and literature by some of the 

most famous painters of antiquity. He visited the tomb at 

Dion in Boeotia, Orpheus' reported burial-place, with its urn 

which local inhabitants believed contained Orpheus' bones. 

The most remarkable literary sources for our knowledge of 

Orphic doctrine are a body of hymns and poems actually 

ascribed to Orpheus' authorship. Among these are the Orphic 

Argonautika. the Rhapsodic Theogonv. and the Hieroi Logoi in 

twentv-four rhapsodies--composed to explain the mythic 

foundation of the rites as practiced at least from the sixth 

century B.C.E. onwards. But while the rites date at least to 

that century, much of the literature is quite a bit later. 

^^See Guthrie's translation of the passage from Strabo, Qroheus and 
the Greek Religion. 61, n. 3. 
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Certainly the Orphic Argonautika must post-date Apollonius' 

Argonautica: and may be as recent as the fourth century C.E.̂ ^ 

In the Orphic version of the Argonauts' expedition Orpheus 

replaces Jason as the narrator and, quite naturally plays a 

more vital role in the journey than in Pindar's and 

Apollonius' poems. Keleustis becomes priest, performing a 

greater number of sacrifices throughout the trip, and 

rescuing the other sailors by his magical song. While the 

Hieroi logoi may be the oldest of the poems, its actual date 

has never been determined. In the case of the Rhapsodic 

Theogonv. several dates have been suggested ranging from the 

sixth century B.C.E. to beyond the Hellenistic Age. In 

ancient Greece it was not unusual for an author to attach the 

name of some revered name of antiquity to his own work to 

gain prestige. As stated previously, Aristotle ascribed the 

Orphic poems with which he was familiar to Onomakritos. 

Tradition had held that Hipparchus had commissioned the 

scholar Onomakritos to edit poems which were said to be 

divinely inspired. Identified as its doctrine was with 

Pythagorean thought, Orphic poetry was often attributed to 

Pythagoras, sometimes to his teacher Pherecydes, and more 

often at least to his followers. Regardless of any spurious 

claims to their authorship, the poems formed the basis of 

^^west, 37. 
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what we know about this genuine and vital reform movement. 

Since they explained the new Dionysian rituals and the 

doctrines which supported them, these poems were sacred to 

the initiates of the cult. Copies of all or part of a poem 

passed among the believers freely for centuries. What is 

left was gathered by Otto Kern into his Orphicorum Fragmenta 

in 1922, a compendium (with brief commentary) of references 

to Orpheus throughout Greek and Roman literature. Guthrie's 

Orpheus and the Greek Religion and Linforth's The Arts of 

Orpheus contain extensive discussions of the Orphic poems and 

their probable authorship. In more recent years M. L. West's 

The Orphic Poems has provided a clear exposition of the 

variety of sacred writings in Orphic tradition. 

One last piece of literary evidence remains, the Testament 

of Orpheus. This curious poem was once accepted as an early 

expression of Orphic belief and served as the bridge by which 

Orpheus became acceptable to early Christian theology. 

Actually the Testament dates from about the middle of the 

third century B.C.E. with other spurious documents of 

Alexandria's Jewish community and contains the startling 

information that Orpheus studied philosophy from Moses on 

that journey to Egypt which we have already mentioned. From 

his understanding of Moses' teaching Orpheus accepted the God 

of the Jews as the one true God and rejected the polytheism. 
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We will discuss the Testament and its influence on the first 

centuries of Christian theology in a later section. 

Artistic and Archaeological Evidenr^ 

Beyond the literary references there exists a variety of 

evidence from the visual arts and archaeology. A sixth-

century B.C.E. relief carved upon the Sikyonian Treasury at 

Delphi testifies to his having sailed with heroes of the 

Argo, for there he stands beside the ship with his lyre in 

hand and his name written above his head--"Orphos." Probably 

the earliest vase-painting is a black-figure vase showing a 

figure identified as "Chaire Orpheio" playing his lyre. But 

it is from the Attic red-figure vases of the fifth century 

B.C.E. that we learn of Orpheus' probable hellenic origins 

and immigration to Thrace, of his death at the hand of 

Thracian women bearing domestic implements as well as swords, 

of his singing only to Thracian men. All these scenes are 

depicted on a variety of vase styles--stamnoi, lekythoi, 

amphorae, and kraters. Of the forty-seven Attic red-figure 

vases listed by Sir John Beazley with Orpheus as the 

principal figure, thirty-five depict his death. Only nine 

show his charming the Thracians and the remaining two are of 

Orpheus' oracular head.^^ 

3̂ J. D. Beazley, Attic Red-Figure Vase-Painters. 2d ed. (Oxford 
University Press, 1963), index. 
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One example may serve to demonstrate the quality of the 

painters' art in fifth-century B.C.E. Athens. The column-

krater "Berlin inv. 3172, from Gela" was painted by an artist 

known simply as the Orpheus Painter. He belonged to the 

circle of followers of Polygnotos, the mural painter whose 

works were described so vividly by Pausanias but are now 

lost. Beazley called Polygnotos "the earliest master of 

expression."40 Certainly the Orpheus Painter followed his 

master's example, for the painting on the obverse of the 

column-krater is richly expressive. Orpheus in Hellene 

attire is seated on a rock. He is playing his lyre with his 

head raised serenely toward the sky as four men in Thracian 

cloaks and caps listen attentively. The two to the viewer's 

left are leaning together in a deep trance; of the two on the 

right, the nearer man is leaning in toward Orpheus while the 

figure at the far right stands apart, erect and still. The 

attention to composition and expression suggests that the 

purpose of this work is more than decoration or narration. 

This attention to the highest craftsmanship marks most of the 

^^J. D. Beazley and Bernard Ashmole, Greek Sculpture and Painting to 
the End of the Hellenistic Period (London: Cambridge University Press, 
1932; reprint, 1966), 41 (page references are to reprint edition). 
Kraters are vessels for mixing wine and water. They have wide openings. 
Column-kraters flair upwards before turning in toward a neck which 
supports the lip of the vase. The reader will find a well-illustrated 
examination of the various styles of vases, their functions, and 
decoration, in Gisela Richter, Attic Red-Figured Vases: survev. rev. 
ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1946; reprint, 1958). 
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extant "portraits" of Orpheus; and if we may believe 

Pausanias' descriptions of the paintings of Polygnotos and 

other great Classical Greek painters it marks the lost murals 

as well. 

One of these lost paintings by Polygnotos may be the 

earliest depiction of Orpheus in Hades. Pausanias did not 

mention Eurydice or a wife in his description of the scene. 

From this scholars have deduced that the errand to Hades was 

not always a journey motivated by love. By the beginning of 

the fourth century B.C.E., however, Eurydice enters the 

scenes in Hades. In one relief dated about 400 B.C.E. 

Orpheus is shown bidding Eurydice farewell as Hermes holds 

fast to her right hand. Hermes was the guide of mortal souls 

to the Underworld. This relief, which survives only in 

copies, marks the beginning of a highly romantic tradition in 

depictions of Orpheus. 

Scenes showing Orpheus' charming a variety of animals were 

common in both paintings and reliefs of the Hellenistic Age. 

The subject continued to be popular well into the Roman 

Imperial Age One notable mural at Pompeii surrounded Orpheus 

with wild as well as tame animals. As the painting was 

concurrent with the rise of Christianity, it is easy to draw 

a comparison between the power of Orpheus' music over the 

beasts and the Christian symbol of Jesus' causing the lion 

and the lamb to lie down together. Certainly the early 
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Christian paintings in the Catacombs at Rome often showed a 

single figure identified either by inscription or dress as 

both Orpheus and Christ. 

Orphic funerary art bears witness to the cult's 

eschatology. Highly symbolic paintings show the blessed 

peace which was the promise of the Bacchic mysteries to its 

initiates. Other eschatological beliefs appear on vases and 

plates from the Hellenistic Age. The Wheels of Life 

representing the cycle of reincarnation appear on a vase now 

in Munich. Gilbert Norwood uses the vase to illustrate the 

eschatology of Pindar, but at the same time equates it with 

that of the Orphics. ̂^ Among the most fascinating of the 

extant funerary artworks are the golden plates from Southern 

Italy, Thessaly, and latest of all from Crete. The plates 

from Petelia in Southern Italy now in the British Museum bear 

witness to the formula by which Orphic initiates might have 

hoped to attain the Island of the Blessed. Though there is 

no clear evidence to identify the graves as specifically 

belonging to Orphic initiates, these plates are inscribed 

with poetic excerpts containing the kind of beliefs usually 

associated with Orphics. Further argument for their being 

Orphic is their provenance: Southern Italy, Thessaly and 

Crete were all centers of Orphic cult activity. Placed 

^^Norwood, 135 with illustration facing p. 146 
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variously in the tombs (at the head, in hand, or rolled to 

fit into an amulet as at Petelia) the verses tell the buried 

person how to behave upon arrival in Hades, what magic words 

to say to insure his future bliss. 

Archaeologists have found a variety of artworks featuring 

Orpheus. A number of coins from Thrace and Alexandria bear 

Orpheus' portrait. Mosaics at Littlecote and the Isle of 

Wight, once a part of Roman Britain, picture Orpheus. In 

recent years archaeologists in the U.S.S.R. have found 

evidence of an Orphic/Dionysiac cult at Olbia, just as 

Herodotus reported in the fifth century B.C.E. Of the Greek 

colonies Olbia was the farthest north, situated on the 

northern coast of the Black Sea from the beginning of the 

sixth century B.C.E. The excavations there contained 

evidence of Dionysiac practices from as early as the colony's 

foundation onward into the Hellenistic Age. Bone plates found 

both in the residential districts and north of the Agora bear 

inscriptions of which the following is but one example: 

Life: death: life.--Truth.--A-- --Dio(nysus), Orphic() 

The translation and parentheses appear in M. L. West's The 

Orphic Poems in which he presents the evidence released by 

the Russians in 1978. West's interpretation of the small, 

rectangular plates is that a Dionysiac faction of residents, 

certainly not the entire population, thrived at Olbia as 

early as the fifth century B.C.E., that these cultists 
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believed in a doctrine of the soul and the after-life in 

which Orpheus was a part. ^^ 

Together these early depictions of Orpheus laid the 

foundation for an extraordinary tradition of art. The works 

mentioned here are only a sample of the multitude of artworks 

on the Orpheus theme available for study. No one source 

lists all the works in chronological order with provenance. 

That weighty volume remains for future Orpheus scholars to 

construct. 

Orphism 

Orphism and Athenian Popular Religious Practices. The 

Greek concept of the soul was never a stagnant or even a 

stable doctrine. A review of the orations in the civil law 

courts of Athens reveals the popular Athenian view of 

religion. Orators there would hardly risk losing their cases 

by alienating their juries. The juries consisted of from 

five hundred to twenty-five hundred citizens (Attic-born, 

free adult males), representing a cross-section of Athenian 

society even if heavily weighted on the elderly and lower 

class segments of that society. Clearly the idea of the 

orations was to win the case at all costs. From this Jon 

Mikalson concludes that we can accept the speeches as 

42west, 17ff 
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representative of popular Athenian thought even when they may 

conflict with the great philosophical and theological writers 

of the day.'*̂  The writings of Xenophon are another source of 

our understanding of Athenian doctrine. His are not polemic 

or apologetic works; rather they are memoirs of a soldier and 

man of faith in which he simply relates which of his 

religious practices affected the decisions he made. Even in 

discussing his disastrous affiliation with Cyrus ^̂  and 

resulting exile from Athens, Xenophon relates objectively his 

consultation with the Delphic oracle and his possible 

misunderstanding of the answer to his questions. A student 

along with Plato of the philosopher Socrates, Xenophon 

further relates that his teacher chided him on the form of 

his question. According to Socrates one had to pose one's 

questions to an oracle very carefully in order to obtain a 

useful answer. If this were true of questions posed to the 

famous oracles at Delphi and Olympus, how much more care 

needed to be taken at the lesser oracles of Orpheus and 

others? 

Having dealt with the character of Orpheus, it is now 

necessary to approach the so-called Orphic doctrines 

^^Jon D. Mikalson, Athenian Popular Religion (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 7. 

'̂̂ With Xenophon's help, this Cyrus, 4247-401 B.C.E., led a 
disastrous conspiracy against his brother, Artaxerxes II, King of 
Persia, and was killed in the attempt. The young Xenophon led Cyrus' 
Greek mercenaries out of Persia to Greek territory. See Mikalson, 11. 
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specifically, apart from the legend. These doctrines and the 

rites which they fostered are generally called "Orphism." 

The very name is an invention of the twentieth century. 

There seems never to have been an organized unit of 

worshippers who called themselves Orphics. 

The paucity of information on Orphism, that elusive cult 

of ancient Hellenism, has posed a stumbling block for 

religious historians for centuries. The abundant literary 

references are not concerned chiefly with Orpheus, and none 

contains a direct reference to or a detailed historical 

discussion of the Orphic cult as an organized religion. In 

speaking of "the Orphics" we speak of an aggregate of 

believers representing several centuries of philosophy and 

ritual--of the evolution of a religious idea. 

Oriental Roots. What emerges from the references to 

Orohica is a philosophy of the after-life and metempsychosis 

which directly affected the conduct of earthly life. The 

source of this philosophy is argued even today. Dane Rudhyar 

asserts the esoteric view that at least the Orphic mysteries, 

if not Orpheus himself, originated in India and reached 

Hellas "through Chaldea and Thrace, where most historians 

believe he was born."^^ m Earlv Greek Concepts of the Soul. 

Jan Bremmer asserts the even more striking view that stories 

^^Rudhyar, 87. 
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about Orpheus' prophesying head argue a Nordic influence on 

Greek thought.^6 students of Greek history who are familiar 

with the interaction of Greece with the Persian Empire and 

the lands beyond will probably find Rudhyar's suggestion 

easier to grasp, while students of primitive shamanistic 

practices will no doubt prefer Bremmer's speculation. Both 

Harrison and Reitzenstein have presented convincing 

arguments for an Iranian (Chaldean) origin.̂ "̂  The Iranian's 

mysticism and nature-worship bore strong resemblances to 

Orphic doctrine. Further, these cultures stressed a personal 

religion which was opposite the state religion of Classical 

Greece. It seems likely that all these ideological wells 

could foster a syncretistic Oriental influence on the open 

philosophical minds of Greece. 

Sixth-Centurv Orphism and Pythagoras. Whatever its 

origin, the Orphic creed was principally a modification of 

the concepts and practices of the Olympian religion in 

ancient Greece and Magna Graecia. The same century which 

spawned the Orphic creed saw the birth of Ionian philosophy 

which may also have had its foundation in Persian naturism.'*̂  

^^Jan Bremmer, The Earlv Greek Concept of the Soul (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1983), 46. 

"̂̂ Jane Ellen Harrison, Themis: a Studv of Social Origins of Greek 
Religion. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1912), 462; and 
Richard Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mvsterv-Religions ; Their Basic Ideas 
and Significance (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978), 90, n. 2 and 279. 

•^^Harrison, Themis. 465. 
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Certainly, the Ionic philosophers were concerned with a 

scientific search for reality and an understanding of nature 

free from the etiological Olympian myths. The roots of the 

Orphic doctrines were also bound to a new philosophical 

search. Perhaps for this reason and for similarities in 

their concepts Orphic doctrines were associated with 

Pythagorean philosophies. Pythagoras taught transmigration 

of the soul and encouraged his followers to adopt an ascetic 

lifestyle for the securing of a place on the Island of the 

Blessed for eternity. His philosophy was marked by cosmic 

principles which depersonalized the Olympian gods. It may 

have been these resemblances which caused some early writers 

to claim that Pythagoras received his philosophy from Orphic 

mysteries and others to claim that Pythagoras founded those 

mysteries. 

Attribution of Cultic Doctrines to Orpheus. The reform 

movement's ideals and the literature supporting them were 

attributed to Orpheus quite early in their evolution. 

Gilbert Murray has reminded us that inventors of new ideas 

universally face the problem of providing a name for their 

invention. The simplest solution is to take a revered and 

well-established name and associate with the new "product." 

In the case of the sixth-century B.C.E. Dionysiac cult 

reformers the name chosen was that of the great Thracian 

mystic and musician, already revered for his power and daring 
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in facing the gods. It should be remembered that in the 

early centuries of Classical Greece the story of Orpheus' 

descent into Hades ended triumphantly. As one who had 

returned from the world of the dead, Orpheus was the natural 

choice for "founder" of a religion which emphasized the 

after-life. He knew the gods' secrets; he could pass them on 

to mortals as mysteries for the initiated. The first Greek 

cult to put its doctrines in writing, the Orphics challenged 

the established concepts of the soul and of religious 

emphasis in daily life. 

Comparison to Homeric Tradition. Before the introduction 

of Pythagorean and Orphic philosophies the Greeks had 

generally accepted the Homeric and Hesiodic concepts of the 

Olympian gods. These gods were descended from Kronos in a 

theogony which closely paralleled a mortal's tribal 

genealogy. The theogony ended with Zeus because he was 

immortal. The anthropomorphic deities behaved no better and 

sometimes worse than their mortal worshippers. In a 

superstition dating from their primitive roots these 

worshippers believed themselves to be at the mercy of the 

gods' whims. To placate the gods mortals continually made 

sacrifices, often human sacrifices in imitation of the myths. 

Worshippers of Dionysos tore the sacrificial victim apart and 

ate his flesh just as the Titans had devoured Dionysos 

Zagreus. 
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Orphic "Creed". The Orphics believed this act had endowed 

mankind with a dual soul containing human and divine 

capacities. Their doctrine of original sin arose from this 

tale of Zagreus' murder. (This doctrine compares rather 

closely with Judaic theology whose source is clearly 

Chaldean, though several centuries earlier.) Therefore, 

Orphism taught a lifetime of asceticism as a means of freeing 

oneself from this sin. Among their practices were 

vegetarianism and a religious ecstasy derived not from 

drunken orgy but from meditation and serenity. The new 

doctrine changed the actual sacrifice to a symbolic omophagia 

(eating of the god), a communal feast accompanied by the 

hymns and poems of the hieros logos. Orpheus' function for 

the Greeks was the same as Abrahams' for the ancient Hebrews-

-each abolished human sacrifice. Throughout Greek history 

Orpheus was recognized as a civilizing force. Diodorus 

Siculus said of Orpheus that he was "a man gifted by nature 

and highly trained above all others, made many modifications 

in the orgiastic rites: hence they call the rites that took 

their rise from Dionysos, Orphic."^^ 

Orphism evolved into an affirmation of the death and 

subsequent resurrection of Dionysos Zagreus with its promise 

^^Diodorus Siculus, 3.65, translated by Jane Harrison, Prolegomena. 
455. 
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of like resurrection for his followers. "Dios"--god and 

"nysos"--new were the components of the new Zeus who was much 

closer to the mortal world than the older deity. Moreover, 

the new Zeus was he who descended to Hades each winter to 

reemerge in the spring and guarantee the continuance of life. 

Among the earliest beliefs about Orpheus was his close 

association with Dionysos and agriculture--the death and 

rebirth cycle of vegetation. 

The Orphic mystery of metempsychosis, the transmigration 

of the soul through a purifying succession of lives, is 

reminiscent of the Egyptian Book of the Dead: but it also 

compares with Hindu theology. In order to glorify the reward 

of the faithful a contrasting punishment had to be devised. 

It is at this point that the Greek concept of Hell may have 

originated--the concept later adopted by the Roman religion. 

Hell, in Orphic thought, was divided into two areas: the 

Island of the Blessed (Rome's Elysian Fields) and the area 

reserved for punishment (Rome's Tartarus). In this latter 

area were found both those whose souls awaited transmigration 

for future purification and those who were condemned to 

eternal agonies. Both groups suffered together in the Orphic 

Hell. We can see here the foundation for later 

Christianity's doctrine of a separate Purgatory and Hell. 

The Orphics concept of the soul was that it was trapped 

in the body as punishment for sin in a former life, condemned 
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to endure life after life until the cycle could be broken. A 

key factor in the Orphic doctrine of transmigration was that 

no soul could break the cycle until it first had been 

purified, then initiated into the Orphic mysteries, and 

thereafter practiced the ascetic life as prescribed in Orphic 

literature to maintain its purity. Initiates were sworn to 

eternal secrecy about the mysteries. Special punishment 

awaited those who broke their vow. Orphism was, therefore, a 

religion of the few, the chosen. It was a self-centered 

religion whose principle goal was to save oneself from 

eternal punishment. To those who succeeded in freeing 

themselves from the cycle of reincarnation the promised 

reward was apotheosis, the attainment of divinity. As such 

it differed greatly from the official state religion of 

Athens and her sister city-states. The purpose of the 

Olympian religion centered on society, rising out of tribal 

practices conducted in order to ensure the common welfare. 

The state religion lacked the dogma of the various mystery-

religions, had no written commandments for behavior, and 

required no intense personal involvement. Citizens 

participated as a function of civic duty and pride. The 

whole idea of a personal religion that required daily 

attention was anathema to them.^° 

^°See George Thomson's Aeschylus and Athens. (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1941; reprint, 1966), particularly 141ff for an interesting 
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Decline into Ouackerv. The fear of suffering in the 

after-life preyed on the minds of many Athenians in the fifth 

century B.C.E. and after. As the power of the city-states 

declined, late Classical and Hellenistic Greece experienced a 

rise in individualism. The new emphasis on expressiveness 

exemplified by the sculpture of these centuries is also 

evident in the growth of highly personal theologies. Orphism 

was not the only mystery-religion in Greece at that time. 

The Eleusinian Mysteries thrived in the uncertain years 

following the Age of Perikles and have often been confused 

with Orphism.51 Orphism had gained its first following during 

the Persian Wars and experienced a new growth during the 

Peloponnesian War. However, a definite spirit of 

superstition seems to have corrupted the rituals in the late 

fifth and into the fourth centuries B.C.E.. In a Platonic 

dialogue (Rep. 1.330d-331b) the aged Cephalus contemplates 

the possibility of punishment for his sins and uses his 

wealth to pay both his earthly and his heavenly debts, and 

"thereby hedges his bets in case the stories about Hades put 

forward by the Orphics and others might be true."^^ 

discussion on Peisistratos' attempts at religious reform and the role of 
the Onomakritos and Orphism. 

^^Read Fritz Graf's excellent exposition of the differences between 
the Eleusinian and Orphic Mysteries, Eleusis und die orphische Dichtuna. 

^^Mikalson, 81. 
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Theophrastus' superstitious man--that caricature of Athenian 

manhood in the fourth century B.C.E.--monthly takes his wife, 

or his children and servants if his wife is too busy, to buy 

indulgences from Oroheotelestal. itinerant mendicant 

"priests" who for a fee purified one through the Orphic 

mysteries.5^ Plato's vehemence aimed at these so-called 

prophets who solicited door to door frightening the citizens 

of Athens foreshadows Martin Luther's wrath at Christian 

priests' selling of indulgences fully nineteen hundred years 

later. But Plato claimed that whole cities could be 

blackmailed by these "prophets" to make public expiation for 

their corporate sins in ceremonies they called "mysteries." 

Syncretism in the Hellenistic Age. The Hellenistic Age 

featured the confluence of the great Mediterranean cultures. 

It was an age of syncretism, of romantic expression, of 

individualism. It was the era when the fading Greek Empire 

blurred with the infant Roman state and encompassed Syrian 

and Judean kingdoms. In Egypt the great city of Alexandria 

thrived as a center of knowledge. Under Ptolemy III or IV 

anyone practicing the Dionysiac rites was compelled to 

register his sacred writings, signed and sealed. West 

concludes that the writings submitted were Orphic 

53 Plato, Timaeus., Kern, 226. 
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attributions.^^ Alexandria was home throughout the last 

Hellenistic Age to a thriving Jewish community. Adopting 

Greek names and seeking education in the great Gymnasium, 

these Jews strove to identify themselves with the well-

respected culture of Classical Greece. Writers like 

Aristobulus (second century B.C.E.) and Eupolemus (c. 150 

B.C.E.) fostered a body of literature, now called 

pseudepigraphia (false writings), which claimed that their 

own Patriarchs founded Greek philosophy and that Moses pre

dated Homer and even Orpheus. Aristobulus actually claimed 

that an ancient Greek translation of the Pentateuch had 

existed before 525 B.C.E.^^ Culture, religious dogma, and 

philosophy followed trade routes throughout the Mediterranean 

world in these centuries. It is no wonder that the deities, 

doctrines, and philosophies of all these peoples became 

blurred. 

Orphism in Rome 

Acceptance of a Variety of Philosophies. In the Rome of 

the first century B.C.E. a changing theology reflected the 

influences of northern Africa (after the departure of 

Hannibal), Egypt, and Greece. Romans enthusiastically 

adopted their own interpretations of Stoic and Epicurean 

teachings which endured to the end of the Empire. Perhaps 

54west, 26. 

^^Friedman, 16 
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the strongest Pythagorean, thus Orphic, influence was felt in 

the region of Greater Greece (Magna Graecia) that encompassed 

the southern Italian peninsula.^^ j^ Rome itself P. Nigidius 

Figulus taught Pythagorean and Orphic philosophy in his home 

"in a difficult and mysterious way."̂ '̂  Nigidius debated with 

Cicero and sided with Pompey in the Civil War, so he was a 

well-respected public figure. Many Orphic poems, now 

attributed to the Neopythagoreans, appear to have been 

written in the late Hellenistic Age, perhaps as late as the 

first century B.C.E.^^ These poems kept Orphism alive under 

the Roman Republic and the Empire. 

That the Orphic concepts were widely accepted in Rome has 

not been greatly disputed in recent years. Guthrie quotes 

the Roman orator and statesman Cicero as speaking of Orphic 

rites in the present tense (perhaps thinking of Nigidius). 

It is not until the early sixth century C.E. that a writer 

uses the past tense to speak of Orphism.^^ At Cumae, home of 

Rome's great oracular voice, there is an inscription which 

^^The geographical progress of Orphism can be traced from the Athens 
of Xenophon and Plato directly through Southern Italy to the Etruscans 
and thence to Rome. Those who would name Pythagoras as founder would 
assert that Orphism began in Paestum, southern Italy, and spread "home" 
to Athens. 

^^J. H. W. G. Liebeschutz, Continuity and Change in Roman Religion 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 130. 

5%est, 29ff. 

^^Guthrie, Orpheus and the Greek Religion. 19. The writer quoted is 
Johannes Lydos, a sixth century theologian, exhorting his readers for 
rejecting Christianity. 



47 

charges, "No one may be buried here who has not been made 

Bakchos." initiated in the Orphic mysteries.6° 

Confusion of Deities. In the period 44-27 B.C.E. 

religious interest declined sharply. A cynicism about the 

ancient deities permeated the patrician class whose duty it 

was to maintain official state cults. As Peisistratos had 

done in ancient Athens, Augustus sought to revitalize his 

people's faith, particularly his Italian citizens. 

Subsequent Caesars, notably Caligula and Nero, wrought a 

shift .of divinity from Jupiter to themselves. Concurrently, 

the foundation of Christianity in the Hellenistic Judaism of 

Palestine showed a strong inclination toward Greek philosophy 

in direct contradiction to the new Roman theology. Yet both 

of these warring creeds bore the mark of Orphic rite, if not 

doctrine. 

Orpheus and Hellenistic Judaism. For the Hellenistic Jews 

the pseudepigraphia cited above were the framework for an 

attack on polytheism. The Oaths of Orpheus presented a 

divine Father who created the world in much the same way as 

Genesis presented creation. In the Testament of Orpheus the 

writer paralleled Isaiah and the Sybils, had Orpheus teach 

his "son" (disciple) Musaeos the true monotheistic nature of 

^°Kern, 5, n. 2; translated by Guthrie, Qroheus and the Greek 
Religion. 204. Guthrie says in his footnote to the translation that 
Kern calls the inscription "archaic." 
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God. The effect of these documents was the perpetuation of 

Orphic ideas into the developmental years of the Christian 

faith. 

Syncretism with Christianity. Intensified by Platonism,^! 

a tendency to cling to the old pagan superstitions, and the 

curious parallels between Orpheus and King David, Orpheus and 

Jesus, and Jesus and King David, syncretism thrived in the 

early Christian churches. In the Roman catacombs where 

Christians and other outlaws of Rome found a kind of 

sanctuary, portrayals of Jesus as the Good Shepherd often 

bore striking resemblance to pictures of Orpheus. Some even 

bear his name while others identify the figure as Jesus but 

surround him with the animals which marked the portraits of 

Orpheus from the last two centuries B.C.E. The first three 

centuries C.E. were a convenient time to use symbolism which 

could easily be confused with pagan religions. Quite simply 

it was safer. 

But it was not only the symbols of Orphism which resembled 

Christianity. Its emphasis on a personal faith, its 

mysteries, its practices of purification of the body for the 

sake of the immortal soul, its symbolic omophagia, its 

celebration of the resurrection of the deity all had their 

parallels in Christian doctrine. Early Christian writers 

^ipiato was revered among the intelligentsia for centuries 



49 

countered with long explanations of the differences between 

each of these apparent parallels. Christianity's personal 

religion was one of sharing, not the selfish dogma of 

Orphism. Christian mysteries were to be shared. Christians 

experienced one act of purification for all time. The 

communal feast of the Christians commemorated an actual 

dinner which Jesus shared with his disciples and did not 

imitate the manner of Jesus' death. Finally, Jesus' death 

and resurrection happened once, not yearly. Perhaps most 

significant of all to those writers was the actual recent 

historical fact of Jesus' life, in living memory of 

themselves, their parents, and for later writers their 

grandparents. How different from Dionysos and Orpheus whose 

story went so far back into history as to disappear into the 

realm of fiction.^^ 

Justin Martyr of Palestine (c. 100-165) was one of 

Christianity's earliest apologists and the first of record to 

mention Orpheus. Justin considered the Testament of Orpheus 

an important bridge between the polytheism which surrounded 

him and the special branch of Judaistic monotheism, 

Christianity. Nevertheless, he was contemptuous of Orphism, 

^^Good discussions of these and other comparisons between 
Christianity and Orphism can be found in Guthrie's Orpheus and the Greek 
Religion and Friedman's Orpheus in the Middle Ages. 
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and warned vehemently against confusing Dionysos/Orpheus with 

Jesus. 

Another of the great early Christian writers was Clement 

of Alexandria (c. 150-220). As Justin had done, he focused 

on the pseudepigraphia of his native city, warning his 

readers of the false teachings of the barbarians. He 

reminded them that the venerated philosophers had studied 

with barbarians and therefore were not to be trusted. 

Clement's fascination with Orpheus led him to see Orpheus as 

a prefiguration of the Christ. ̂^ Such works may have 

contributed more to syncretize Christianity and pagan 

religion than to sever them. 

Surrounded as it was by paganism, outlawed by the Roman 

government, despised by its theological parent, Judaism, the 

Christianity of the first three centuries of the so-called 

Christian Era splintered. The isolated churches developed 

their own creeds. By the reign of Constantine the Great 

there existed a wide variety of doctrinal concepts and 

practices. After Constantine proclaimed religious freedom 

for the Empire, the churches were able to communicate freely 

and their differences became apparent. Neoplatonism 

threatened Christian theology, for it was a philosophical 

system which taught salvation and pantheism, a unique 

63 See Friedman, 32ff 
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monotheism whose "deity" was an intelligence of which all 

nature was a part. Thus when Christianity became the 

official state religion of Rome, church leaders faced a 

powerful brand of paganism as well as the heresies within. 

All the while pagan fundamentalists fought to keep their own 

religion alive. 

Revival of Paganism. Julian, Constantine's nephew, clung 

to his paganism. When he became Emperor (Julian II) in 3 60 

he renounced Christianity and declared paganism the state 

religion. Under his brief reign (three years) Christians 

were persecuted once again. Julian II worshipped Helios-

Apollo to whom he wrote hymns. He offered special favors to 

those who would build pagan temples anywhere in his Empire. 

One such temple, albeit a small one, was discovered in 

Littlecote Park, an estate in Wiltshire in England, in 1977. 

At the site of a Roman colonial fortress archaeologists 

excavated a mosaic at the heart of a temenos. a pagan temple 

in two parts--the temolum and sacrarium. The figure at the 

center is Orpheus. He is surrounded by the four Horae 

representing the seasons. Each Hora dances in front of a 

different animal, each animal representing one of the forms 

Zagreus adopted to escape the Titans. The goat, stag and 

bull are here, but where the serpent should be (in the third 

instance) the Littlecote mosaicist has supplanted a panther. 

The panther was associated with Zagreus in another myth. The 
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symbolism would have been enhanced by the "appearance" of 

Helios-Apollo at the end of each day in mid-summer when the 

last rays of the sun would strike the mosaic.^^ 

If this temenos is truly an Orphic worhip-place, then it 

is unique in all history. Franz Cumont claimed in 1922 that 

no one had proved that an Orphic community had ever existed 

under the Republic or the Empire. However, as we stated 

previously there is scarcely any evidence for actual temples, 

let alone whole communities of Orphics, even at the height of 

the cult in Greece.^^ Still, other evidence of Orphic 

practice in Rome can be found. And with the addition of the 

Littlecote excavation and restoration, scholars may make a 

strong case for the survival of Orphism far into the Empire 

apart from syncretistic incursions in Christianity. 

'̂*A full description of the temenos and its excavation history with 
color photographs appeared in the November/December,1982 issue of 
Archaeology, pp. 36. The author, Bryn Walters, is Director of the Roman 
Research Trust in Britain. 

^^Franz Cumont, After Life in Roman Paganism (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1959; originally Yale University Press, 1922), 73. 



CHAPTER III 

SURVEY OF ARTISTIC REPRESENTATIONS 

LATE ANTIQUITY TO THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Late Antiquity 

In the exposition of the ancient foundations for modern 

Orpheus art, there remains the influence of the two Roman 

poets whose versions of Orpheus' story are the cornerstones 

of the modern tradition. Whatever lists we may make of 

literary and artistic sources, of doctrines and rituals, 

Orpheus is best known to modern readers from the poetry of 

Publius Virgilius Maro and Publius Ovidius Naso. Both Virgil 

and Ovid experienced the almost puritanical reformation of 

Roman religion in the last decades of the last century before 

the Christian Era. Their works, while tending to treat the 

ancient mythology as literature more than theology, 

nevertheless demonstrate the attitude of Augustus Caesar 

toward religious revival in Rome. 

Verail. Publius Virgilius Maro, Vergil, was born on a 

farm near Mantua in 70 B.C.E. His Gallic father was a court 

clerk who saved enough money as civil servant to buy a farm 

to raise bees. Will Durant concluded that the Celtic-Gallic 

strain and the idyllic farm-life combined to create a 

53 
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"tenderness and grace rare in the Roman breed."^^ Vergil's 

poetry is a product of his culture. He had experienced the 

transition from Republic to Empire and found himself in the 

service of Augustus Caesar. The two strongest influences on 

Vergil's poetry were Epicurean philosophy, which he studied 

under Lucretius in Naples, and the Alexandrian poetic style, 

which featured the elegy, epigram, and the little epic. In 

19 B.C.E. he became ill while visiting Greece with Augustus, 

and died on the journey home. 

Vergil accepted the Orphic/Pythagorean concept of Hell. 

He wrote brilliant descriptions of both the Elysian Fields 

and Tartarus, but his interest in Orpheus exceeded the cultic 

doctrines. Orpheus appeared in the fourth and sixth 

Eclogues, in the epic Aeneid. and in the fourth of the 

Georaics. In each work Vergil emphasizes a different aspect 

of Orpheus' story and character. In the Eclogues he mentions 

Orpheus the singer with power to render nature serene amidst 

the chaos of human life.̂ "̂  When Vergil spoke of "thou dear 

offspring of the gods," and "the hour that will soon be here 

. . . that then the last days of a long life may still linger 

for me, with inspiration to tell of thy deeds!", he was 

^%ill Durant, The Storv of Civilization, vol. 3, Caesar and Christ 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1944), 235. 

6'̂ Segal, 6. 



55 

hailing the Augustan Age and praising his patron.^e Medieval 

writers, however, in the eisegetical spirit of their age, 

would read into this passage a prophecy of the birth of 

Christ.^9 In his sixth Eclogue Vergil refers to the Orphic 

theogony. 

Vergil's hero, Aeneas, leaves the tragedy of the Trojan 

War and journeys to Latium. His many adventures on the way 

recall the Argo's expedition, but at the end Aeneas finds a 

treasure of a different sort. Unlike the heroes of Greek 

epics Aeneas does not return home, for in the Aeneid Vergil 

is giving Rome the noble heritage, the heroic legacy she 

lacked. In the sixth of twelve books Aeneas calls upon the 

Cumaean Sibyl to permit him to descend to Hades' Elysian 

Fields to seek his father's advice. In so doing he invokes 

Orpheus' name. Orpheus had set the precedent by entering 

Hades to seek his beloved and returning. The Sibyl grants 

his request and Aeneas finds his father Anchises who explains 

to him the Orphic concepts of heaven, purgatory and hell. 

Anchises then shows Aeneas the future glory that will be 

Rome's and Aeneas returns to the earth, his faith renewed. 

Surely it can be no coincidence that the entrance to Hades 

^^Translation by H. R. Fairclough, quoted by Elizabeth A. Newby, ^ 
Protrait of the Artist: the Legends of Orpheus and their Use in 
Medieval and Renaissance Aesthetics (New York: Garland Publ., 1987), 
67. 

6%ewby, 67. 
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which Aeneas uses is in southern Italy, the home of 

Pythagorean, and, possibly, Orphic philosophy. 

Last we come to the Georgics wherein Vergil teaches the 

noble art of husbandry. In addition to some of his finest 

verse, the Georgics are Vergil's exposition on farming, 

considered the leading textbook on the subject for decades. 

According to Vergil every aspect of farming--soil 

preparation, planting, tending and harvesting--has its 

complement in the growth of the soul. Therefore, farming is 

the ideal occupation to cultivate the ideal citizen. This 

maxim must have pleased Augustus who recognized in his people 

a love of the cultured city and a marked contempt for the 

country. The theologically conservative Augustus must have 

found Vergil's use of the old sacred stories to enrich his 

lessons equally pleasing 

The fourth Georgic contains the story of Orpheus' rescue 

of Eurydice encompassed with instructions on raising bees. 

Vergil begins with the character of Aristaeus lamenting 

because his bees have disappeared. His mother sends him to 

Proteus to learn why they left. There he is reminded that he 

chased after Eurydice, Orpheus' wife, and that in her flight 

she stepped on a snake whose bite proved fatal. Proteus then 

describes Orpheus' futile attempt at rescuing her, his 

subsequent all-consuming grief and his violent death at the 

hands of the Dryads whom he has disdained since Eurydice 
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died. Upon returning to his mother's palace Aristaeus learns 

from Cyrene that his only hope is to make extreme expiation 

for his crime. He must sacrifice four bulls in a most 

violent way in the grove sacred to Orpheus. Nine days later 

he must bring a gift of poppies, a fatted calf, and a black 

ewe to atone to Orpheus' ghost which, now deified, has since 

joined Eurydice in Hades. All this Aristaeus does and on the 

morning of that ninth day from the rotting carcasses a swarm 

of bees appears and flies to a nearby tree. Aristaeus 

captures them and takes them home to his hives. 

For Vergil there is no question who is the impulse for the 

journey to Hades. This is not the story of a vegetation 

semi-deity who must go to the underworld in winter to be 

reborn in spring. Here the myth is transformed into a tale 

of man's survival against nature (Aristaeus) and of obsessive 

love (Orpheus). Though far from sentimental in tone, the 

tragedy is affecting as an expression of the hopelessness of 

human endeavor without divine intervention. Once the 

emphasis of the Orpheus story shifted to the tragic romance, 

that aspect would remain the focus for centuries of writers 

and artists. It was left to Ovid to embellish the tale. 

Ovid. Publius Ovidius Naso, Ovid, was born of a patrician 

family in Sula, north of Rome, in 43 B.C.E.. He studied 

rhetoric in Rome and Athens. Ovid's father planned a legal 

career for him, but after serving in two minor legal posts, 
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^Ovid abandoned public service for the freer life of a poet. 

His poetry gained him great fame, but also seems to have 

created trouble. In 8 C.E. Augustus exiled Ovid to Tomis on 

the western coast of the Black Sea (modern Constanta, 

Romania, where a monument honors him today). There he died 

ten years later. 

Ovid's use of Orpheus' history is confined to the fifteen 

books of the Metamorphoses. This longest and greatest of 

Ovid's poems tells the history of the world from its creation 

through the deification of Julius Caesar. He completed it in 

7 C.E. but was dissatisfied and burned his manuscript. 

Fortunately, his readers had made copies which were widely 

circulated. His versions of the old stories, infused as they 

are with Hellenistic philosophy, have been the source of 

popular knowledge of ancient Greek mythology for two thousand 

years. 

Consistent with his style the poetry of the Metamorphoses 

is admittedly of a "lighter lyre."'̂ ° The common element of 

all the stories is a permanent transformation, a 

metamorphosis, of apparently stable natural forms. The moral 

70 Ovid, Metamorphoses. X.148-154, quoted in Segal, 25 
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is that our "methods of thought" must be as flexible as 

nature. "̂^ 

Orpheus' history comprises parts of Books X and XI; Book X 

tells of Eurydice's death, and Book XI of Orpheus'. In 

addition to enlarging the tale as told by Vergil, Ovid adds 

many songs of Orpheus. Further contrast to Vergil's Georgics 

lies in the structure of the overall story. Vergil positions 

Orpheus within the greater framework of Aristaeus' story; 

Ovid makes Orpheus' story the framework into which he weaves 

other songs and stories. And while Vergil stands outside his 

story, Ovid's use of the Orpheus tale is somewhat 

autobiographical in that the Augustan poet identifies himself 

with the great poet of antiquity. Until Book X Ovid has been 

the narrator, but for this story he lets Orpheus' voice sing. 

He sings of the trees which bend and travel at the power of 

his music. 

By this device Ovid can play with the technique of his 

poetry turning it into a celebration of the very art of 

verse. He further celebrates individuality (the Hellenistic 

voice) and the passionate surrender of oneself to private 

emotion. His purpose is far from didactic, unless it is to 

teach the value of submission to love. 

"̂ Ŝee Segal, 25, n. 50, commenting on Elizabeth Sewell's The Orphic 
Voice: Poetrv and Natural History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1960), 80. 
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Ovid injects into the old, well-worn story new elements 

which his original readers would have found fresh and 

exciting. When Orpheus pleads with the gods to release 

Eurydice, he reminds them that they, too, have known the loss 

of love and the joy of its recovery. He tells them how he 

tried to continue without Eurydice, but love (Amor) conquered 

him. This is the truly romantic spirit of the new Roman 

Empire, far removed from the cool, classical spirit Augustus 

wished to promote. 

Ovid also introduces an element of suspense into his tale. 

Borrowing perhaps from Collectanea of Phanokles (the first 

writer known to suggest the idea) Ovid causes Orpheus to go 

beyond the shunning of women's company. Here Orpheus turns 

to young boys, X.79-85, thus presenting the claim that 

Orpheus introduced homosexuality to Greece. Perhaps he is 

being etiological. It was a late Hellenic idea, but has 

endured into twentieth century lore. To heighten the 

suspense Ovid omits Eurydice's name from the last lament, a 

suggestion that Orpheus has forgotten her altogether. 

(Eventually the suspense is resolved as Ovid describes the 

scene in the Elysian Fields where Orpheus and Eurydice walk 

with linked arms.) 

For Ovid Orpheus' death marks the first failure of his 

powerful song to conquer nature. Charmed by Orpheus' song 

the Maenads' weapons are at first reluctant to injure him, 



61 

but the women screech so loudly that the song is drowned out 

and the weapons find their target, XI.9-14 and 39-43. After 

the singing head reaches Lesbos, Apollo protects it from the 

serpent and Bacchus (Rome's Dionysos) punishes the Maenads 

and leaves the area forever. 

In the poetry of Vergil and Ovid the diverse, and often 

conflicting, elements of Orpheus' story--centuries of 

folklore recitation and authors' invention--were finally 

focused into a unified whole. But a static, unified tale 

would not suit the Protean Orpheus. Almost immediately late 

antique and early Medieval scholars began to unweave the 

story elements to serve their own purposes. 

Middle Ages 

The evolution of the character of Orpheus in the centuries 

following the establishment of Christianity presents a 

marvelous picture of the transformation of a myth, as well as 

a portrait of maturing Christian theology against a backdrop 

of weakening paganism. There is a wealth of material in the 

literary and visual arts from which to draw for such a study. 

Fortunately, that work has already been done by John 

Friedman, Kenneth Gros Louis, Elizabeth Sewell, Elizabeth 

Newby, and others. This paper requires only the presentation 

of such details as lay the foundation for certain works of 

the twentieth century. 
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As has been shown, early Christianity was infused with 

many pagan ideas, some of which originated with Orpheus. To 

very early Christians and their pagan neighbors Christ was a 

psychopomp, a spirit who guided the souls of the dead to 

their eternal home. Orpheus retained the power assigned to 

him from the sixth century B.C.E. and, therefore, was also 

considered a psychopomp by both Christians and pagans. When 

St. Augustine in the fourth century C.E. turned Christian 

thought forward toward the "City of God," he turned it away 

from its pagan roots. His arguments might have signaled the 

demise of Orpheus' story once and for all had it not been for 

the artistic community. As late as the sixth century C.E., 

Orpheus would be shown bearing the souls of the faithful 

heavenward in Christian funerary art. 

Orpheus also continued to be represented on amulets during 

those early centuries. For the theologically confused, his 

magic was still considered quite powerful. Amulets were 

theurgic, not religious, objects used to persuade a 

beneficent supernatural power to aid their owners by naming 

that power. To name the god was to gain power over him or 

her. An amulet inscribed with more than one name would be 

particularly powerful. One such magical gem, once in a 

Berlin museum but lost since World War II, pictured a triple 

conflation of religious figures with astrological symbols. 

The third or fourth century hematite carving featured a 
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crucified figure with a crescent moon and seven stars over 

its head. Written underneath were the words "Orpheus" and 

"Bacchus." Its owner would have felt assured of a great deal 

of help facing the afterlife. 

Orpheus' lyre became an important feature of early 

Medieval art, symbolizing as it did Orpheus' association with 

the stars and the afterlife. Neoplatonic concepts of 

cosmological harmony were connected with Orpheus' role as 

psychopomp. The lyre, associated with Apollonian reason's 

dominance over human passions, was seen by Medieval artists 

as a powerful aid to the soul's ascension to the stars after 

death. Authors who compared Orpheus to the Old Testament 

David emphasized the lyre's soothing and medicinal powers. 

John Tzetzes, a Byzantine writer, had Eurydice merely faint 

from the once fatal snakebite only to be awakened by the 

music from Orpheus' lyre. So strong was the association of 

the lyre with Orpheus that instrument and musician almost 

became one entity. 

Pagan mythology provided a veritable feast for Medieval 

scholars. The greatest poetic versions of these myths, those 

by Vergil and Ovid, were not lost; rather they were neglected 

for centuries. Vergil's Aeneid regained its popularity in 

the ninth century; Ovid's Metamorphoses waited three hundred 

years more. Therefore, the Augustan focus on Orpheus' story 

was practically lost. As Friedman reminds us the intervening 
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centuries virtually forgot "the Argonaut and pacifist, the 

vegetarian, the homosexual whose severed head was a noted 

oracle." The lover and the musician were all that remained. 

For Orpheus the lover the long evolution culminated in his 

becoming the epitome of the chivalrous knight, and even a 

king. For Orpheus the musician it culminated in his 

manifesting the soul of human creativity. 

Medieval Europe continued the tradition of finding moral 

precepts in the stories of the pagan gods. To the Catholic 

Church the ancient tales were scandalous. The immoral 

elements had to be rewritten to make the stories acceptable 

to the Church authorities before they could be read by the 

faithful. By "moralizing" the Greek and Roman myths, the 

Church's scholars reconciled great secular literature with 

Christian teachings. The result was a number of highly 

original allegories. Once again Orpheus became a malleable 

figure, capable of representing a number of conflicting human 

characteristics. 

Late antique artists drew heavily from pagan imagery to 

depict the new concepts of their age. But as time increased 

the distance between the artists and their Classical models, 

the imagery shifted from the original stories to the current 

allegories. Eventually Classical expressions faded before 

Medieval attitudes and the arts represented their 

contemporary culture, its fashions, and mores. The neglect 
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of the great secular authors created a need for acceptable 

scholarly models. Two allegorical and didactic works of the 

sixth century set the precedent for the generations of 

writers to follow. Based generally on Ovid's works, they 

introduced contrasting approaches to Orpheus' story. The 

philosopher Boethius (d. 524) interpreted the tale in the 

light of contemporary morality. Fulgentius (468-533) 

concentrated on art more than morality. 

Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy is a picture of 

Medieval ideas and concerns, a mirror of its age. In Book 

III, Meter 12 of the Consolation. Boethius receives the story 

of Orpheus from Lady Philosophy. She warns him against 

passions which can rule the better (upper) part of the soul. 

Orpheus' glance back at Eurydice has become a glance at 

temporal, material things which loses him all that he might 

have gained from his journey to Hades. Thus the story of 

Orpheus becomes a morality tale, advising Christians to 

concentrate on Heavenly matters. Medieval scholars revered 

Boethius on a par with Vergil. 

In Mitologiae Fulgentius presents an etymological 

interpretation of Orpheus and Eurydice's names. Orpheus is 

oraia phone--best voice; Eurydice is eur dike--profound 

judgment. The two are described as nearly equal and 

representative of "two aspects of the art of music--the power 

of words to move the listener, and the more mystical harmony 
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of tones. ""2 Thus already in the sixth century Orpheus has 

become synonymous with his art, a theme which not only 

persisted in the Middle Ages but would dominate some 

twentieth century art as well. The focus of the ancient tale 

shifted toward an inseparable couple and away from one 

central character--Orpheus, and a plot convenience--Eurydice, 

the reason for Orpheus' visit to Hades. Both characters were 

vital to Fulgentius' allegory; but his approach reduced 

Orpheus and Eurydice to pawns, subject to the limitations 

imposed by the definitions of their names. 

The scholars who commented on Boethius and Fulgentius in 

the next nine centuries expanded the two philosophers' ideas 

and added some curious opinions of their own. Depending on 

the model each author followed, Eurydice was presented 

variously as Orpheus' Good or the essence of man's worst 

instincts. Followers of Fulgentius' example praised Eurydice 

as the Good which Orpheus can never quite secure. For one 

writer Orpheus' love for her symbolizes Christ's love for the 

Church. In contrast, it is not surprising to find that 

writers intent upon reconciling secular literature with 

sacred doctrines could equate Eurydice with Eve, the 

temptress. One commentator on Boethius' Consolation of 

Philosophy. Nicholas Trivet (d. 1334), dismissed Eurydice as 

^^Friedman, 89. 
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having fallen into sensuality, succumbing willingly to the 

serpent's bite. Another, Peter of Paris (c. 1309), recast 

Eurydice as a nag whose constant pestering caused Orpheus to 

kill her. 

Peter seems to have been completely ignorant of all 

Classical versions of the story. His inventive "translation" 

of Boethius had Orpheus stricken with guilt and seeking 

Eurydice in Hell because he knew she would be down there. 

Peter reintroduced Orpheus' success in returning Eurydice 

home, at the price of being blinded for life. For Peter the 

happy ending may have been a fresh idea. Three notable poems 

from the eleventh century also ended the story happily. But 

their genre was academic exercise--the amplification of myths 

in Latin meter--which sometimes went far beyond the original 

tales. There is no evidence to show that any of these 

writers knew of the ancient tales of Orpheus' success. For 

each of them the idea was most likely born of the Medieval 

love of romantic tales and the current literary style which 

encouraged happy endings. 

The evolution of Orpheus' story from morality tale to 

courtly romance was completed by King Alfred's translation of 

Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy and two fanciful 

adventures. Sir Orfeo and Orpheus and Eurvdice. These 

stories were set in an uncertain earlier age and a far-away 

land. Nevertheless, they painted a portrait of late Medieval 
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England--fashions, architecture, mores, superstitions--all 

from a nobleman's perspective. King Alfred placed Orpheus in 

a fairy-tale setting, actually beginning with "Once upon a 

time. ..." The anonymous Sir Orfeo and Robert Henryson's 

Orpheus and Eurvdice introduced Orpheus as a handsome and 

noble hero, skilled in minstrelsy, devoted to his lady, and 

gallant in his chivalrous quest. The anonymous author of Sir 

Orfeo enlivened his hero with dialogue which revealed a very 

human character. Henryson had his Queen Eurydice of Thrace 

fall in love with Orpheus because of his eloquence and 

beauty. "Love by reputation" was common in Medieval 

romances. 

Thus Orpheus and Eurydice had become models of courtly 

lovers, reflections of the ideal noble men and women of the 

very late Middle Ages. The story of their romance had become 

a truly contemporary tale, not looking backward to a dimly 

remembered past nor forward to an idealized future. The 

story's appeal cut across international and artistic 

boundaries. Artists, authors and composers across Europe 

continued to recast Orpheus and Eurydice in the image of 

their own era for the next nine centuries. 

Renaissance 

By the Renaissance Orpheus had regained his position as 

civilizer and theologian, though the poet/lover was not lost 
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The shift from moralization and romantic idealization of the 

classics to scholarly study of their origins and artistic 

value was a gradual one. Influenced by the new humanism of 

the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Renaissance authors 

and artists restored classical subjects to their original 

appearances and in their original settings. Eventually, they 

would explore the classical tales for their poetic style and 

intrinsic dramatic value without being bound by 

ecclesiastical restrictions. The first great author to 

present the classical Orpheus was the Italian Dante Alighieri 

writing in the thirteenth century. Dante's Orpheus was both 

an historical and allegorical figure. In Canto IV of The 

Divine Comedy. "Inferno," Dante described Limbo's 

inhabitants, among them the great philosophers of history: 

Plato, Aristotle, Orpheus, and others. In The Convivio Dante 

stressed the civilizing power of Orpheus' music. "Orpheus' 

drawing of animate and inanimate nature represented the wise 

man's taming of savage beasts. ""̂^ 

Perhaps the greatest influence on the Italian Renaissance 

attitude toward the classics was Marsilio Ficino, fifteenth-

century Florentine philosopher, theologian, and linguist. 

His translations of Plato and other classical writings were 

-̂̂ Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, "The Myth of Orpheus and Eurydice in 
English Literature to 1900, " unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. University 
of Wisconsin, 1964, 199-120. 
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the basis for the beliefs of Cosimo de' Medici's Platonic 

Academy. Ficino's philosophy created a bridge between the 

Medieval and the Renaissance Orpheus. Ficino, like Dante, 

accepted the Orphic Hvmns as historical documents authored by 

an historical Orpheus, a stance unchallenged until the 

twentieth century. Orpheus exemplified for the Platonists 

the importance of introducing logic, poetry, and rhetoric to 

less cultured men. 

In 1480 another Florentine, Angelo Poliziano (also called 

Angelo Ambrogini and known in English as Politian), wrote a 

drama based on the story of Orpheus and Eurydice. The short 

play has been hailed as the first pastoral drama and the 

first secular drama in Italian. Earlier in his career 

Poliziano had joined his patron Lorenzo de' Medici in 

reappraising the value of vernacular literature. After his 

expulsion from the Medici household in 1479 Poliziano settled 

briefly in Mantua under the patronage of Cardinal Francesco 

Gonzaga. It was for a court occasion that he wrote Favola 

d'Orfeo. There are no act or scene divisions or stage 

directions other than indications of who addresses whom. The 

play is clearly a tragedy ending with the Bacchantes' drunken 

dance after one of them brings Orpheus' severed head to her 

sisters and offers it to Bacchus as a blood sacrifice. 

Though in many ways faithful to Ovid, Poliziano added his 

own contemporary touches to the classical tale. The Sicilian 
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setting has none of the menace of the Ovid's Metamorphoses. 

Some of the characters are Poliziano's own invention. The 

characters in order of appearance are 

Mercury, narrator, 

Mopsus, an old shepherd, 

Aristaeus, a young shepherd, 

Orpheus, 

Thyrsis, his servant, 

Eurydice, a nymph, 

a Shepherd, 

Pluto, 

Minos, 

Proserpine, 

a Fury, 

a Bacchante, 

Chorus of Bacchantes. 

Aristaeus is far from the lecherous shepherd in the 

original versions. He is merely a lovesick shepherd fully in 

keeping with the new fashionable pastoral style. The 

introduction of Mopsus, clearly a fifteenth century Italian 

shepherd, and Minos who warns Pluto of Orpheus' tricks 

further soften the story. 
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Almost half the dialogue is sung.'̂ ^ m fact, there are 

seven "songs" in the play: Aristaeus sings of his love for 

Eurydice; Orpheus first sings a lyric poem; then Orpheus 

sings a dirge upon hearing of Eurydice's death; he sings 

again as he enters Hades to plead for her return; Eurydice 

sings at first happily then woefully as she is torn from 

Orpehus who sings another dirge when he loses her the second 

time; the Bacchantes sing as they make sacrifice to Bacchus 

in the finale of the tragedy. Perhaps the strangest moment 

in the play is Orpheus' first song. The second scene begins 

as Orpheus, playing his lyre, sings a Latin poem praising 

Cardinal Gonzaga, "whose reverend locks the red hat graces." 

It is an unclassical addition, but understandable from an 

author recently fired from a great household. (Tradition 

holds that Baccio Ugolino, the first Orfeo, recommended the 

verses be added.) 

With so much music in so short a drama, Favola d'Orfeo is 

generally considered the forerunner of opera. More than a 

century later it provided opera's inventors with their first 

subject as well as some of the dramatic highlights to 

emphasize. 

Renaissance Italy inspired much of Europe to rediscover 

the classics in their original form. There were numerous 

74 No composer is listed for the favola and no score has survived 
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dictionaries of mythology and vernacular translations of 

Vergil and Ovid. The translations were often richly 

illustrated with detailed woodcuts."̂ ^ Among the artists whose 

works appeared in Ovid translations was the great northern 

printmaker, Albrecht Durer. He was influenced by Andrea 

Mantegna of Mantua who had revived the classical style in the 

fifteenth century. Mantegna's fresco in the Camera degli 

Sposa depicting the Maenads' attack on Orpheus is full of 

vigorous emotion and movement. Orpheus is shown kneeling in 

the manner of Greek warriors fallen in battle. Durer carried 

Mantegna's style even further in a woodcut of the Death of 

Orpheus executed 1494.' The scene's gruesome detail--the 

expressions of the viscious Maenads in pursuit of the 

cringing, kneeling Orpheus are even echoed "in the gnarled 

trunks and bristly foliage of the trees""̂ -̂-is far removed 

from the gentle, courtly figures of Medieval Ovid 

moralizations. It is the culmination not only of the 

evolution of the depiction of the Orpheus, but of the return 

to the original classical models from ancient Greek art. 

Publishers sold emblem books throughout the Renaissance. 

These popular books featured illustrations based on myths. 

^^Giuseppe Scavizzi lists eighty works of art featuring the Orpheus 
myth in Renaissance Italy in his essay in John Warden,ed., Orpheus: the 
metamorphosis of a mvth (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982). 

^^Erwin Panofsky, The Life and Art of Albrecht Durer. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1955), 32. 



74 

each with an accompanying motto or moral, and helped to 

perpetuate the popularity of classical subjects. By the mid-

sixteenth century the school curricula throughout the 

continent included the classics. Students translated Vergil 

and Ovid and freely paraphrased the stories. In England 

students were encouraged to "versify" the stories in lengthy 

rhymes. Any reasonably well-educated man knew the exploits 

of the heroes and heroines, gods and goddesses of ancient 

Greece. 

Sixteenth-century French poets like Ronsard continued 

strongly in the Medieval tradition, praising Orpheus 

according to Francoise Joukovsky as a representative "of the 

Divine Word, as a symbol of harmony in the world. ""̂"̂  

In England allusions to mythic figures were common in 

literature. Authors generally preferred Orpheus the great 

poet, musician, and lover to the mystical, theological 

Orpheus. In one of his "Two Pastorals" Sir Philip Sidney 

called on Orpheus "To joyne sweete friends beloved" with his 

music, and Edmund Spenser in his "Epithalamion" promises 

to"praises his bride as Orpheus had once praised his."^^ A 

further allusion to Orpheus as the "Thracian Poet" appears in 

The Faerie Oueen (IV, Canto ii). Ben Jonson used allusions 

to the classics in his plays to enrich his 

'7'̂ Warden, 65. 

^^Gros Louis, 138. 
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characterizations, sometimes to comic effect. In Jonson's 

The Poetaster (an inferior poet) one character ridicules 

another by comparing him unfavorably to Orpheus. Shakespeare 

employed allusions to Orpheus in a variety of ways--as 

musician/lover: Proteus instructs Thurio to woo Silvia by 

"fram[ing] some feeling line . . .For Orpheus' lute was 

strung with poets' sinews." (Two Gentlemen of Verona. III. 

2, 11.76 and 78); as civilizer: Lorenzo reminds Jessica 

that "Orpheus drew trees, stones and floods,/Since naught so 

stockish hard and full of rage,/ But music for the time doth 

change his nature." (The Merchant of Venice. V, 11. 80ff) 

There is a similar allusion in an attendant's song to cheer 

Queen Katherine, "In sweet music is such art,/ Killing care 

and grief of heart/ Fall asleep or, hearing, die." pgprv 

VIII (III, 1, 11. 3-14) 

The Seventeenth Century 

By the turn of the seventeenth century the optimism of the 

humanists had faded in the realities of European politics. 

The world had not been civilized. Francis Bacon recognized 

the inevitable failure of the civilizing spirit of poetry as 

envisioned by the humanists. He expressed his philosophy in 

The Wisdom of the Ancients (1609). Speaking of Orpheus as 

philosopher he asserted that society would accept the 

enlightening triumph of poetic and philosophical influence 
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only temporarily. A naturally barbarous society would 

eventually dismember philosophy and poetry as the Bacchantes 

had dismembered Orpheus. For Bacon, Orpheus' story 

paralleled his cyclical view of history. Just as Orpheus' 

singing head survived to reappear elsewhere, so some fragment 

of humanist philosophy would resurface and triumph in a later 

age. 

Mythological heroes, including Orpheus, were assailed by 

both religious and secular leaders in the first half of the 

seventeenth century. In the new rational age such legends 

were relegated to the world of the imagination. Metaphysical 

study and scientific inquiry replaced the rhetoric and poetry 

of the Renaissance humanists. Though many poets still 

identified themselves with Orpheus, it was as the victim of 

society, the misunderstood poet standing alone against attack 

by an iron society. The poetry of John Milton parallels this 

shift in attitude. In The Mvth of Orpheus and Eurvdice in 

English Literature to 1900. Kenneth Gros Louis cites the 

appearances of Orpheus in Milton's works L'Allegro. II 

Penseroso. Lvcidas. and Paradise Lost, as illustrations that 

in his youth Milton identified with Orpheus the 

poet/civilizer, but progressively adopted the attitude of his 

contemporaries who questioned the value of the classics."̂ ^ 

"̂ Ĝros Louis, 174ff. 
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Allusions to Orpheus generally decreased in literature 

during the century. Perhaps because of its frequent use in 

the Renaissance, the story of Orpheus had become static. 

While authors could refer to Orpheus' attributes, comparing a 

lover's musical gift or vowing his faithfulness as great as 

his, they seemed to be repeating hackneyed phrases from a 

dead past. By contrast John Dryden found a comic use for the 

musician/poet in Fables (1700). The Fox praises Chaunticleer 

saying that if Orpheus had sung as well in Hades, "The Wife 

had been detain'd/ To keep the Husband there." 

It was in music that Orpheus retained his Renaissance 

dignity and found new vitality at the start of the 

seventeenth century. The composers and poets of the 

Florentine Camerata sought to restore drama to music in the 

manner of the ancient Greek theater. The result of their 

experiments was an entirely new form of vocal music which 

they called stile rappresentativo. expressive solo song with 

a simple accompaniment, the foundation of opera. The oldest 

extant opera is Jacopo Peri"s Eurvdice (1600)̂ ° Rinuccini 

based the text on Poliziano's La Favola d"Orfeo. but added a 

happy ending (Plutone allows Eurydice to leave without any 

stipulations.), with a finale of singing and dancing. Some 

of the music was provided by another member of the Camerata, 

^°His earlier opera, La Dafne (1597), which he called a dramma per 
musica is lost. 



78 

Giulio Caccini. In 1602 Caccini premiered his opera upon the 

same libretto. In their day Peri's opera was better received 

than Caccini's though the latter is perhaps more pleasing to 

the modern ear. From the first, then, the story of Orpheus 

and Eurydice has inspired composers of opera. Though it 

would be an exaggeration to state that the history of Orpheus 

in opera is the history of opera itself, one cannot deny that 

a number of hallmarks in opera history are those based on the 

myth. The first Italian opera produced outside of Italy was 

an Orpheus story composed by Caccini's daughter and premiered 

at the court of the King of Poland. Vincenzo Gonzaga, Duke 

of Mantua, commissioned Claudio Monteverdi to compose an 

opera on Poliziano's pastoral drama after he attended the 

premiere of Peri's Eurvdice. Monteverdi's groundbreaking 

opera, Orfeo. premiered at Carnival in Mantua in 1607. 

Inspired by Alessandro Striggio's excellent libretto, 

Monteverdi extended the recitative style of Peri and Caccini 

with an intense lyricism. He used a variety of tone colors 

in his orchestration to further heighten the impact of the 

text. He also introduced the alternation of recitative, 

aria, and ensembles--duets and choruses, added ballet, and 

interspersed the vocal numbers with instrumental interludes. 

The text appears to be a hybrid of Poliziano's drama and 

Striggio's own imagination. He provided the opera with a 

happy resolution while remaining basically true to his model. 
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Thus the story ends with Orpheus joining his father Apollo in 

immortality as they rise into the Heavens thence to gaze upon 

Eurydice forever. In many respects Monteverdi's Orfeo is the 

first true opera. It is the oldest opera in the current 

standard repertoire. 

Two great painters led the way in the first half of ,the 

seventeenth century to reconcile classicism with the new 

Baroque style in art. Flemish artist Peter Paul Rubens 

"finished what Durer had started a hundred years earlier--the 

breakdown of the artistic barriers between North and South."^^ 

He, too, studied the works of Andrea Mantegna in Italy, 

copying them and then adapting the subjects to his own unique 

style. From the Italians he borrowed muscular figures and 

passionate expression to which he added undulating line, 

gently blended colors, and a Flemish instinct for realism. 

To Rubens mythological heroes were as important as saints and 

he treated them all with the same grand drama. His "Orpheus 

and Eurydice" (1625?)^^ depicts the lovers in Hades before 

Pluto and Proserpina at the moment Orpheus begins to lead 

Eurydice back to earth. Her eyes on Eurydice, Proserpina is 

^^Horst Woldemar Janson. History of Art. 2d ed. (New York: Harry 
N. Abrams, 1977), 505. 

^^The location of this painting is unknown. Although Pablo Cabanas 
credits this painting to Rubens, Scavizzi states that "Rubens never 
represented the myth." Compare Pablo Cabanas, Mito de Orfeo en 
Literatura Espanola. (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones 
Cientificas, Institute Miguel de Cervantes de Filologia Hispanica, 
1948), Plate I, and Warden, 146. 
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leaning forward as Pluto watches her intently. Perhaps she 

is envious for the moment. Orpheus' lyre seems to float 

behind his back as he steps away to the left. Though she 

follows, Eurydice is casting a tender glance back at 

Proserpina. The drama is played out by large human figures 

in front of a somewhat static classical portico, while clouds 

swirl in the far distance. 

Nicolas Poussin is considered the greatest French artist 

of the seventeenth century although he lived a great deal of 

his life in Italy. Rather than follow his countrymen's 

attempts to escape from classicism, Poussin embraced 

classical form choosing to present historical and 

mythological subjects with austere beauty. His immense 

landscapes reflect his ideal--legend and human history not as 

they are, but as they would be if nature were perfect. Two 

of these landscapes, painted during his last years in Rome, 

depict scenes from the Orpheus legend. In "Orpheus and 

Eurydice" (1648?) Poussin sets his small human figures in a 

vast riverside scene. In the foreground Orpheus serenades 

Eurydice accompanying himself on his lyre. Their companions 

relax about them as if at a picnic. In the midground boaters 

ply the river before a classical city. The scene is framed 

by majestic trees and backed by mountains. The real subject 

of the painting appears to be "serenity" or "perfect 

communion with nature" rather than Orpheus and Eurydice. The 
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human figures might almost be incidental to the scene. 

"Orpheus asking the Way to Hades" (1650?) projects this 

impression even more intensely. Again in the foreground 

Orpheus is, nevertheless, a tiny figure against the grand 

backdrop. Before him sits an old man pointing deep into the 

picture, to the entrance to Hades far away in the rugged 

mountains. As with the earlier painting there is a frame of 

trees and a great deal of natural detail. In neither of the 

paintings are the expressions of the figures apparent. It is 

their relationship to their surroundings, not the event, that 

is important. 

The Eighteenth Century 

By the eighteenth century the prevailing attitude toward 

the classics was that they had no place in modern poetry or 

art. They bore no resemblance to universal truth and, 

therefore, had no place in serious literature. Poets who 

continued to allude to mythological characters tended to 

associate each one with a particular poetic theme. In 

Orpheus' case that theme was the power of music. Poems 

dedicated to St. Caecilia contained references to the first 

great musician, Orpheus. Voltaire called the inventors of 

myths ingenious, but he cautioned his readers against using 

mythological heroes as role models. Still the classics 

remained at the heart of the educational curriculum. Even in 
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the Age of Reason a man could not be considered well-educated 

who did not know the myths and their Medieval and Renaissance 

allegorical interpretations. Therefore, through the schools 

and universities the classics survived. By the end of the 

century there was a growing interest in primitive mentality. 

Perhaps the natural result of colonial expansion, this 

interest aided in the survival of the classics. 

When operatic form and production needed restructuring, 

Christoph Willibald Gluck used the Orpheus story to effect 

his radical reforms. Through his reforms he gained the title 

"Father of Modern Opera." Berlioz and Wagner credited Gluck 

with inspiring their musicodramatic ideals. It is generally 

agreed today that his greatest influence was more 

philosophical than musical--for he, more than any other 

composer before him with the exception of Monteverdi, 

understood opera as primarily a vehicle for drama. Claimed 

by Germany, Austria and the Czech Republic, Gluck composed 

operas in Italy and England with success. His greatest 

triumph came in 17 62 with the premiere in Vienna of Orfeo ed 

Euridice. The librettist was Calzabigi who simplified the 

plot to a series of static tableaux rather than telling a 

connected story and restricted the characters to three--

Orpheus, Eurydice, and Amor (Cupid), all three treble parts 

as Orfeo was written for castrate. The first scene opens 

after Eurydice's death, with Orpheus' lamenting at her tomb. 
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The scenes progress with no explanatory narrative. The 

chorus comments as a Greek chorus would have done. After two 

excellently constructed acts, the third act shocks the senses 

of many modern dramatists. In a deus ex marhin^ appearance. 

Amor restores Eurydice to life a second time to provide the 

Viennese audience its customary happy ending. The happy 

ending is not unique to Gluck's opera. The earliest versions 

of Orpheus' tale end happily. Even with its happy ending 

Orfeo ed Euridice was not commercially successful in Vienna. 

Gluck restyled the opera in French with a tenor Orfeo and 

premiered it in Paris in 1774. A hybrid revision, with a 

mezzo-soprano as Orpheus to utilize the original keys, but 

retaining the French language and the additional music for 

the French version, survives today as the oldest opera in the 

standard modern repertoire. 

Haydn introduced his now little-known opera L'anima del 

filosofo (also called Orfeo ed Euridice) in London in 1791. 

It even contained a charming parody of Gluck's famous aria 

"Che faro senza Euridice" here sung by Euridice to Orfeo^^. 

These two operas do not stand alone in the eighteenth century 

as examples of the Orpheus theme in music. Between 1752 and 

^^Anthony van Hoboken, ed., Joseph Havdn: Thematisch-
biblioaraphisches Werkverzeichnis. Band II (Mainz: B. Schott's Sohne, 
1971), 425-435. 
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1800, there were ten operas based on the story, including one 

by J. C. Bach in 1770. 

Displaced from his customary place in serious literature, 

Orpheus found a new niche in satire and farces in the Age of 

Reason. Jonathan Swift used Orpheus death as an explanation 

of the history of fanaticism in "A Discourse Concerning the 

Mechanical Operation of the Spirit, etc." He claimed that 

Orpheus "was torn to pieces by Women, because he refused to 

communicate his Orgyes to them; which others explained, by 

telling us, he had castrated himself upon Grief, for the loss 

of his Wife. "̂ 4 

Authors of farces used Orpheus to mock contemporary 

convention. Early in the century Henry Fielding adapted the 

myth to ridicule operatic conventions and the English 

audiences who thrived on dramas sung in a language they could 

not understand. Castrati were a favorite target. In 

Fielding's Eurvdice. when Orpheus, a character traditionally 

sung by a castrate, attempts to cross the River Styx, Charon 

says that he cannot take him. He was instructed that only 

men and women be ferried to Hades, and the signer is neither. 

Fielding and his peers did not mock Orpheus, but they hardly 

S^jonathan Swift, A Tale of a Tub and an Account of a bettel between 
the ancient and modern books in St. James Library. Malcolm J. Bosse, ed. 
(New York: Garland Press, 1972), 187. 
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could have found a more suitable vehicle for mocking Italian 

opera. 

The Nineteenth Century 

As the century of political revolution began in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries artists, authors 

and composers, wearied of the affectations of the Rococo and 

Classic styles. A new realism gripped Europe. Poets and 

painters alike expressed "their dreams of the strange and 

ideal."^^ The romantic philosophy allowed striking 

individuality to flourish. The arts became more and more 

subjective. In Romanticism there was new room for mythology. 

The magical powers of Orpheus the musician were especially 

attractive to poets. They were drawn to his tragedy and 

identified themselves with him as a poet driven by strange 

inner forces. 

There were, of course, those who continued the tradition 

of using mythological references as decorative touches 

without any imaginative expansion of characterization or 

story. George Gordon Lord Byron invoked the name and 

attributes of Orpheus in a number of works in the manner of 

his predecessors. In one instance he compared clumsy dancing 

soldiers "to the beasts whom Orpheus tamed: . . . The young 

85 Gros Louis, 228 
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hassar/ The whiskered votary of Waltz and War,/ His night 

devotes, despite of spur and boots; A sight unmatched since 

Orpheus and his brutes. . . ."̂ ^ 

By far the greater number of nineteenth century poets 

found in Orpheus a mystical creative power which they 

recognized in themselves and their fellow poets. Allusions 

to Orpheus, his lyre, and his love ring throughout Romantic 

poetry. Their references are to "A divine song" (Coleridge 

praising Wordsworth's autobiographical poem The Prelude). and 

"a perpetual Orphic song" (Shelley in Prometheus Unbound). 

Orpheus represented not only the power of poetry but its 

potential for immortality. Nor was Orpheus the lover 

ignored. John Keats' Endvmion contains the line "leddest 

Orpheus through the gleams of death," citing the strength of 

love while foreshadowing the inevitable tragedy. 

William Wordsworth recognized the power of the lyre itself 

to establish harmony between man and nature. In "The Power 

of Sound" he pleads for "Orphean insight . . ./When Music 

deigned within this grosser sphere/ Her subtle essence to 

enfold" (11. 115,116-7). 

It was in nineteenth century poetry that Eurydice spoke 

again for the first time in literature since Henryson's 

chivalrous tale. Robert Browning composed an octet entitled 

^^George Gordon Lord Byron, "The Waltz" 11.15-18 
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"Eurydice to Orpheus: A Picture by Leighton" which was 

published in 1864 in the Roval Aĉ d̂emv c^t^^nm^f^ As she 

follows Orpheus to earth Eurydice pleads with him to turn and 

look at her: 

But give them me, the mouth, the eyes, the brow! 

Let them once more absorb me! One look now 

Will lap me round forever, not to pass 

Out of its light, though darkness lie beyond: 

Hold me but safe again within the bond 

of one immortal look! All woe that was. 

Forgotten, and all terror that may be. 

Defied,--no past is mine, no future: look at me!^^ 

Browning's poem marks the beginning of a renewed interest in 

Eurydice's character, though his attitude toward her is not 

far removed from the Medieval glosses which portrayed her as 

a frail woman causing Orpeus' failure. But for Browning at 

least she is more than a means to moralize; she is a 

passionate, fully realized human being. 

Victorian authors found in Eurydice two opposing 

expressions of contemporary woman's place in society. Lewis 

Morris' image of fragile woman dependent on her husband's 

moral strength and generosity (Epic of Hades) adopts the 

traditional early Victorian view. In sharp contrast Edward 

^^Robert Browning, The Complete Poetical Works of Browning. Horace 
E. Scudder, ed., (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1895), 395. 
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Dowden's Eurydice is a woman of great personal strength who 

recognizes her husband's frailties and ponders how she might 

have helped him succeed. She accepts her fate content in the 

knowledge that Orpheus is "performing great deeds on earth."̂ e 

Franz Liszt's brief, but powerful fourth symphonic poem, 

subtitled Orpheus. premiered in 1854 at the opening of a 

production of Gluck's Orfeo ed Eurvdice. In his preface to 

the published score Liszt, then conductor of the Weimar 

Theatre, admitted that during rehearsals for the production 

he was often inattentive. 

I could not prevent my mind wandering . . . to that 
other Orpheus whose name hovers so majestically and 
harmoniously over one of the most poetic myths of 
Greece. I recalled an Etruscan vase in the Louvre 
collection, which represents the first poet-
musician, . . . his lips open for the utterance of 
divine words and songs, and his lyre resounding 
under the touch of his long and graceful fingers. ̂^ 

Liszt does not address the story so much as the philosophical 

ideal apparent in the character of Orpheus, the mystical 

poet/musician. The work opens with a serenity befitting a 

classical pastoral scene--quiet arpeggios from two harps with 

horn accompaniment. Soon cellos and horns present the 

principal theme. All the orchestral forces join by degrees 

in a slow crescendo to the triumphant climax as Liszt 

described in his programme, "rising gradually like the vapour 

^^Gros Louis, 261. 

^^Alan Walker, Franz Liszt, vol. 2 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1989), 306. 
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of incense and enfolding the world and the whole universe as 

it were in . . . mysterious harmony, "̂ o The beautiful ending 

restores the serenity of the opening section in a long chord 

progression dimishing from the E E dolcissimo to the final 

At a time when grand opera in France was in decline, 

Jacques Offenbach composed his four-act opera-feree, Oroh^e 

flU?^ gpfgrs (Orpheus in the Underworld) and with it created an 

entirely new operatic genre, the operetta. The comic 

libretto by Hector Cremieux and Ludovic Halevy satirized the 

Orpheus story and its earlier operas. As Haydn had done, 

Offenbach paradied Gluck's "Che faro senza Eurydice." Badly 

received at its 1858 premiere, the opera gained new life in 

1874 when the librettists reworked the text. The resulting 

satire, not only of the Greek tale but of Parisian society in 

the Second Empire, was a tremendous success. Many of the 

character and plot elements are reminiscent of Fielding and 

Garrick's English farces. Orphee, a hack violin teacher 

despises his wife, the far-from-virtuous Eurydice who is 

easily wooed away by Pluto disguised as a honey manufacturer, 

Aristee. When Eurydice dies, Orpheus is forced to rescue her 

not so much for convention and certainly not for love, but 

because the original legend says he must. The Underworld 

90walker, 306 
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dazzles him with its cancaning deities defying Jupiter's 

strict behaviour codes. He is loathe to leave with her. To 

everyone's delight Jupiter kicks Orpheus to make him turn 

around so that Eurydice can stay. The bacchanalian finale 

resembles a Left-Bank cafe scene. Oroh^e aux Enfers 

continues in the modern standard repertoire. Its spirited 

dances, singable tunes, and biting satire of hypocritical 

society are as current today as they were a century and a 

half ago. 

An heir of Poussin and David provided the nineteenth 

century with its first outstanding Orpheus painting. Jean-

Baptiste Camille Corot painted landscapes on small canvases 

quickly on the spot of his observation. In only an hour or 

two he recorded what he called the "truth of the moment." 

Early in his career he spent two years in Italy, most of the 

time in and around Rome. He achieved remarkable sensitivity 

in his treatment of light and distance. One of his later 

landscapes, Orpheus Sinaina His Lament for Eurvdice.^^ 

captures some of the misty, poetical style which set him 

among the predecessors of Impressionism. This constructed 

scene lacks much of the spontaneity of his other works. 

^^Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot, Qroheus Sinaina His Lament for 
Eurvdice. oil on canvas, c. 1865-70, Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, 
Texas. 
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Still it is a fine blend of classical subject and modern 

techniques. 

What remained of Orpheus' "lover's image" was shattered by 

Symbolist poets and painters in the late nineteenth century. 

The Symbolist movement appeared in Paris in the 1880's as a 

reaction to Realism and Impressionism. Inspired by the 

poetry of Mallarme and Rimbaud, who later influenced 

Apollinaire, this group of principally French artists and 

writers sought to express ideas and emotions rather than to 

present scenes and story lines. Their works relied on 

symbols which they believed to be universal. Trusting in a 

radical subjectivity. Symbolists asserted that the artist's 

function was to present works not to be seen as reality or 

even as impressions of reality, but rather to be seen through 

to reveal the truth behind the merely visual.^^ Therefore, 

the artist revealed an interior reality free of materialism. 

The results were often fantastical, visionary, even dreamy, 

often bordering on the occult. Perhaps it is no coincidence 

that these artists were contemporaries of Sigmund Freud whose 

Interpretation of Dreams broached the subject of the power of 

man's subconscious over his conscious experience. 

^^Horst de la Croix and Richard G. Tansey, ed., Gardner's Art 
Throuah the Ages. 8d ed. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 
Publishers, 1986), 871. 
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Symbolists were idealists who deemed art an object of 

worship. They emphasized the syncretism of ancient mythology 

with modern Christianity through allegories whose truths 

transcended cultural barriers and religious constraint. In 

their art they sought perfect synaesthesia, a correspondence 

of images and symbols. 

For the Symbolists Orpheus embodied this syncretism. Here 

was the musician and priest, the shaman revealed once again 

as in the ancient tales. In this sacred role the lover 

disappeared. Symbolist painters ignored the roles of 

Eurydice and the Maenads, preferring to present Orpheus as 

complete within himself--an androgynous figure, both Orpheus 

and Eurydice in one. At first glance, it would seem that in 

this they clung to the Alexandrian version of the myth as 

presented by Ovid, furthering the concept of Orpheus' latent 

homosexuality. However, it may have been their desire to 

remove Orpheus as far as possible from the romantic 

associations of the previous centuries. For the Symbolists' 

emphasis on Orpheus, the priest/psychopomp, as creativity 

personified, it was necessary to separate him as far as 

possible from any gender-specific images. 

It was in Symbolist art that the death of Orpheus regained 

importance. More than once Gustav Moreau painted the severed 

head floating in water. In order to present a symbol of 

creativity--separate, finding life in its own death (a 
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"Dionysian association)--the head was shown floating in a 

pool, static but for the water swirling around it. To 

present the head in a river flowing toward an implied 

destination would have been a reversion to the myth, a return 

to story-telling. In Orpheus in Nineteenth-Centuirv Symbolism 

Dorothy M. Kosinski noted the significance of the 

reappearance of Orpheus' severed head for the first time 

since antiquity.^^ She rightly credited the Symbolists with 

presaging the importance of Orpheus' death in the artworks of 

the twentieth century. It became particularly important in 

the semi-autobiographical play and films of Jean Cocteau, but 

also appeared in the 1948 collaboration of Stravinsky, 

Ballanchine, and Noguchi. 

By the turn of the twentieth century the ancient legend of 

Orpheus had undergone intensive scrutiny both by scholars, as 

in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and by poets and 

musicians from the late Middle Ages through the nineteenth 

century. Orpheus had found his place in the visual arts as 

well, particularly in the seventeenth and nineteenth 

centuries. The peculiar metamorphosis of Orpheus' character 

into the androgynous synaesthetic ideal of Symbolism seemed 

to complete his transformation from an ancient hero of 

questionable historicity to a modern personality with a truly 

^^Dorothy M. Kosinski, Qroheus in Nineteenth-Centurv Symbolism (Ann 
Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1989), xiv. 
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Protean nature. That personality, possessed anew of its most 

ancient characteristics, waited only for the deeply personal 

perspective of twentieth century artists to find totally new 

expression. 



CHAPTER IV 

ARTISTIC CONCEPTS AND MOVEMENTS 

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Whatever the political causes of the two World Wars in the 

first half of the twentieth century, the horrors of World War 

I and the holocaust of World War II may be seen as a reaction 

to the submerged spirit, the pent-up anger, of repressed 

natural emotion which characterized the idealistic humanism 

of nineteenth-century Romanticism. The grotesque violence 

was a kind of universal catharsis. Since the beginning of 

the Age of Exploration, Europe had conceived herself as the 

political center of the world. The first two decades of the 

century witnessed the start of the dissolution of the 

European empires, without the comforting prophesy of a 

"global village" which would be promoted nine decades later. 

The hope inherent in the humanism of the Renaissance, and 

carried through the Age of Revolution into Romanticism and 

its Utopian movements, was lost with the outbreak of war in 

1914. 

The physical sciences destroyed the comfortable 

traditions, the very foundations of the European concept of 

man's place at the center of creation. In the mid-nineteenth 

century Charles Darwin had proposed that all life developed 

95 
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gradually from a common ancestry at the very simplest level. 

The implications staggered European culture--human behavior 

as the product of heredity and environment is largely beyond 

an individual's control, therefore society must bear at least 

part of the blame for each member's behavior. In the early 

twentieth century quantum physics placed the electron as the 

indivisible basis of creation. Where Newton had expressed 

natural law as static, viewing time and space from a specific 

point of reference, Einstein presented his theory that time 

and space could be expressed as relative, viewed from a 

moving point of reference. The faster the movement, the 

smaller the difference between matter and energy, time and 

space. 

The social sciences redefined man's function in creation--

not as the reason for, but the consequence of creation. The 

newest science, psychology, questioned man's control over 

creation, at least his conscious control over his own role in 

creation. Using free association and interpretation of 

dreams, Sigmund Freud analyzed the relationship of conscious 

and subconscious realities. His friend and disciple Carl 

Jung extended the theories of the subconscious to include a 

"racial conscious," an element in human brain development 

acquired through endless generations of experiences.. Jung 

expressed these "psychic residua" as symbols common to human 

experience, archetypal stimuli. What had been mystery and 
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fate for the Symbolists became in the works of Freud and Jung 

objects of scientific inquiry and logical explanation. 

The ensuing emotional chaos brought on by the realization 

of promises unfulfilled by the old philosophies and creeds 

was much like the crisis of Christian Europe at the dawn of 

the year 1000 C.E. The Roman Catholic Church had promised 

that on that date Christ would return and the world would 

come to an end. When the world continued, the faithful began 

to question all that they had been taught and to seek answers 

beyond the Church. Such was the reaction at the start of the 

twentieth centujry. 

Humanism had not prevailed; it had not prevented 

devastating wars, disease epidemics such as Spanish 

influenza, or world-wide economic depression. Europeans were 

forced into a revisionist view of history; but first they 

experienced a spate of disparate reactions to the unsettling 

ideas, discoveries, and theories which confronted them. They 

sought to redefine truth and questioned man's method of 

perceiving reality. 

Visual Arts 

In the previous century French painter Paul Gauguin had 

asked. Where Do We Come From? Where Are We? Where Are We 
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gginq?^^ The function of the artist in society had been 

questioned by the Realists, the Symbolists and the 

Expressionists. Traditionally dated as 1905 to 1930 

Expressionism had its roots in the late nineteenth century. 

Realists like Courbet and Manet had painted life as they saw 

it, each in a highly individual style; and while they 

insisted that they only painted what they saw objectively, 

their works reflected not so much the reality, but their 

visual perception of reality. As a generic identification 

the term expressionism was first applied to the works of 

Vincent Van Gogh and Paul Gauguin to distinguish them from 

the Impressionists. Soon the term came to denote any 

departure from the norm. German Expressionists Emil Nolde 

and Max Beckman reflected the vital color and emotional 

subject matter of Flemish painters Matthias Grunewald and 

Hieronymus Bosch.^^ Influenced by Cezanne and Matisse, 

through the work of the Fauves, Expressionists Edvard Munch 

(Norway) and Max Ernst (German-born American) contrasted the 

Realists' aesthetic. They emphasized subjective expression 

of the artist's inner experiences as a means of showing 

fundamental truth. In this they were also heirs of the 

Symbolist's innovative aesthetic. Expressionists presented 

"̂̂ Paul Gauguin, Where Do We Come From? Where Are We? Where Are We 
Going?. oil on canvas, 1897, Tompkins Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, Massachusetts. 

^^De la Croix, 895. 
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emotionally charged subject matter with bold color, strong 

lines, distorted perspective, and sometimes savage 

brushstrokes in order to elicit from the viewer a specific 

response to match the artist's own emotion. In 1912 Vasily 

Kandinsky exploited the psychological influence of color. He 

introduced the concept that color itself could be the subject 

matter for a painting in his treatise Concerning the 

Spiritual in Art. 9̂  

Photography had made realistic painting all but obsolete. 

Among painters there were many who sought to separate 

themselves from the mainstream of commercially popular 

artistic styles. Encouraged by the individualism of the 

Realists, Symbolists, Impressionists, and Expressionists, 

they, too, chose a variety of means of individual expression. 

The artistic movements at the beginning of the twentieth 

century appeared to art critics and patrons alike as chaotic 

and purposely anarchic. Often artists were perceived as 

inviting hostility. Describing his exploration into the 

possibilities of art beyond simple two-dimensional 

representation, Picasso suggested that all art should be 

subversive. Throughout Europe and North America many artists 

pushed the bounds of accepted visual perception. 

96 De la Croix, 899 
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Abstraction was the root idea for these non-traditional 

art movements. For many critics the term "abstract" has 

served as a convenient umbrella for all nonrepresentational 

styles. Its non-objective art was a different expression of 

the concept of "art for art's sake" which had appealed to the 

Symbolists. Unlike Symbolist works. Abstraction had no 

icons, no universal figures to express emotion. It was a 

genre which depended solely on intrinsic form. 

In Paris during the first decade of the twentieth century 

Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso fragmented natural forms 

into abstract and often geometric structures. Their 

nonrepresentational works, dubbed Cubism by art critics, 

scandalized the art world by effectively dehumanizing their 

human subjects. By breaking the planes of two-dimensional 

forms Braque and Picasso attempted to show the figures from 

several viewpoints at once, to present all aspects of the 

figure at a glance. Their work greatly influenced following 

generations of painters. Some sculptors, Russian-born Ossip 

Zadkine among them, sought to incorporate the principles of 

Cubism into their work with varying degrees of success. 

In Italy around 1910 the Futurists attempted to depict the 

dynamic energy of contemporary life, particularly the new 

role of machinery. Their works often represented motions 

which suggested the figure which moved, but delineated none 

of the figure's features. 
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By 1912 Robert Delaunay was creating images which combined 

abstract, geometric figures with representational figures. 

The poet Guillaume Apollinaire dubbed the new abstractionism 

"Orphism" because it was as far removed as music from literal 

visual representation. The name did not endure. Art critics 

and public alike seemed to prefer the less arcane term 

"Abstractionism" to describe the whirling spheres, the 

apparently random geometries, and architectural fragments 

which were the heart of Delaunay's work. 

Toward the end of World War I a number of disillusioned 

young artists bitterly attacked the traditional ideals of 

what they considered a failed culture, and so abolished 

traditional aesthetic forms by creating a kind of nonart. 

Eventually the movement received the name Dada. As with many 

movements of the time, Dada attracted followers from both 

literature and the visual arts. Marcel Duchamp and his 

followers embraced chance, intuition, and grotesque satire to 

unmask society's pretenses. True to their movement's 

nonsensical name, their works were often derisive, giving the 

appearance of irrationality. It was a short-lived movement 

(1916-1922 or 1923) for once they had made their statement 

and created their sensations, the artists progressed to other 

styles. Their influence, however, persisted in the whimsical 

and fantastic art of Paul Klee and Max Ernst. 
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Another somewhat fantastic literary and artistic movement 

explored the workings of the subconscious. Influenced by the 

psychoanalysis of Freud the artists used the images arising 

from the subconscious as a new source of self-realization. 

The term for this movement appears to have been coined by 

Apollinaire in the subtitle for his play The Breasts of 

Tiresias (drame surrealiste). He had already championed the 

works of the Fauves, the Futurists, and the Cubists. He 

encouraged any work which abandoned recognizable subject 

matter or which treated the recognizable in an abstract 

manner. Such super-realism was the aim of Giorgio De 

Chirico, once allied with Dada. In 1924 French poet Andre 

Breton wrote a Surrealist Manifesto. Max Ernst and Joan Miro 

combined physical reality with the greater, absolute psychic 

reality. In dream-like images objects, sometimes distorted, 

floated in space. The artists' redefinitions of perspective 

and juxtapositions of irrational images caught the 

imagination of an amazed public. Later in the century the 

Spanish painter Salvador Dali brought Surrealism into 

commercial popularity. 

The applied arts, too, reacted to the search for new 

artistic identity. In 1919 German architect Walter Gropius 

combined two Weimar arts and crafts schools into Das 

Staatliche Bauhaus. a center for the highest possible 

standard of craftsmanship in architecture and design. 
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Gropius' revolutionary ideas created an academic philosophy 

of unity in all aspects of building design. Architect, 

painter, sculptor, even the furniture designer must be freed 

from the constraints of European paradigms. He viewed a 

building as an entity with its own sense of balance in 

function and decoration. Therefore, he encouraged the 

creation of buildings "unencumbered by lying facades and 

trickeries. "9'7 His faculty explored and introduced non-

Western philosophies and mystery religions into the 

constantly evolving curriculum. Vasily Kandinsky and Paul 

Klee taught painting and graphic arts; Gerhard Marcks taught 

pottery as well as sculpture and graphic arts; Marcel Breuer 

taught furniture design. The key to the curriculum lay in 

the foundation course in which students experimented with the 

materials of their craft and were challenged to violate 

classical traditions in order to solve elementary design 

problems. Laszlo Moholy-Nagy joined the faculty in 1923 to 

teach the foundation course. A master of theater and graphic 

design as well as of painting and photography, Moholy-Nagy 

proved as influential as Gropius in shaping and promoting the 

school's philosophy. Under attack by local conservatives the 

Bauhaus moved from Weimar to Dessau in 1925 and later to 

Berlin, but suspicion of socialist tendencies and fear of the 

9̂ H. H. Arnason, History of Modern Art, rev. and enl. ed. (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1977), 259. 
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influence of Eastern mysticism haunted the school. Finally, 

when Adolf Hitler came to power as Chancellor, he closed the 

Bauhaus. Hounded by the Nazis the faculty dispersed, 

emigrating to countries where the Bauhaus philosophy had been 

well-received. Klee moved to Switzerland, Gropius, Moholy-

Nagy, and Breuer to the United States. Moholy-Nagy opened 

the New Bauhaus in Chicago in 1937. In that same year Breuer 

joined Gropius on the faculty at Harvard University. 

Music 

In general Romanticism in music had reached its zenith and 

begun to fade by the 1890's. While some composers, such as 

Giacomo Puccini in Italy, Jean Sibelius in Finland, and 

Richard Strauss in Germany, carried the tradition into the 

twentieth century, others sought new means of expression. In 

France the Impressionists' reaction against Romanticism 

introduced Oriental scales and Medieval modes. Claude 

Debussy emphasized parallel motion of the so-called perfect 

intervals, fourths, fifths, and octaves, to destabilize 

traditional tonality. In the late nineteenth century 

Nationalism had ended the dominance of the German and 

Austrian composers. But Austrian composers Arnold Schoenberg 

and Alban Berg embraced the Expressionistic ideal of 

emphasizing the search for inner reality. By 1923 Schoenberg 

had developed a wholly new method of composition. 
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dodecaphony, in which the twelve tones within the diatonic 

scale relate only to one another. 

As in the visual arts musical styles in the early 

twentieth century were an outgrowth of and reaction to 

nineteenth century traditions. Each composer developed his 

style using new resources or finding a new approach to old 

resources. Their individual responses often reflected their 

cultural identities. Their experiments with the basic 

elements of music resulted in a greatly expanded musical 

vocabulary which the public at first rejected vehemently, but 

eventually, albeit warily, came to accept. 

The traditional concept of meter as a regularly recurring 

accent pattern gave way to shifting accents within measures 

and finally to frequently changing meters within a single 

movement. To duple, triple, and quadruple meters were added 

measures of five, seven, and eleven beats often shifting 

between different units of pulse. The result was an 

exciting, sometimes disturbing forward drive. 

Once designed in balanced phrases of four or eight 

measures, melodies were spun out in irregular phrase lengths. 

Once conformed to vocal capabilities, melodies were conceived 

instrumentally with angular phrases and dissonant interval 

leaps beyond the human vocal range. 

Composers experimented with a variety of harmonies beyond 

the tertian based chordal structures of the last three 
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centuries. They created chords based on intervals of fourths 

and fifths, superimposing dissonance upon dissonance. 

Composers challenged the traditional definition of consonance 

until intervals of seconds and sevenths became consonant in 

the world of composition. 

In the same way composers challenged the notion of 

tonality, changing keys so often that the concept of a 

"necessary key center" was permanently altered. 

Polytonality, two or more simultaneously sounded keys, and 

even atonality, no key center, became acceptable to 

composers. In their search for greater expressive variety 

composers adapted the Medieval church modes and borrowed 

exotic scales from Oriental cultures. 

Composers designed new ensembles to suit each new 

composition. By the 1930's very few composers wrote 

extensively for large orchestras. A social historian could 

argue for the financial necessity for smaller ensembles 

during the world-wide economic depression, but the aesthetic 

reasons were just as compelling. Composers had exhausted the 

potential of the lush sonorities of late Romanticism. Sparse 

orchestrations exposed the timbre of each instrument. 

Polytonalities, polyrhythms, and polyphony were more clearly 

defined by small ensembles. 

Often developing simultaneously and in no distinguishable 

order, musical styles reflected the chaos and experimentation 
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of the new age. Viennese composers embraced the new 

Expressionist philosophy as eagerly as painters had done. 

The result was an expansion of the musical language of post-

Romanticism. At the turn of the century Richard Strauss, 

Gustav Mahler, and the young Arnold Schoenberg used chromatic 

harmonies, shifting key centers, and greatly elongated 

melodies wringing ever deepening emotional responses from 

their audiences. They pushed these resources to the absolute 

limit. Eventually, Schoenberg broke through the restrictions 

of the diatonic system and extended the definition of 

chromatic harmony. He created a new system in which each of 

the twelve chromatic tones had equal value rather than a 

hierarchical relationship with the central tonic--true 

atonality. Paul Hindemith and Bela Bartok accepted the 

notion of the equality of chromatic tones, but chose one 

pitch to which the remaining eleven gravitated. The result 

was a new sense of tonality. 

A new kind of Nationalism flourished in the early decades 

of the century. Romantic composers of the previous century 

had adapted folk melodies and rhythms to suit their own 

styles. Some twentieth century composers sought to capture 

the realistic sounds of folk music. By objective, often 

academic research, Bela Bartok and others discovered their 

primitive cultural heritage. Then using the harmonies, 

rhythms and interval relationships of these folk idioms 
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created an entirely new kind of concert music. Other 

composers sought to express Nationalism in its newest form, 

to capture the pulse of the modern, industrialized city, to 

capture urban rhythms and urban sounds. The result was often 

a jarring, nerve-jangling juxtaposition of mechanical sounds 

with traditional orchestral instruments. Composers like 

American-born George Antheil, working with the avant garde in 

Paris, moved the piano from the solo spot at the front of the 

orchestra into the percussion section and exploited its power 

to produce pounding rhythms and polychordal harmonies 

simultaneously. 

Responding to the search for perfect objectivity which 

gripped the art world after World War I, some composers 

embraced the balance and serenity of eighteenth century 

musical forms. Variously called Formalists and 

Neoclassicists, Prokofiev, Stravinsky, and others renewed 

interest in the sonata form, the chaconne, the fugue, and the 

theme and variations. Far from merely copying an old style, 

these composers imbued the forms with a vital contemporary 

musical language. 

Perhaps the most unusual influence on European concert 

music at the beginning of the century was a uniquely American 

musical style, jazz. Though baffled by the improvisational 

aspect of jazz, composers (especially French composers) 

quickly adapted the free-wheeling syncopations of ragtime and 
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the rich harmonies of the blues. Jazz combos also influenced 

the makeup of new chamber ensembles. Traditional concert 

groups of all strings, or strings and woodwinds were replaced 

by groups of disparate timbres: saxophone and trombone with 

drums and piano, trumpet and clarinet with string bass. 

During the 1920's Darius Milhaud, Ernst Krenek, Eric Satie, 

and Igor Stravinsky wrote jazz-inspired compositions, 

exploitng idiomatic ensembles in each work. 

The organic pulses and shifting meters of jazz 

complemented the new style of ballet that developed during 

the century's first two decades. The fascination with 

machinery led to the exploration of the human body as a kind 

of organic machine. In addition to jazz, composers drew from 

the newly recognized primitive rhythms and harmonies of 

Nationalism and the tonal resources of Expressionism. 

Choreographers rebelled against the stale conventions of 

stylized classical ballet. They created a cohesive dramatic 

unit in which dancer, sets, costumes, and music served the 

storyline. Michel Fokine of the Ballet Russe in Paris 

introduced the mood ballet, inventing free fluid movements, 

either responding to musical rhythms or suggesting them. 

Entrepreneur Sergei Diaghilev encouraged Vaslav Nijinsky to 

experiment with angular two-dimensional movements for 

Debussy's i.-Anres midi d'nn faune (1912). For Stravinsky's 

primitive Fitp of Soring a year later Nijinsky introduced 
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strikingly grotesque movements and perfect stillness. The 

effect of dancers frozen in time heightened the effect of the 

then shocking dissonances of the score. In the 1920's George 

Balanchine carried ballet still further. Espousing the 

concept of movement for its own sake, he presented pared down 

ensembles in rehearsal clothes or sparingly-designed costumes 

and little or no set. Ballanchine's absolute ballet was the 

perfect partner for Stravinsky's new formalism in Aoollon 

Musaa^te (1928). 

Tĥ t̂̂ r̂ 

Both music and the visual arts had a marked influence on 

twentieth century drama. As early as the mid-nineteenth 

century German composer Richard Wagner introduced the idea of 

music drama, a theoretical concept in which all elements of a 

production--including the music--contribute to a unified 

dramatic whole. Called Gesamtkunstwerk his theory of a 

master art-work became the foundation for much of modern 

theatrical practice.^^ Wagner designed a new kind of opera 

theater which eliminated the class system of contemporary 

theaters. With no boxes, orchestra stalls, or center aisle 

the theater at Bayreuth seated 1,745 spectators who entered 

by side doors. All seats cost the same as they provided 

98oscar Gross B r o c k e t t , H i s t o r y of t h e T h e a t r e . 6 th e d . , (Needham, 
M a s s . : A l lyn and Bacon, 1991) , 473 . 
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equally good views of the stage. Experiments with 

electricity at the Paris Opera House and other opera theaters 

enabled technicians to create spectacular effects with 

lights, including rainbows and lightning. The new effects 

created difficulties for the actor-manager who up to that 

time had dominated all performances. If he was to be seen in 

the new lights, he had to step back into the scene with the 

rest of the company. The complexity of the technical 

innovations required constant supervision. Thus the position 

of stage manager increased in importance until a new kind of 

manager evolved--the director. Englishman Edward Craig 

insisted that every detail of any theatrical production was 

the ultimate responsibility of a single person or there could 

be no unity in that production. These influences--ensemble 

acting, unity of design, and attention to technical detail--

laid the groundwork for a realistic style in European drama. 

While much of European theater continued in the traditions 

of the past, there were many playwrights who strove for 

realism. They wrote of contemporary people caught in real 

situations, people whose behavior and speech were real as 

well. The first and perhaps most universally influential of 

these playwrights was Norwegian Henrik Ibsen. Though his 

early work consisted of verse-drama and Scandinavian folk 

tales, Ibsen broke from this style in the 1870's and 

established himself as a radical. His controversial play A 
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Doll's House challenged the notion that ideologies could 

solve society's problems. He blamed society's problems on 

the ideologies. He delved into the realms of personal 

conflicts between one's duty to society and duty to oneself 

in Ghosts. Through his plays he insisted "that art should be 

a source of insights, a creator of discussion, a conveyor of 

ideas, something more than mere entertainment."^^ He provided 

the catalyst for twentieth century theater's break with the 

past. 

In Sweden August Strindberg created nonrealistic dramas. 

After a nervous breakdown in the 1890's Strindberg wrote 

"dream plays" in which the dreamer's consciousness gives the 

drama its singular point of view. Often absurd and fanciful 

images exist in a shifting time and place. Strindberg was 

closely akin to Expressionist painters. His legacy was a 

dramatic expression of Freudian psychoanalytical theory. He 

externalized characters' thoughts and subconscious realities 

in a way which could be imitated and enlarged by future 

generations of playwrights. 

Naturalists favored drama which endorsed science as the 

key to the resolution of society's problems. Led by Emile 

Zola naturalist playwrights approached their subjects with 

the detachment of scientists. They observed and recorded 

^^Brockett, 478. 
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human interaction thereby creating plays which were "slice[s] 

of life." Though Zola's own plays were not particularly 

successful, his essay "Naturalism in the Theatre" in the 

preface to the dramatization of Therese Racruin presented his 

view of theater as a mirror for reality. Among his followers 

was Henri Becque whose play The Vultures exposes the natural 

viciousness of contemporary man. Typical of Naturalist drama 

The Vultures has no sympathetic characters, only cynicism and 

hopelessness. 

Other influential figures in the development of a new 

dramatic style were the new directors of French and German 

free theater. In order to produce plays for young authors 

who could not gain entrance to established, more conservative 

theaters, Andre Antoine created his Theatre Libre in Paris in 

1888. Attendance by subscription of a select membership 

freed the productions from censorship. Therefore, the 

Theatre Libre gained a reputation for scandalous avant garde 

drama. In addition to plays by Becque, Antoine produced 

plays by Brieux, Curel, and Porto-Riche of France and 

imported plays by Ibsen and Strindberg. Georges Porto-Riche 

and Francois de Curel featured characters embroiled in 

psychological conflicts. Eugene Brieux's characters 

struggled against corrupt, hypocritical social institutions. 

Antoine introduced realistic three-dimensional sets to French 

theater and insisted on ensemble acting. 
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Berlin's Freie BVihne followed the model of the Th^^tre 

Li^r^.but added its own dimension. Founded by theater critic 

Otto Brahm the new company was governed by a council rather 

than a single personality. The Freie Bfihnp produced old 

plays along with the avant garde. The balance appealed to a 

wide audience and secured commercial success, albeit for a 

short time. Other theaters quickly accepted the concepts as 

well as the plays of the Freie Biihne which closed in 1894 

after only five years. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century European theater 

broke away from Realism and Naturalism in a variety of ways. 

Actor Max Reinhardt opened the Neues Theater in Berlin in 

1903. He created a realistic feeling in his productions 

without the often boring staginess of Realism. He suited his 

productions to their proper eras. Still, under his 

meticulous direction the classics were given new vitality and 

the avant garde plays were given a sense of stability. 

In that same decade playwrights throughout Europe 

experimented with the concept of time in drama. Theater had 

always been concerned with story telling. First one 

presented the causes for the action, then the results, all in 

an obvious chronology. In the early years of the century 

playwrights attacked the tyranny of linear events. They 

adopted the Cubist philosophy that a single object (in the 

case of theater, a single event) can be viewed simultaneously 
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from several points of view. They devised ways of presenting 

all aspects of a central motif in simultaneous or random 

order thus blurring cause and effect. 

Directors attempted to create a visual style for avant 

garde and old plays alike. Jacques Rouch^ published Modern 

Theatre Art in 1910 and then founded the Theatre des Arts to 

realize his concepts. Borrowing from Reinhardt in Germany 

and Stanislavsky in Russia he advocated an acting style which 

created the richest possible characterization. Through 

simplicity of design he insured that technical elements 

upheld the drama without calling attention to themselves. 

His disciple Jacques Copeau insisted that technical reform 

was not enough. He asserted that the drama was supreme and 

that the director must be subservient to the script. To 

further his ideals Copeau used the bare minimum of set and 

properties. At his Theatre du Vieux Colombier actors created 

the mood of the play, the scene of the action with little 

more than the playwright's words and their own gestures and 

inflections. There were no physical barriers between the 

audience and the stage, no wings. He aided the actor's 

creation of each play's mood almost entirely with lighting 

effects. 

The impact of the visual arts on theater was perhaps most 

evident at the Ballet Russe. In addition to hiring the 

brightest, most innovative composers of his day, Diaghilev 
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hired the most innovative artists as well. Picasso, Gris, 

Braque, and Matisse designed sets, Cocteau devised non-

traditional ballets. Parade and The Wedding on the Eiffel 

Tower stretched the conceptual boundaries of ballet. Dubbed 

"surrealistic" by Apollinaire in his program notes for its 

1917 premiere. Parade featured music by Satie, sets and 

costumes by Picasso, with choreography by Leonid Massine. A 

landmark production. Parade was the first ballet for which 

Diaghilev used an important French artist and composer, and 

it was Cocteau's theatrical debut. 

Successful in the visual arts. Surrealism was generally 

less effective when translated to real time and space. In 

History of the Theatre Oscar Brockett credits Jean Cocteau 

with the best use of Apollinaire's theories. In Cocteau's 

later plays events defy logic, objects defy gravity, the 

inanimate speaks, fantasy and burlesque seem to rule the 

action. 

Dadaism found its place in theater as well as the visual 

arts, though it was less successful. Not so much "play" as 

"event" a Dada program comprised a variety of unrelated 

presentations--aleatoric (chance) poems, dances, poetry 

readings, etc. happening simultaneously or encroaching on one 

another's "moment" on the stage. The first Dada evening, 

April 14, 1917, occurred in Zurich, Switzerland,where many 

poets and artists had fled to escape the war in France. 
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Entitled Sturm-Soir^eioo the program included simultaneous 

poetry readings by German poet Hugo Ball and Frederic Glauser 

as well as the premiere of Oscar Kokoschka's Sphinx und 

SCrQhm̂ nr̂  (Sphinx and Strawman) . m theater as in visual art 

Dada disappeared shortly after 1920. It reappeared in the 

1950's with the musical compositions of John Cage. 

Motion Pictures 

The same decades which witnessed the evolution of 

twentieth century eclecticism in the traditional arts 

witnessed the birth of a new art form. Born of the same 

technology which inspired many of the changes in the 

traditional arts, the motion picture was more than an 

extension of the still photograph. In the silent era 

producer/directors discovered that film could serve as a 

mirror of subjective time, could see into characters' 

thoughts. With the addition of sound directors discovered 

that dialogue required real time and logical exposition. 

Much of the spontaneity of the silent era was lost. 

Ultimately, however, directors found a way to disrupt logic 

by careful editing, adding music, or using silence 

selectively, thus restoring the flexibility of the silent 

^°°Though the literal translation of this title might be "storm 
evening entertainment," a more fitting translation would be "rush" or 
better yet "forward." 
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film. Throughout the history of the motion picture French 

inventors, directors and playwrights influenced its 

development. Louis-Jacques-Mand^ Daguerre's photographic 

plates had required a fifteen minute exposure time. To 

capture motion there needed to be a minimum of sixteen 

exposures per second. In 1882 Etienne-Jules Marey introduced 

a photographic "rifle" which could record twelve images a 

second by rotating twelve sensitive plates within the rifle 

during exposure. When Thomas Edison refused to extend his 

Kinetograph and Kinetoscope patent to Europe, Auguste and 

Louis Lumiere improved upon them in France. The Lumiere 

brothers invented a hand-cranked camera thereby freeing the 

photographer from the constraints of electric power (upon 

which Edison insisted). They further slowed the speed from 

the forty-eight frames per second of the Edison Kinetograph 

to sixteen frames per second, making the camera quieter and 

more efficient in film use. Their revolutionary camera not 

only recorded the images, but printed and projected them as 

well. The Lumiere's subjects were documentaries of everyday 

scenes and events and, therefore, were shot outdoors. 

Magician Georges M^li^s filmed his magical tricks stopping 

the film to create effects like the disappearance and 

reappearance of people and objects. The technique, now 

called "stop-action" filming, became a hallmark of some comic 

film directors and later of animators. Considering film as 
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novelty rather than true theater, M^li^s nevertheless brought 

a grand comic style to the screen. He used acrobats to 

perform as elves, demons and moon creatures. His 1902 film 

La Vovaae dans la lunp fThe Trio to the Mooni is a film 

classic and, if not the first, at least one of the first 

science fiction films. 

Although Ferdinand Zecca filmed from a single point of 

view as one would see a stage from a theater seat, he imbued 

his films with vitality. Like the Lumiere brothers he shot 

his films outdoors where he could exploit space. There he 

created the "chase sequence" now a mainstay of action 

features. 

By 1907 the first experimental stage of motion pictures 

ended. A new French film company. Film d'Art. consciously 

turned the motion picture into serious theater. Though they 

starred actors from the great Com^die-Francaise (including 

the renowned Sarah Bernhardt) and were based on classic 

French novels, their ponderous, often self-conscious films 

turned drama into plodding melodrama. Still, their efforts 

showed other companies and directors that film could be a 

proper medium for drama. In other hands film would become an 

entirely new kind of theater, presenting drama in a way never 

possible on the traditional stage. 

To the French innovations of movement, speed, and drama, 

the German film studios added a new dimension--lighting 
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effects. Filming inside the studio even for outdoor scenes 

German directors used shadowy effects to heighten movement 

and scenic architecture. To achieve their effects they had 

to create indoor cities and forests. Then they had to use 

the camera angles imaginatively to dispel the sense of -

claustrophobia inherent in indoor shooting. The era of the 

great scene designer/artist and cinematographer was born in 

German studios where Hermann Warm and Walter Reimann designed 

magnificent sets and Fritz Arno Wagner and Karl Freund found 

ever-changing ways of photographing those sets. 

When the government usurped the film studios to create 

propaganda films near the end of World War I, it seemed to 

the industry that German artistic filmmaking would perish. 

But the creative energy which existed in the visual and stage 

arts had its place in motion pictures. One of the landmarks 

of motion picture history was created in the rebirth of the 

German studios. Robert Wiene's The Cabinet of Dr. Caliaari 

(1919) is a most remarkable film. Carl Mayer and Hans 

Janowitz collaborated on the bilevel story of cruelty and 

mind-control. The story's perspective is that of a man 

victimized by the evil hypnotist Dr. Caligari who displays 

his subjects at circuses, then by night manipulates one 

inmate of his prison into committing murders. As the story 

progresses the audience discovers that the victim is a 

patient in an insane asylum of which Dr. Caligari is the head 
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psychologist. Condemning the institutions of bureaucracy and 

the official definition of sanity. The Cabinet of Dr. 

Caligari was at once a fantastic horror story and a metaphor 

of reality. Wiene used photographic effects to created a 

Freudian nightmare. To dispel any feeling of visual reality, 

thus destroying the audience's objective reality, he employed 

extreme contrast between light and dark, distorting images 

and often obscuring characters' faces. Set pieces were 

constructed at slight diagonals rather than perpendicular to 

the ground in order to unsettle the audience's point of view. 

French directors also explored ways to distort objective 

reality. At first the principles of Surrealism seemed 

ideally suited to their goals. However, surrealistic films 

were short films because of the inherent boredom of pure 

images with no cohesion in a central motif. Ren^ Clair and 

Salvador Dali experimented in Entr'acte (1924) and Un Chien 

Andalou (1928) respectively. It was Abel Gance who 

translated surrealistic effects into a feature film. His 

J'accuse (1919) and Napoleon (1928) contain spectacular 

visual effects. Following his lead Clair, Jean Renoir, and 

Jean Cocteau would later create films blending external and 

internal realities by blending traditional film techniques 

with surrealistic effects. 

German directors pioneered the use of sound as a 

surrealistic effect. Early experiments in sound throughout 
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the film industry interjected musical numbers or overlayed 

the otherwise silent action with music. Once engineers 

mastered the synchronization of sound and picture and created 

the speaker systems which afforded an entire theater audience 

with the equal exposure to the sound, directors could exploit 

the properties of sound to enhance or destroy visual reality. 

G. W. Pabst mingled music with silence and unsynchronized 

sound for some dialogue passages. Asynchronous sound became 

a way to counterpoint a character's conscious action with his 

subconscious experience simultaneously. In this way Pabst 

restored subjective time to the motion picture. French 

directors, among them Clair and Cocteau, were quick to use 

asynchronous sound to enhance their visual images. In their 

films of the early 1930's they used predominantly silent film 

with a sound overlay at strategic moments. They used 

dialogue sparingly. For them sound became symbol. 

In the hands of such masters film became the amalgamation 

of the visual, musical, and dramatic avant garde, equal to 

early twentieth century theater and the Ballet Russe. 

Clair's sets mirrored his theme rather than nature in his 

musical farce Le Million. Renoir mastered spontaneity and 

natural presentation. His dark vision presented a world in 

which man was not the victim of society, but the creator of 

the evil institutions which plague him. In a departure from 

Naturalism his characters control their own destinies through 
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conscious action. He created films in which parallel levels 

of action, speech, and visual symbol interact naturally to 

intensify his ironic plots. In Grand Illusion (1937) Renoir 

described a culture caught in the vise of its own insane 

social institutions: World War I was the suicide of the 

whole institution of European aristocracy, and nobility was 

the property of a person's spirit, not his bloodline. 

With the acquisition of power by the National Socialist 

Party (Nazis) in Germany in 1933 the motion picture industry 

became an instrument of propaganda. Under German occupation 

from 1940 to 1945 the French film industry suffered heavy 

censorship. Those filmmakers who did not flee to 

Switzerland, England, or the United States struggled to keep 

their film companies alive and maintain the integrity of 

their industry. The implications of this struggle for Jean 

Cocteau will be discussed later in this paper. 

Mvth and the Arts 

Myth was a powerful force in the philosophies which 

dominated the decades at the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth centuries. Carl Jung's theory of 

a racial unconscious reinforced the artistic notion that an 

artwork appeals to its audience through a shared experience. 

Mythic ritual and mythic symbol are buried deep in each 

culture's memory. When a work of art touches that mnemonic 
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chord, the viewer responds instinctively. In this phenomenon 

lies the explanation for the perpetual fascination throughout 

European history with the legends and mythic characters of 

ancient Greece and Rome in general, with Orpheus in 

particular. From the literature and paintings of the 

Symbolists, Orpheus passed to the sculpture of Rodin, Milles, 

Zadkine and Hunt, into the tapestries of Lurcat and 

Svolinsky, the poetry of Rilke and Apollinaire, the plays of 

Anouilh, Kokoschka and Cocteau, the paintings of Klee, the 

operas of Krenek, Malipiero, and Milhaud, the ballets of 

Balanchine and Bejart. Neither the skepticism of its early 

decades, nor the devastation of its wars, nor its scientific 

achievements have dampened the twentieth century's enthusiasm 

for the Orpheus myth. Rather these factors may be the reason 

for its endurance. At a time when insanity seems to reign 

man's affairs and when science can create forces whose 

destructive potential it cannot easily control, the story of 

a man whose art subdued nature, whose strength of will 

conquered death and gained him immortality would have an 

understandable attraction. 

The four works discussed in the following chapters reflect 

the development of the original themes or elements of the 

Orpheus myth in ancient times--the shaman, the musician, the 

poet, the oracle. They appear in that logical, rather than 

in chronological order. Further they reflect the intensely 



125 

personal identification of each of the artists with Orpheus, 

which is characteristic of the age. For painter Paul Klee 

the connection between Orpheus and nature mirrors his own 

kinship with gardens (Ein Garten fiir Orpheus. 1926/3). In 

his isolation within the artistic community he responds to 

Orpheus' unique place in myth as the singer who moves trees 

and rocks with his music. Sculptor Ossip Zadkine recognizes 

his dependence on his art, not only for self-expression but 

for his very existence. He expresses his unity with his 

craft as he creates an Orpheus (Oroh^e. 1956) whose torso is 

metamorphosed into a lyre. For Jean Cocteau, Orpheus is an 

alter ego, a self-absorbed poet obsessed with his art. In 

his 1950 film, Oroh^e. the title character falls in love with 

his own death and pursues her into the world beyond the 

mirror where he must confront his immortality. Finally, Igor 

Stravinsky and George Balanchine retell the story of Orpheus' 

descent into Hades to rescue Eurydice and the consequences of 

that journey. In their neoclassical ballet Qrph^g, premiered 

in 1948, Orpheus' singing head becomes the oracle and his 

lyre is placed in the heavens as a constellation. 



CHAPTER V 

PAUL KLEE--THE SHAMAN 

Paul Klee was not an artist who fit neatly into one art 

movement exclusive of another. Nor was he an artist who 

progressed in an orderly succession through a series of 

definable periods. Rather he drew from the great variety of 

art movements developing concurrently in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, absorbing from each that 

which fit into his own unique philosophy of art, his own 

personal vision. In his humor he was like Miro and Picabia, 

in fantasy like Duchamp and Ernst, in freedom of abstraction 

and simultaneous perspective like Picasso and Braque, in the 

comparison of visual forms to music like Kandinsky. Yet his 

art was wholly his own. Lanchner calls Klee's work "a 

virtual index of the art of our century."^°^ Throughout his 

life he rejected stereotyping. His numerous biographers and 

critics have called him brilliant, complex, imaginative, a 

genius. His genius was at once a natural gift and a product 

of rigorous study. 

lO^Carolyn Lanchner, ed. Paul Klee (New York: Museum of Modern 
Art; Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1987), 9. 
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Biography 

Born in Munchenbuchsee, near Bern, Switzerland, on 

December 18, 1879, he grew up in a musical household. His 

father, German-born Hans Klee had given up his singing career 

for the steadier profession of music teacher. His Swiss 

mother, Marie Frick Klee, was a singer. Young Paul 

demonstrated his artistic gifts at an early age. He drew 

sketches of fantastic figures which he said haunted his 

dreams. In the diaries with which he chronicled his early 

maturity he described vividly the dreams and daytime 

fantasies of his early childhood. At seven he began violin 

lessons and by the time he reached teenage he was 

accomplished enough to play with the Bern Symphony Orchestra 

as sometime substitute for their professionals. He excelled 

in Greek, botany, and mathematics. His essays and poems 

gained the respect of his literature teachers. He continued 

to draw, covering his notebooks with doodles and sketches. 

Such were his artistic gifts that when he was graduated from 

the Literarschule of the gymnasium in 1898 he struggled to 

decide which artistic career to follow. Though tempted by 

the world of literature he recognized that writing poetry and 

being a poet were vastly different. Feeling that German 

music had reached its zenith in earlier centuries and that 

the time had come for German art to achieve world renown, he 

chose to study painting. 
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After two years at Knirr's, a private preparatory school 

in Munich, he entered the Munich Academy in 1900 to study 

with Germany's painting master Franz von Stuck. Known for 

his allegorical paintings. Stuck insisted that his students 

acquire a thorough knowledge of human anatomy and develop 

their drawing skills. Klee had excelled in life drawing and 

sketching at Knirr's. In his diaries he expressed his great 

disappointment that Stuck had nothing to teach him about 

color. He was also distressed by Stuck's conventionalism. 

The new direction he sought for German art would not be found 

in conformity. Nevertheless, his study at the Munich Academy 

was fruitful. He met Wassily Kandinsky with whom he would 

later exhibit his works. In 1901 and 1902 Klee spent twenty-

seven weeks in Italy viewing the great masterpieces of 

Italian Renaissance and Baroque art. Their mastery of the 

nude inspired him to return to Bern to study anatomy with 

medical students. His admiration of Renaissance architecture 

influenced the structure of his drawings. 

For the next few years Klee struggled with his painting. 

The use of color did not come easily to him. He considered 

himself a fine graphic artist, but not a painter. He lived 

with his parents in Bern and wrote critical reviews of 

theatrical productions and concerts for a Swiss newspaper. 

He accepted two students, one for painting and one for 

violin. A two-week trip to Paris in 1905 introduced Klee to 
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the work of Whistler, Manet, Monet, Renoir, and especially 

Corot^°2, He absorbed their mastery of color and tone. It 

was shortly after that trip that he submitted a number of 

etchings to the Neuen Munchner Sezession exhibition. Ten 

were selected to be shown as a set in a single frame. Though 

not a stunning victory for the young artist, it was, 

nevertheless, a validation of his promise as an artist. The 

etchings demonstrated his mastery of the graphic arts in the 

best German Renaissance tradition while capturing some of the 

feeling of art nouveau and expressionism.i°^ They contained 

the bitter satire and biting humor which marked his early 

works--Klee's response to the fear and disquiet which marked 

the early years of the twentieth century. 

His marriage in 1906 to pianist Lily Stumpf whom he had 

met while at Knirr's settled Klee. They chose to live in 

Munich where Klee found artistic stimulation in the concert 

and gallery life of the capital city. Lily supported them by 

giving piano lessons while Klee kept the house and continued 

writing critiques for Swiss papers and teaching drawing. 

When a son, Felix, was born the following year, the reluctant 

father discovered a world of wonder. His kitchen doubled as 

his studio. There he tended his new baby, painted, and 

l02Norbert Lynton, Klee (London: Spring Books, 1964), 12. 

I'̂ Ârnason, 265. 
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prepared the family meals. That year, 1907, all his 

submissions to the Sezession were rejected. He read the 

letters of Van Gogh who also struggled with color and tonal 

value. When in 1908 Munich hosted two Van Gogh exhibitions, 

Klee saw firsthand how the Dutch painter had mastered his 

art. As a result he planned meticulously how he would master 

color for his own art: first establishing the environment 

then adding the figures, next adding broad areas of color and 

modelling with tonal values, and for other experiments 

creating "patches of colour in freely invented complexes."1°^ 

The Sezession exhibition in 1909 featured paintings by 

Cezanne, the Thannhauser Gallery (Munich) featured Matisse. 

From these two French painters Klee gained even greater 

understanding of the play of light in color. His first one-

man show in Bern in 1910 was successful enough to have 

subsequent showings in Basel, Zurich, and Winterthur, 

Switzerland. But still he had no great success in Germany 

despite a one-man show at the Thannhauser Gallery.in 1911. 

Klee renewed his friendship with Wassily Kandinsky in 1911 

when Kandinsky introduced him to Franz Marc, August Macke, 

and other members of a group of Munich artists calling 

themselves Per Blaue Reiter. the Blue Rider, young artists 

seeking a new visual language. The group's first exhibition 

104 Lynton, Klee. 13 
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included, in addition to the founding members' works, 

paintings by a number of foreigners, among them French avant 

garde painter Robert Delaunay. Their landmark exhibition of 

1912 marked Klee's debut with Der Blaue RpitPT- and contained 

seventeen of his works as well as works by Picasso, Braque 

and Henri Rousseau. Following the exhibition Klee was 

invited to show his works at leading private galleries in 

Cologne and Berlin. German art critiques began labelling 

Klee as an Expressionist after these exhibitions, but the 

label soon proved too limiting for the eclectic Klee. 

A second trip to Paris, April of 1912, reinforced Klee's 

appreciation of Cezanne and strengthened his relationship 

with Delaunay and his concept of Orphic Cubism, the dynamics 

of color, light and motion. Delaunay called his style 

peinture pure: it was Apollinaire who dubbed it Orphic 

Cubism. After his return home Klee received an article from 

Delaunay explaining his philosophy of light and color: 

Nature is permeated by a multiplicity of rhythms 
which admit of no restraint. Art imitates her . . 
. taking on the appearance of manifold harmonies, 
harmonies of colour which separate and reunite into 
a whole in a single action. This synchronized 
action is the only true subject of painting. i°̂  

Klee was impressed by the analogies to music, the idea of 

synchronous presentation of light and motion. He translated 

^O^Werner Haftmann, The Mind and Work of Paul Klee (New York; 
Praeger, 1954), 56. 
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the article for publication by Der Sturm, the magazine of Der 

Sturm Gallery in Berlin, 1913. Though his works reflected 

his understanding of Delaunay and Cezanne's mastery of color, 

Klee's unique style demonstrated that he was finally 

mastering color-use, not merely copying other artists' 

styles. He could adapt the motion theories of Orphic Cubism 

and Futurism, and the force of Expressionism into his own 

distinct works which were marked by his fantastic sense of 

humor as much as by his mastery of line, form, and color. 

The final step in his artistic growth was his trip to 

Tunisia with Macke and Louis Moilliet in April 1914. From 

Van Gogh and Manet, Klee had discovered that there was a kind 

of natural light other than that which shone upon western and 

northern Europe. He longed to experience the unusual light 

values in the south. Not content with southern France, he 

decided to explore the light of northern Africa. Once there 

his watercolors took on a new vibrancy which even he had not 

expected. In his diaries of the trip he recorded his joy at 

discovering the effect of near transparent light on buildings 

and natural objects: "the extremely subtle definition of the 

colors. Nothing painfully bright, as at home."^°^ And later 

of Hammamet he exclaimed, "The city is magnificent, right by 

the sea, full of bends and sharp corners. . . . I try to 

^°^Paul Klee, The Diaries of Paul Klee (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1964), 926f, 287. 
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paint. The reeds and bushes provide a beautiful rhythm of 

patches. 107 By the end of 1914 Klee had produced a series of 

excellent watercolors as well as some outstanding oil 

paintings. He attributed his success to the trip to Tunis, 

his crowning academic exercise. Critic and art historian 

Norbert Lynton called Tunisia Klee's graduation as a 

painter. 1°̂  

World War I intervened. With the declaration of war in 

August 1914 Der Blaue Reiter disbanded. Macke was killed in 

action in September of that first year; Marc died at Verdun 

in 1916. Just a few days after Marc's death, Klee was 

drafted into the auxiliary services of the German army. For 

the army he painted and polished airplanes; for himself he 

created some of his most striking abstract works. Even in 

the midst of war his work attracted critical appreciation and 

public acceptance. Finally the sales of his paintings were 

sufficient to support himself and his family. With his 

demobilization from the army after Germany's defeat, Klee 

stopped writing in his journals. He edited them 

meticulously, then set them aside. After this it was his 

painting and drawing which recorded his experiences and 

emotions. 

lO'^Klee, D i a r i e s . 926m, 292 

lO^Lynton, Klee , 17. 
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After the war his success continued. He published an 

illustrated edition of Voltaire's Candide which had caught 

his interest as early as 1905. Although he had completed the 

twenty-six drawings in 1910, he lacked sufficient influence 

to publish it until his banner year--1920. Two books about 

him were published in that year. Also in 1920 he wrote his 

own manifesto. Creative Credo, for an anthology of artists' 

personal declarations. The volume took its title from his 

article. He wrote, "In art it is not seeing that is so 

important but making visible." His acceptance by the art 

world was not universal, however, when in 1919 the students 

at Stuttgart's art academy proposed Klee to the 

administration, the committee rejected him. Failing to 

recognize the power in Klee's fresh, childlike vision of 

reality, they dismissed his fanciful spontaneity as 

frivolity. Theirs was not a new objection to Klee's images. 

He had long been accused of being childish because he 

reflected the innocent view of primitives, children, even the 

insane. He embraced the adjectives, claiming them to be 

positive expressions of his artistic philosophy. 

Late in 1920 Walter Gropius invited him to join the 

faculty of the Bauhaus, some of whom objected on the same 

grounds given by the administration at Stuttgart. The Klees 

moved to Weimar in January 1921. The Bauhaus' first years 

were troubled by lack of sufficient financial support and by 
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political attacks from Weimar's reactionaries. Internal 

disputes kept staff and students alike fragmented in their 

purpose. Gropius had tried to establish the school as an 

egalitarian community, but the result was almost anarchy. 

Gradually the functionalist viewpoint of Moholy-Nagy 

prevailed. Throughout these years Klee served as reconciler 

among the factions. His attitude toward the conflict was 

that their struggle had value "as long as the outcome 

expresses itself in what is achieved."io9 ^s a non-aligned 

member of the faculty Klee provided the students with a 

refuge in solid artistic training and skill development. 

Andrew Kagan suggests that some of Klee's drawings during 

these years seem to be autobiographical. One in particular. 

The Morality Waaon. 1922, probably evolved from a doodle Klee 

made during a Masters' Council meeting at which one faction 

verbally attacked Gropius. His symbolism was that of a large 

machine manned by four figures with the arrow of rigid 

purpose masking their faces while the machine's giant arrow 

crushes two hearts. Klee's well-developed satirical sense as 

well as his deeply private nature helped him maintain his 

objectivity. 

Klee approached his teaching as methodically as he had his 

painting. He brought carefully prepared remarks to each 

109 From a memo to Gropius quoted by Lvnton. Klee, 22. 
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class session which he read verbatim. Often he spoke as he 

faced the blackboard while he drew illustrations. 

Ambidextrous, he could draw with either or both hands at 

once, claiming that the artist must have facility with line 

first. From that freedom forms could grow organically. He 

required of his students a very high standard of color, 

perspective, and pattern. Often he brought a simple object 

into class and required the students to see it not as 

something to copy onto paper or canvas, but as the result of 

genesis and growth, to understand first how it came to be in 

its present form. Only then could they see what it was they 

should draw--the reality within the visual image. 

Perhaps the hallmark of his first Bauhaus years was his 

lecture for the Museum of Jena in 1924. Entitled "Uber die 

moderne Kunst" (On Modern Art) it is considered "the finest 

and most important document" on the subject. ̂ °̂ Also in 1924 

the Societe Anonyme in New York sponsored Klee's first 

American exhibition. Klee and three of his Bauhaus 

colleagues (Kandinsky, Feininger, and Jawlensky) formed the 

"Blue Four," an echo, though certainly a more mature echo, of 

Der Blaue Reiter. 

When the attacks by Weimar became particularly vicious the 

Bauhaus closed in 1925 to open again in Dessau in 1926 at the 

l l^Haftmann, 298 



137 

urging of Gerhardt Hauptmann. In addition to teaching, Klee 

contributed to Bauhaus. the institute's magazine and took 

refuge in his painting and his music. The next four years 

were unhappy ones for Klee and the other fine arts 

instructors. Gropius resigned as director in 1928. Under 

the leadership of Hannes Meyer the Bauhaus philosophy changed 

from the design as a unified conception by all those involved 

in creating a structure to a stark ideal of the architect as 

technician, and of a building in which the formal principle 

was a blank wall. In such a philosophy there was no room for 

painting instructors. Still, Klee continued to teach, 

gathering students in voluntary painting classes, encouraging 

them to be iconoclasts and inventors of new aesthetic ideals. 

These classes were well-attended. The attacks from the 

growing National Socialist Party increased in intensity and 

seemed to target Klee particularly. Eventually Klee resigned 

to accept a post as visiting professor at the Prussian Art 

Academy in Dusseldorf. As there was no course in the 

curriculum for him to teach, he was assigned to the 

workshops. There he oversaw the students' development in 

technique and use of the basic materials of art. Haftmann 

regarded this as fortuitous both for Klee and his students. 

"This was an aspect of art education that Klee was 

particularly fitted to teach for, as we know, he regarded 
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materials and technique as the two major factors in the 

growth of forms. "̂ ^̂  

The Nazis had branded Klee as a culture-Bolshevist. His 

work was denounced as Semitic, especially the paintings which 

resulted from his trip to Tunisia and a 1928 visit to Egypt. 

Throughout his life he had depicted stars with six points. 

To the Nazis this confirmed his Semitic leanings, even 

suggested that he might be Jewish by some distant relation. 

When Hitler came to power in 1933, Klee's house was searched, 

papers and paintings confiscated. He fled Germany, 

ultimately settling in Berne. He applied for Swiss 

citizenship, but it was a long process. He set up a studio 

and worked continuously. For several years he had been in 

ill health. By 1935 his condition worsened and he was 

diagnosed with scleroderma, a disease which causes abnormal 

hardening of the skin tissues and a drying up of the mucous 

membranes. His will to accomplish as much as possible before 

his health forced him to stop enabled him to produce some of 

the finest work of his career. Though his awareness of 

impending death is evident in some of his paintings, 

nevertheless, his sense of humor, of irony permeated his work 

to the end. The Swiss finally granted him citizenship in 

1940. Shortly after, he entered the sanitarium at Locarno 

^Haftmann, 183 
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where he subsequently died of a heart attack on June 29, 

1940. 

swig 

At his death Klee was acclaimed across the art world as a 

master of all that is magical in art, a visionary artist. 

His whimsy had come to be seen as spontaneity, his childlike 

figures as expression of the best of innocence in mankind. 

No more just an unusually gifted graphic artist, the mature 

Klee had exploited color and light to their greatest depths 

and created with them a seemingly endless variety of styles. 

The systematic approach to art study which he adopted as a 

young man was no doubt a result of the discipline acquired 

through his music lessons. This discipline stayed with Klee 

as a carefully developed technique wedded with intuition. 

While most artists settle into one clear style at maturity, 

Klee the teacher, the adventurer had continued to explore. 

There remain of his ouevre approximately 10,000 works--3,000 

paintings and 7,000 drawings. His Pedagogical Sketchbook is 

his legacy, a remarkable document of his concepts of line, 

form, and motion. Visitors to the Kleestift (Klee Institute) 

at the Berne Kunstmuseum step down a flight of stairs into a 

magical world of fantastical creatures, plants, and buildings 

which Klee created from a fertile imagination. He believed 
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that the artist should be like Nature in creating reality, 

not merely representing images. 

Though his work approaches abstractionism, it is never 

truly non-figurative. His drawings and paintings are filled 

with naturalistic reality. But his was a uniquely new 

perception of that reality. Like Plato, Klee believed that 

what we see is a symbol of essential truth, that what we see 

hides the secret of its reality. It is the artist's duty to 

reveal that secret reality by pure graphic means, to expose 

the truth by judicious use of color and tone. To Klee the 

process itself was the painting: Norbert Lynton states that 

Klee "stressed again and again that art is not an object but 

a process, to which the artist contributes the initial 

energy, the seed, and over which he then watches, nurturing 

it to full growth."112 The viewer saw the process, the 

forming of the figures, not the form. That for Klee was the 

true creative spirit in art. 

The analogy to the artist as gardener is not an idle one. 

Klee surrounded himself with bits and pieces of nature. He 

carried into his studio leaves, flowers, twigs, and pine 

cones gathered in long walks in the parks near his home. 

Perhaps the practice was the predictable result of the young 

Klee's fascination with botany as a student. Certainly, all 

ll^Norbert Lynton, The Storv of Modern Art (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1980), 220. 
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his work seems rooted in nature. But he did not use the 

objects as models. He found his models in his mind's eye. 

Rather they were a reminder of his kinship with creation. 

His works began at the moment he started preparing his 

paper or canvas. It was not complete until he had framed the 

finished product. He stretched the canvas onto the form 

himself or if using paper, mounted it on cardboard. 

Sometimes he scraped the surface with pumice stone for 

texture. From the creation of the surface the picture grew 

not from an image, but as part of an event. It grew from a 

central point in all directions. He considered graphic art 

temporal as music is temporal.^^^ He recognized the 

importance of the artist's unconscious as his intuitive 

source about nature and as the origin of creative impulse. 

He reveled in seeing the world for the first time as a child 

with no preconceptions, no boundaries. The name came after 

the work was complete, often long after, and became an 

integral part of the piece, as if he were adding an 

exclamation point to an already emphatic sentence while 

proofreading. 

Klee was fascinated by the great variety of cultures 

around the world. He held Oriental wisdom, primitive dance 

and music, and tribal art in equal esteem with German 

ll^Klee, Diaries. 640, 177 
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culture. (That internationalism alone made him suspect to 

his Nazi critics.) He explored cultural archetypes, 

accepting their value as valid for all cultures. These he 

used as motifs with which he built his architectonics. These 

symbols, which he sometimes treated unrealistically, were his 

references to his own spiritual reality and he often placed a 

"familiar object in unfamiliar relationships"i^^ to startle 

his viewers into exploring their own spiritual reality. 

Klee acknowledged three basic elements of form: line, 

light, and color. Line, growing from a central point, is 

measurement, a source of proportion. Repetitive line creates 

form. Once the form emerges it is reinforced with tonal 

value (light) or color. Light is gradation and provides both 

weight and quantity. Color provides weight and quality and 

can be measured as luminous intensity. His line is flexible, 

apparently improvisational. From his earliest years line had 

come easily to him. His problem was in deciding how to use 

it. First the line is seen as structural proportion: the 

Golden Section, or as ligaments connecting sinew to bone, as 

plant fibers. His parallel configurations at first appear to 

be an expression of perspective; but they shift subtly and 

begin to undulate as the eye moves across the surface of the 

picture carried from shape to shape, figure to figure. This 

^l^Paul Klee, Pedagogical Sketchbook, intro. and trans. Sibyl 
Moholy-Nagy (Berne: Klee Stiftung, 1977), 7. 
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is the legacy of the Cubists in Klee's art. His dynamic 

linear relationships result in energetic geometries. 

Sometimes they define color blocks or intersect color 

patterns. In his drawings and sketches lines define tonal 

blocks. Heavy lines create a sense of gravity, of connection 

to the earth for images that otherwise seem to float in 

space. In Klee's own words "To stand despite all 

possibilities to fall!"ii5 p^ line can then be used to 

balance, whether symmetrically or asymmetrically, an object 

that would otherwise plummet. The projection of line into 

form creates motion, energy with which to escape earth's 

gravity. But gravity will pull the line back to earth. For 

Klee the perpendicular line represented the center of the 

earth. Weight in the thicker line provided by darker tones 

gives the illusion of safety and rest. But a thicker line 

which curves into an elipse may create the sensation of 

actually breaking the bonds of earth according to the newly 

proposed laws of physics. ̂^̂  

His musicianship provided a foundation for his 

understanding of the way two or more lines functioned 

together to create form and motion. Throughout the 

Sketchbook, particularly in Section I, he demonstrates lines 

ll^Klee, Sketchbook. 11. 

ll^Klee, Sketchbook. III/39, 56 
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as elements of visual polyphony. The lines emanate from a 

central starting point. Indeed, he states that a line is the 

result of the point's moving across the paper. A line may be 

accompanied by complementary forms which change its 

dynamism. ̂ '̂̂  

Form may be implied by a set of parallel lines which Klee 

calls "an activation of planes."Hs structure is the result 

of the repetition of exact units from left to right or top to 

bottom. These units need not create forms, but merely define 

area and a kind of primitive rhythm. However complex that 

rhythm becomes its units must create visual balance. As the 

lines meet and form shapes they begin to create rhythm either 

by size or by tonal value. Squares are juxtapositioned by 

tone: bi-part dark-light, dark-light becoming a 

checkerboard^i^; or tri-part: dark-medium-light, dark-medium-

light thence becoming a visual three/four time, a graphic 

meter, as in Three-part Time/Ouartered. 1930. 

As has been discussed the use of color was a hard won 

skill for Klee. Once conquered it became intrinsic to his 

work, but not an exclusive element. Klee uses color in new 

ways--as transparency, as apparently accidental, random 

patches, or as rhythmic variations in a linear display. For 

ll'̂ Klee, Sketchbook. I/l, 16. 

ll^Klee, Sketchbook. 1/4, 19. 

ll^Klee, Sketchbook. 1/6, 23. 
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him color is the irrational element in painting. Color 

represents energy, not just space. Unlike the old masters 

who added color last, Klee and his contemporaries often start 

with color, adding line and figure later. Sometimes he 

builds line and figure out of color patches as in his Egypt 

series after 1928. His color is individual. He labels no 

color as intrinsically good or bad. Each color's value to 

the artist is of the artist's choosing at the moment of 

creating. In his most abstract works he created paintings 

entirely of color-blocks. Unlike Mondrian's precisely 

balanced, boldly delineated color-blocks, Klee's blocks are a 

profusion of sizes and colors and color values. In his 

watercolor. Monument in Fertile Country. 1929/1 Klee 

represents the "polyphonic interplay between earth and 

atmosphere "̂ 20 viewed from the mountains of the Valley of the 

Kings. A tempera on linen is entitled simply Polyphony. 

1932/X.13. Taking Seurat's device of pointillism, Klee has 

expanded the concept to tiny squares of hue applied in 

slightly irregular blocks to form larger squares and 

rectangles of varying sizes and underlying hues, shapes which 

seem to overlap freely as imitation of subject and answer in 

a Baroque fugue overlap to create continuous melodic motion. 

120 Lynton, Klee, note to plate #28, 42 
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Among Klee's most popular works are his drawings of 

fantastic machines. With them he exposes human relationships 

with subtle irony and sometimes mocks the machine age. In 

The Morality Waaon. 1922, discussed above, is a symbol of 

man's callousness to man--the figures do not see the hearts 

their machine is destroying. Sometimes man appears to be a 

mechanical device of the machine age, manipulated by forces 

beyond him. In The Twittering Machine. 1922, each robotic 

bird functions independently as part of a great crank shaft. 

As the drive mechanism operates it produces tweets from the 

"birds," but how much less effective than nature's 

"twittering machines," her real birds. Our relationship to 

nature is one of unity. We are not to fight it or destroy 

it, or perhaps worse, make bad imitations of it. Klee's 

subtle irony causes the viewer to smile, but also causes him 

to review the danger of losing his humanity. 

Out of the great catalog of Klee's work emerges a picture 

of an accomplished artist. His materials were a variety of 

surfaces--paper, paper on cardboard, linen, canvas, glass, 

newspaper, and wrapping paper; and a variety of media--ink, 

guache, watercolor, oil, tempera, encaustic, and pastels. He 

was an artist secure in his own program, free from the 

theoretical assumptions of his contemporaries. Perhaps the 

hallmark of his career was its variety. At any time his 

studio was filled with works in progress at various stages. 
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in various styles at once. Each work was being nurtured to 

its maturity. His eclecticism was evidence of his mastery, 

not as some critics claimed a restless, undisciplined 

frivolity. Throughout his career he returned again and again 

to subjects which continued to fascinate him and to the 

medium which he felt best fit that subject. One can trace 

his career through trees, gardens, self-portraits, or 

fanciful worlds of his own creation. With each picture in a 

"series" one sees the progression of his maturity, the 

fulfillment of his talent. Klee grasped the freedom granted 

by the avant garde enthusiastically. But unlike the 

Surrealists who claimed freedom as the only true element in 

art, Klee found freedom was not enough. Within that realm he 

grappled for disciplined craftsmanship. Only then could he 

be truly free to experience the miracle of creation. Only 

then could he say. 

My hand is simply a tool which is remotely 
controlled. It is not my head which functions 
there, but something else, something higher, and 
more remote somewhere. I must have powerful 
friends there, light ones but also dark.̂ î 

Ein Garten fiir Orpheus. 1926/3 (A Garden for Orpheus) 

As noted above one recurring theme in Klee's work is 

trees. Beginning with his trip to Rome in 1902 and 

12lHaftmann, 141 
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continuing through 1937, Klee often painted or drew trees and 

gardens. The progression of shape and detail provide 

insight into his artistic philosophy and his later art as 

autobiographical expression. in his diary of 1902 he wrote a 

brief poem: 

Upon seeing a tree: 

the little birds excite envy, 

they shun 

thinking about trunk and roots, 

and have self-satisfied fun all day with their 
swinging 

nimbly on the newest-sprouted twigs and singing. 122 

For Klee the tree represented all of the complex growth 

stages possible in nature. It was a microcosm of nature, of 

life. At a glance one could see the root, the mature trunk, 

the emerging branches, and the reproductive process in a 

single figure. The tree symbolized nature's ambiguity, for a 

tree can appear to grow and be healthy while its trunk is 

hollow and its lower branches are dying. 

Klee's paintings and drawings throughout the 1920's 

demonstrate his versatility in the great variety of tree 

shapes represented. Rhythmic Tree Landscape. 1920/41 

features circles on stems riding an undulating landscape of 

horizontal lines in roughly five larger horizontal divisions. 

l22Klee, Diaries. 466, 132 
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The trees resemble lollipops or, as most critics claim notes 

on an implied musical staff. Rather than stems with flags, 

rhythm is indicated by tree size and intensity of tonal 

value. The oranges, greens, yellows and somber browns 

suggest autumn. Their placement, while rhythmical, is not of 

the regular meter of Klee's purely abstract works. Painted 

two years later Ambassador of Autumn. 1922/69, features a 

single similarly rounded orange tree in a field of horizontal 

blue blocks intermingled with greens and lavenders. 

How very different from these is the tree in Klee's 

watercolor. Mountains in Winter. 1925/3. This tree floats at 

the center of the foreground backed by three pyramidal 

mountain peaks stippled to emulate the shimmer of moonlight 

from the full yellow moon. The moon provides backlight for 

the slender tree. It is a tree of Klee's own devising: a 

slim trunk out of which delicate branches rise. The branches 

are covered with tiny irregular needles, rather like 

feathers. Norbert Lynton calls the tree "seaweed-like."^23 

Klee provides perspective by overlapping the images, an idea 

he appreciated in the Proto-Renaissance pictures he first 

viewed in 1901-2 in Italy. 

But strangest of all, perhaps, are the trees which appear 

in Fin n;̂ rten fur Orpheus. 1926/3 (Figure 5.1). A Ĝ rĉ gn fgr 

l23Lynton, Klee. 41 
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Orpheus is not generally listed among Paul Klee's major 

works, but it represents a milestone for him emotionally. It 

is among the earliest works of 1926, the year the Bauhaus 

moved to Dessau. During the last months of 1925, while the 

masters were debating whether or not to close the institute, 

Klee became increasingly meditative. He was aware of growing 

health problems, but could not define their source. The 

pictures of these months and the first months of 1926 reflect 

his gloom. Under personal attack from political forces, he 

withdrew into his studio and into himself. He began 

experimenting with figures made of parallel lines more boldly 

than before. The result is a striking set of pictures of 

which A Garden for Orpheus is the central piece. The choice 

of subject is perhaps a natural one for a garden represents 

refuge and peace; a garden for the mystic musician/poet 

Orpheus could represent a religion of reconciliation* and 

gentleness, of Apollonian principles introduced into a 

Dionysian world. Surely the world around Paul Klee in the 

mid-1920's seemed to be in a Dionysian frenzy. Klee had 

represented balance and objectivity during the stormy early 

years of the Bauhaus. Even while serving in the German army 

in World War I, he had remained detached from the war. His 

diaries reflect his indifference to the politics of war. 

Klee was a rational man, an Apollonian spirit. The choice of 
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Figure 5.1 
Ein Garten fiir Orpheus. 1926/3 
By permission--COSMOPRESS, 

Geneva and Paris 
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Orpheus' garden then is fitting as an autobiographical . 

expression. 

The medium is ink drawing on paper. The paper with 

slightly irregular edges is mounted on cardboard (46.8 x 32.1 

cm) and tinted yellow. This is not the yellow of sunshine, 

but the yellow of age. This is a testamental document. Klee 

used the yellow again in 1928 for A Leaf from the Town 

Records, there on the wood background piece to create the 

impression of heritage. 

The basic element of A Garden for Orpheus is the line. In 

Klee's artistic vocabulary line is the result of a point's 

impulse to move. Movement implies life. Therefore, line 

implies life. From the repetition of equal lines comes the 

most primitive structural rhythm. ̂ 4̂ A Garden for Orpheus 

consists almost entirely of varying structures built of 

parallel lines. One's first impression is of a totally 

horizontal arrangement of angles and symbols. There are 

three major bands of which the center is widest. Klee has 

created conflicting perspectives within a single painting. 

There is first the pair of concurrent perspectives: an 

aerial view of a garden and an elevation drawing. The latter 

is suggested by the figures in the top band of the picture 

which contains a single hexagonal star and a number of 

l24Klee, Sketchbook. 1/6, 22 
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"clouds." The effect of the aerial view is of an angular 

topographical map in the bottom two bands. It is equally 

valid to describe the entire picture as an aerial view. The 

"clouds" then become patches of vegetation and the crosses 

the tops of trees. But within all three bands each figure or 

set of figures takes on its own perspective in counterpoint 

to the figures around it. 

There is very little open space. The background for the 

entire picture consists principally of narrow horizontal 

lines drawn close together. The figures are built of 

parallel lines and resemble the hatching of the graphic 

tradition of Durer and Mantegna. The irregular spacing 

allows changing tonal values of grey and white to provide 

light. The tonal variation of light to dark moves the eye 

from left to right across the picture. Broken horizontal 

lines create bright irregular patches. These flow down and 

up, drawing the viewer's eyes toward the complex dark patches 

in the right hand corners. 

Klee has filled the garden with symbols. Tiny triangles 

appear in rows and seem to be miniature mountain ranges. The 

X's with which Klee indicates trees in several other works 

appear across the picture. These two symbols are prominent 

in A Leaf from the Town Records and appear again in Pastorale 

(Rhythms). 1927/KlO. In The God of the Northern Forest. 

1922/32 the X is more complex, and more forceful. But in 
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Orpheus' garden Klee gives the symbol greater weight and 

spatial reality than in any of his other 1920's works. He 

creates the weight by countering the central crossing of each 

X with a variety of hatching patterns. In several figures 

the lines appear interwoven like basket reeds. In others 

they are sets of V's filling in the arms of the X. Still 

others have miniscule triangles decorating their edges. The 

X's, the trees, turn and twist on their axes, implying motion 

and life. The garden is filled with a wide variety of trees. 

Nowhere is there a stand of one species of tree. 

The variety and frequency of trees in Klee's drawing are 

significant. Among the oldest legends about Orpheus 

concerned his gift of the calendar-alphabet to the Greek 

peoples. The magic sequence of trees represented letters 

associated with seasons. ̂25 j^i the third century B.C.E. 

Orpheus' sacred grove was believed by Thracian locals to 

stand near Mt. Pangaion where Orpheus had placed it 

generations before.̂ 26 

Careful inspection reveals a further variety of somewhat 

delicate plant life. Klee challenges the viewer's 

imagination with his surprising shapes and juxtaposition of 

figures. The garden comprises open areas between stands of 

trees, contrasting with sections of maze-like pathways. 

^25Refer to page 9 of this work. 

126ĵ gfgj- to pages 10 and 11 of this work, 
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stairsteps", and hillsides. Among the vegetation is a tent

like structure (bottom left), a partially enclosed "formal 

garden" (also in the bottom left), and even a bridge (at the 

top right of the middle band). 

In the middle band there are two relatively large figures 

which bear discussion. Near the center and one over the 

other, but slightly higher, these two figures have a definite 

vanishing point. Ordinarily Klee shunned the true vanishing 

point as academic perspective. Perhaps the title of the 

drawing gives a clue to their inclusion. A Garden for 

Orpheus recalls the very oldest parts of the ancient story--

Orpheus the shaman, entering the Otherworld and bringing back 

its mysteries; Orpheus, the musician/poet who commanded 

nature to do his bidding. For that Orpheus there would be a 

gate into the Otherworld. Which gate is the true entrance? 

Only Orpheus the shaman would know. 

As a place of refuge a garden might be expected to have a 

wall. But Klee's is not one of the Horti Conclusi of the 

ancient Christian canticles, an enclosed garden. The 

slightly widened band at the bottom of the drawing may 

suggest a wall. The even wider vertical bands at the top may 

suggest a fence. But the sides have no boundaries. The 

horizontal lines which stop at the edges of the paper leave 

the bands they create open. Here is a suggestion of 

infinity. This is not so safe a refuge as it first appears. 
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And this, too, is typical of Paul Klee. As an artist he 

never took refuge in convention. His work challenged the 

assumptions of reactionaries and avant garde alike. The 

suggestion of infinity, both in the two vanishing-point-

gateways and in the open sides, serve to remind the viewer of 

Klee's basic optimism. He had from the first believed in his 

own gift and in Germany's future as leader of the art world. 

He still believed. His continued artistic output confirms 

the former; a statement he made in 1928 confirms the latter. 

What had been accomplished in music [in Germany] by 
the end of the eighteenth century has only begun in 
the fine arts. Mathematics and physics have given 
us a clue in the form of rules to be strictly 
observed or departed from, as the case may be.̂ 27 

One element of the most ancient of the Orpheus legends is 

missing from Klee's garden--animals. They were said to be 

drawn to Orpheus' wonderful, lyrical music, yet there are no 

animals here. Perhaps the answer lies in the current dark 

and pensive mood of the artist. The bright lyrical song is 

inappropriate to his mood. For meditation one needs quiet 

surroundings, the near silence of the forest. 

The most compelling figures in A Garden for Orpheus are 

three religious symbols. Each symbol dominates a single band 

in the overall three-band structure of the drawing. The name 

of the drawing suggests Orphic mysticism, Pythagorean image; 

^27Andrew Kagan, Paul Klee/art and music (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1983), 40. 
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therefore, the informed viewer naturally looks for hexagonal 

figures. At the base of the drawing, its foundation, in the 

left quadrant, is a complex hexagram above a pair of arrow

like points. But the other two symbols do not seem to belong 

at first glance. Just to the left of center in the middle 

band there is a large cross with hatchings that seem to 

radiate like light beams. The complement to the cross is the 

hexagonal star, or Star of David, in the upper band 

highlighted by a large diamond of vertical lines more widely 

spaced to surround it with light. 

The presence of the symbols of Judaism and Christianity 

are apparent to the student of Orpheus lore or Judeo-

Christian history. Because he was a musician, Orpheus was 

equated with the Hebrew shepherd David (later Judah's great 

King) said to have played a harp. Because Christ called 

himself the Good Shepherd, he was equated with David. Thus, 

Christ was equated with Orpheus by a curious theological 

mathematics logical to first century Christians. Both Christ 

and Orpheus preached repentance and ritual cleansing, so the 

similarity deepened. 

Whether or not Klee was aware of this syncretism of 

religious figures is uncertain. What is certain is that Klee 

recognized the validity of all religious symbolism and 

practice. As discussed earlier, for Klee these archetypal 

symbols reinforced his own spiritual reality. The Orphic 
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hexagon, the Judaic star, and the Christian cross represent 

the synthesis of Klee's own multi-culturalism. Even under 

attack by hostile political forces he could not abandon it. 

The final autobiographical element in A Garden for Orpheus 

is obvious to any student of Klee's writings and his art. 

Throughout his life Klee revelled in his kinship with nature. 

As an artist he believed that he shared in the act of 

creation. The analogy to the gardener mentioned earlier is 

reinforced by this drawing. The central starting point is 

genesis, a seed to be nurtured into growth. For the mature 

artist that growth is evidenced in the full-grown trees of a 

lush garden landscape of his own design. There is no figure 

of Orpheus in the garden. Orpheus is the artist; Orpheus is 

the viewer; Orpheus is anyone who seeks refuge in a secret 

place. 



CHAPTER VI 

OSSIP ZADKINE--THE MUSICIAN 

Ossip Zadkine has been acknowledged as one of the greatest 

sculptors of the twentieth century, and yet he is little 

known in Europe now, even less known in the United States. 

His sculptures have been exhibited in a dozen countries, and 

a number of major galleries currently display his works. 

Europeans generally know him best for his Rotterdam war 

memorial. The Destroyed Citv. 1953. The author's casual 

survey of over three dozen Eurail passengers in 1989 across 

Belgium, France, Switzerland, and Germany, revealed that 

while most of the adults knew the Rotterdam statue they did 

not recognize Zadkine's name. Nevertheless, Ossip Zadkine 

was among the masters of the "School of Paris," that 

informally organized group of artists who, in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, sought to renew the 

spiritual foundations of art. 

A superb craftsman, Zadkine strove to blend imagination, 

emotion, and impulsiveness into an art form whose very nature 

suggests slow, deliberate, and thoughtful action. His work 

was often controversial. A statue honoring Vincent and 

Theodore Van Gogh was refused by the town of Auvers-sur-Oise. 

Critics attacked his work as primitive, angular, and 

nonsensical. Russian by birth, he carried the unique 

159 
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perspective of one close to the earth and his culture's oral 

traditions and fables. Although he embraced the classical 

heritage of western Europe, he clung to his native spiritual 

roots and blended both elements in his sculptures, thus 

creating works which reflect a new vitality of expression--a 

multi-cultural expression. His work exemplifies the 

internationalism of the art community in the early decades of 

the century. 

pipqr^phy 

Ossip Zadkine was born in Smolensk, Russia, on July 14, 

1890. His parents met at Leipzig University in Germany and 

were among the Jewish intelligentsia of Russia who worshipped 

nature as the Romantics of western Europe had done decades 

before. The family business was shipbuilding, but the elder 

Zadkine taught Greek and Latin. Though young Ossip was not a 

good student, he loved Russian poetry and the fables and 

fairy-tales of old Russia. He preferred to model clay and 

carve the exquisite woods, birches and pines, from the 

forests near his home. Throughout his life he credited his 

rural roots with giving his sculpture its natural "rustic 
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flavour, a scent of the earth, of stones, of trees in the 

forest. "128 

Hoping to imbue his son with a sound knowledge of the 

English language and the good manners of the best in western 

culture, the elder Zadkine sent his son to Scotland and later 

to England. There Ossip studied and worked for an ornament 

maker. In 1907 he first entered the Polytechnic and later 

the Central School of the Arts in London and for two years 

concentrated his study in drawing and sculpting. He left 

London for Paris in 1909 hoping to find a less conservative 

approach to art. There he enrolled at the Ecole Nationale 

Superiere des Beaux Arts but stayed only six months before 

establishing his own studio in Paris' Vauairard district 

where Marc Chagall had his studio. He considered himself 

basically anti-academic and thrived in the freedom of his own 

studio and the encouragement of the young artistic community. 

He read voraciously and studied the Louvre's collections of 

ancient Greek and Egyptian art as well as its mystical 

Iberian stones. He spent hours in Gothic cathedrals studying 

their architecture as well as their art. He rejected the 

Verism of Belgian Social Art, but observed with appreciation 

the work of Rodin. His first success as a sculptor came in 

i28Marc-Eddo Tralbaut, "Confrontation Picasso-Zadkine," Anvers, 
1961, 83; quoted in lonel Jianou, Zadkine (Paris: Editions d'Art, 
1964), 20. 
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1911 when he joined an exhibition of young artists. At his 

studio he painted watercolors and guaches, drew, sculpted in 

wood and stone, and wrote poetry (in Russian). He published 

a small volume of poetry in 1913, Viera Tmhpr. illustrated 

with his own drawings . ̂29 

A solitary worker, Zadkine nonetheless enjoyed the 

camaraderie of other artists. From the French painters and 

sculptors of pre-war Montparnasse he had learned the special 

balance of innovation and tradition, the adventurous and the 

classical, which marked the "School of Paris." Young artists 

from all over Europe converged on Paris seeking individual 

creative liberty as well as the shared experiment that was 

Parisian avant garde art. Zadkine was acquainted with 

Chagall, Modigliani, and Leger, and a close friend of the 

poet Rimbaud. With his close friends Polish-born Jacques 

Lipchitz and Russian-born Alexander Archipenko, both 

sculptors, he explored the exciting new ideas of Cubism. In 

March 1914, Zadkine exhibited with the Cubists in Paris. 

When World War I disrupted the artistic life of Paris, 

Zadkine, now a naturalized French citizen, volunteered for 

service in the French army. From 1915 to 1918 he worked in 

the First Regiment's mobile hospital unit. He was gassed in 

I29jean Cassou, ed.. Artists of Our Time, vol. 12, Ossio Zadkine. 
Eng. ver. Richard Roud. (Amriswil, Switz.: Bodensee-Verlag, Franz 
Larese, 1962), 25. 
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1918 and suffered a long and painful recovery. Despite his 

illness he held his first one-man show in Brussels in 1919. 

It was in Belgium and Holland that his works were first 

generally accepted. Soon France (1920) and even Japan (1924) 

would discover him. 

By 1920 Zadkine's own individual style had truly emerged--

largely geometric, almost monolithic in its visual weight, 

often static. His sculpture bore the mark of both African 

and Cubist influence. The size of his figures and the 

increased demand for his work required that he find a larger 

studio than the one at La Ruche. Vauairard. so in 1924 he 

purchased a house in the Rue d'Assas where he worked (except 

for a brief exile in the United States) until his death. 

During a trip to Greece in 1928 he became reacquainted with 

the mythology of ancient Greece and began the first of a 

number of sculptures based on mythological characters. 

As his reputation grew he exhibited more and more 

frequently abroad. During the 1930's he was particularly 

successful financially with one-man exhibitions in Brussels 

at the Palais des Beaux-Arts (1933), at the Whitworth Art 

Gallery in Manchester, England (1935), and in the United 

States at the Brummer Gallery in New York City (1937). 

Zadkine was acutely aware of the political disturbances 

throughout Europe and especially of the rise of anti-

semitism, not only in Germany but in France as well. Two 
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works mark the range of his emotions during those years. His 

Monument k Guillaume Apollin^^irp. 1937, is charged with the 

optimistic spirit of the poet/philosopher who had greatly 

influenced French avant garde art. In sharp contrast to the 

mood of the Apollinaire is the totem-like elmwood sculpture 

Christ. 193 9, which portrays an anguished man stretching his 

arms skyward. The arms, raised like the bare limbs of a 

tree, foreshadow the crucifixion. 

Zadkine escaped occupied France in 1942 and settled in the 

United States for the duration of World War II, teaching at 

New York City's Art Students' League. His exhibition at the 

Curt Valentin Gallery in New York City in 1943 aided his 

growing reputation in America. Once established in his 

studio again after the conclusion of the war, he 

reestablished his ties with the galleries and museums of 

Europe, notably in Brussels (1948) and Rotterdam and Paris' 

National Museum of Modern Art (1949). 

As Zadkine's reputation grew his work was presented around 

the world from Paris to Glasgow to Curacao to Japan. There 

was a major exhibition each year of the 1950's. Perhaps the 

two greatest shows, in terms of his international acceptance, 

were the traveling exhibitions. First, a show organized in 

Cologne, Germany (1956-1957), was sent to five Canadian 

provinces and the western United States. A second show 

(1959-1960) toured exclusively to seven cities in Japan, 
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including Fukuoka City, Kokura, Osaka, and Tokyo. The decade 

was highlighted by two prizes, the Twenty-fifth Venice 

Biennale in 1950 and the Grand prix de la Sculpture de la 

Cite de Paris in 1960. 

In addition to continuing sculpting Zadkine taught in his 

studio from 194 6 to 1958 and at the Acad6mie de la Grande 

Chaumiere. eventually becoming director of the academy. The 

hallmark of his teaching style was his refusal to lecture and 

impose rules and formulae on his students. Rather, he chose 

to create an atmosphere in which the students were free to 

explore their own artistic philosophies and create their own 

solutions to the problems of sculptural expression. He 

worked beside them sharing his own ideas and encouraging 

theirs. Among his students were Americans Gabriel Kohn, 

George Spaventa, Sidney Geist, Israel Levitan, George 

Sugarman, Jean Follett, and Richard Stankiewicz--all of them 

now well-known sculptors. 

Ossip Zadkine, the anti-academician, was by 1960 the 

"grand old man" of French sculpture. It is perhaps ironic 

that he was invited to lecture on his art to the students of 

the Ecole des Beaux Arts in 1962, half a century after his 

leaving the school because it represented to him caution and 

conventionalism in art. He continued to sculpt until his 

death of natural causes in Paris in 1967. His legacy is the 
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zadkine Museum and Foundation at the Rue d'Ac;fi;:̂.ĉ  Studio, open 

to the public, but especially to students of art. 

Style 

From the first Ossip Zadkine was a versatile artist. Over 

the fifty years of his career he created approximately 400 

sculptures, and several thousand paintings. Of the latter 

there were watercolors, guaches, engravings and pencil 

sketches. Often the sketches served as studies for his 

sculpture, a way of working out his expressive ideas, for 

sculpture was his most successful medium both critically and 

financially. He loved color. His choice of stone or wood 

for each project was frequently governed by the hue of the 

stone or the grain in the wood. Just as frequently it was 

these characteristics in the natural materials which 

suggested subjects to him. He worked in granite, marble, 

sandstone, quartz and alabaster. The variety of woods 

included oak, cherry, apple, and pear, even exotic African 

and Brazilian woods; but he preferred elm and ebony above all 

others. 

Zadkine was principally a carver. Though skilled as a 

modeller of plaster and clay, he returned again and again to 

wood and stone. Furthermore, the bronze figures which he 

first created from plaster and clay bear the marks of 
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carving--hatchings and knife-like strokes to give organic 

texture, shape and shadow to their surfaces. 

As has been mentioned Zadkine accepted the influence of 

Rodin over other contemporary sculptors. Auguste Rodin had 

restored sculpture to the respect it had lost to painting in 

the nineteenth century. He anticipated the vivid human 

emotion of Expressionism with his fragmented torso sculptures 

and writhing, anguished faces. His sculpture caused great 

controversy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, but few denied his skill. Norbert Lynton records 

that Rodin said, "Sculpture is the art of the hollow and the 

lump."̂ °̂ This pronouncement was to have far-reaching effect 

on the young generation of sculptors who followed him. Like 

Michaelangelo he sought to free figures from the stones which 

held them. Many of his figures appear to be suspended just 

at the moment of thawing out of the frozen block of stone. 

His bronzes display the gentle, but insightful craftsmanship 

of a master modeller. Rodin's influence extended well into 

the twentieth century. Even after the appearance of the 

avant garde movements, his work was respected. Zadkine wrote 

of Rodin, "[He] opened windows and restored our freedom."̂ î 

130Lynton, ThP Storv of Modern Art. 18. 

131w. J. Strachan, Towards Sr,uInture; Drawings and Maouettes tVQm 
Rodin to Oldenburg (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1976), 45. 
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Among the avant garde movements developing in Paris in the 

first two decades of the century, none had more effect on 

Zadkine than Cubism. The Cubists' concept of simultaneous 

viewpoint, striking in the two-dimensional art of painting, 

seemed somewhat redundant in the already three-dimensional 

art of sculpting. At first the sculptors' efforts yielded 

little more than relief sculpture, which art historian W. J. 

Strachan calls "frontal artifacts." 1̂2 zadkine indeed turned 

to African art for inspiration, as well as to the art of the 

Orient. Whether to the fragmented torso or a full body 

sculpture, he often added a musical instrument (an idea 

borrowed from Cubist painters) or architectural details such 

as the volute or scroll. It would be several years before he 

worked out the spatial problems inherent in Cubist sculpture. 

Zadkine revered nature and found himself sustained by his 

connection with natural objects. His favorite subject was 

the human form. He preferred to display his sculptures out 

of doors, in parks or gardens such as Middleheim's Open Air 

Museum (Antwerp, Belgium). Reflecting his life-long 

relationship with wood, his sculptures, whether of stone, 

wood, or bronze, retained the vertical shape of the tree 

trunk. Critics have described these early sculptures as 

l^2strachan, 113 
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totem-like or suggestive of a menhir, ̂^̂  not only because of 

their verticality, but because his subjects appeared to be 

primitive and symbolic. The geometric features are barely 

suggested: arms frozen to the sides, a few vague strokes 

hinting at facial features. One of his earliest successes. 

The Standing Woman. 1920, is an excellent example of this 

first stage of Zadkine's maturity. The figure is basically a 

rectangle, a woman cut off at the thigh. Her head is roughly 

triangular, her breasts--one convex, one concave-- are 

circles placed like appendages on her chest. Her arms are 

carved onto the torso in deep relief. The surface texture is 

rough. Though the sculpture is relatively small (85 cm., 

approximately 33 inches tall), the overall effect is of a 

large, solid monolith. 

As his skill grew and his artistic philosophy matured, 

Zadkine escaped the constrictions of pure Cubism and 

introduced motion into his sculptures. Figures stepped, 

swayed, or strode; yet there was no forward motion. The 

opposite of Rodin's figures freed from stone, Zadkine's 

appeared frozen in time, forever caught at the moment of 

moving. The energy then remained within. For Zadkine the 

dynamic of motion was the primitive inner rhythm which 

vibrated out of the still figure. As his biographer Jianou 

l^^Menhirs are megalithic figures such as those in ancient Breton 
ritual art or the giant heads on Easter Island. 
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expressed it, Zadkine's human figure was "a conductor of 

invisible energy. "̂ ^̂  

Once he had admitted the idea of motion, Zadkine began to 

free the arms, relax the stance, and intensify the facial 

expressions of his subjects. He represented his musicians, 

particularly the guitarists, sitting or reclining casually as 

if lost in their playing. The next step in his development 

was to become the hallmark of his style. He exaggerated the 

convex and concave shapes of his early Cubist work, and 

carved empty spaces into the torsos and faces. The 

suggestion of volume created by the negative space was a 

dynamic gesture. Added to the extreme contraposto 

reminiscent of Egyptian paintings, the nearly skeletal 

figures presented a special multidimensional unity of form. 

He sharpened the planes representing muscle groups and 

elongated the vertical thrust of arms and heads, further 

exaggerating the geometries of his earlier work, opening the 

sculpture to carry the viewer's eye farther and farther from 

the center of the figure. The overall effect was often one 

of dynamic energy and visceral emotion. 

Zadkine was above all a humanist. His was the special 

humanism of the twentieth century--aware of man's 

capabilities for both extreme good and extreme evil. As a 

l^^jianou, 10 
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Jew in Imperial Russia he knew the sting of the relentless 

bigotry which culminated in the suppression of his people. 

He experienced the depths of loneliness as a boy, a foreigner 

in class-conscious England. He developed a love of solitude 

and an ironic perspective of history. His was the kind of 

humor which is closest to tragedy, which hides the tragedy 

behind a mask. Perhaps the strange and mystical masks of his 

early work owe as much of their origins to his childhood 

sorrows as to the influence of African tribal art. 

Zadkine preferred subjects with universal appeal--the 

characters of classical mythology and the Bible, poets and 

musicians, remembrances of war. In one aspect of his work 

Zadkine was like Brancusi whom Lynton has called a 

"researcher type,"^^^ reworking themes as his ideas and 

craftsmanship matured. Rather than create a given series in 

a set time frame as a kind of grand opus, Zadkine chose his 

subjects seemingly at random, discovering later that they 

appeared to fall into categories, within these categories he 

created figures charged with human emotion. The Christ 

statue mentioned earlier seems stretched beyond human 

endurance, his ribs shuddering with his cries. This is not 

the picturesque religious icon one normally associates with 

sacred art, rather it is a humanistic and sympathetic vision 

^^^Lynton, The Storv of Modern Art. 348 
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of a man who sees his own inescapable destiny. The common 

theme in Zadkine's Biblical series is the covenant between 

God and man. 

Zadkine's most famous work was created in reaction to his 

visit to Rotterdam, the Netherlands, following World War II. 

There for a major exhibition of his work in 1949, he was 

distressed by the widespread devastation caused by the 

bombing of the city by the German Luftwaffe nine years 

before. He described the "howls of the ruins"^^^ as haunting 

his sleep. He expressed his reaction in a terra-cotta 

sculpture; but the sculpture was broken on the trip through 

Germany to France. When the city of Rotterdam then 

commissioned him to create a war memorial in bronze to be 

placed on the Leuvehaven Quay, he immediately began a series 

of drawings to recreate the sculpture of a single human 

figure with his arms raised against the sky, a figure as 

important in silhouette as in detail. The figure evolved 

from a man kneeling to his standing and finally to his 

lunging past a charred tree stump. In the completed work the 

man has raised his arms with his palms flat to the sky, his 

face raised as if to see the debris falling on him. There is 

a deep gash in his chest from which his heart has been 

wrenched. The complete torso twist, legs facing 180 degrees 

l^^Strachan, 68. 
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from the torso, heightens the feeling of horror. Far from 

picturesque The Destroyed City stands as one of the most 

effective war memorials in Europe. Certainly it is one of 

the most unique, depicting as it does the innocent victim 

rather than the standard memorials' gallant soldiers or noble 

war widows. His 1950 Venice Biennale prize was awarded to 

the model; the completed statue was placed at the quay in 

1953. 

Art critics remain divided in their evaluation of 

Zadkine's contribution to twentieth century art. Lucie 

claims that Zadkine "more or less abandoned Cubism"̂ "̂̂  while 

Michel Seuphor insists that Zadkine "remained closest . . . 

to the pure cubist tradition."^^^ He was not the first to 

create drama and spatial reality by balancing solid areas 

with empty space in his figures. There can be no doubt that 

his career exhibits a steady progression from faltering 

Cubism to figurative expressionism. Whatever the ultimate 

evaluation of his work, Zadkine's sculpture requires a 

reaction from the viewer. It stirs discussion. Initial 

curiosity is quickly supplanted by the recognition of a 

visual problem which the viewer can only solve by exploring 

the surfaces of the sculpture. The artist has left the 

^̂ "̂ Edward Lucie-Smith, Art Now (New York: William Morrow and 
Company, Inc., 1977), 3 58. 

138ĵ ichel Seuphor, The Sculpture of This Century, trans. Haakon 
Chevalier (New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1960), 34. 
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figure "unfinished." The viewer must complete it with his 

inner vision. 

Oroh^e. 19 56 

Among the themes which filled Zadkine's ouevre, the most 

prevalent are musicians and classical mythology. The 

musician theme occupies approximately one dozen sculptures, 

principally string players. In the mythology series there 

are twenty-six characters and concepts representing more than 

thirty works. Among them are Ariadne. Antiquity. Carvatide. 

Diana. Niobe. Prometheus. and of course, Oroheus. Of these 

the most expressive are Niobe. Prometheus and Oroheus. In 

Zadkine's Oroh^e sculptures the two themes meet, just as in 

the Orpheus legend humanity and divinity meet. 

The Oroh^e series spans thirty-two years and comprises six 

works. The earliest sculpture, carved in 1928 after 

Zadkine's journey to Greece, ̂^̂  is less classical than 

archaic. It bridges his purely monolithic figures and his 

open figures. A robed person (only the title suggests that 

it is a man) strides head back, face up, carrying a guitar 

high across his chest. The 1935 wood carving is a reworking 

of the same idea, but with more figural detail. His first 

bronze Oroh^e, begun after his return from New York (1948) is 

139Dorothy Kosinski dates this work from 1930, but Jean Cassou's 
catalogue gives it as 1928. 
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the first in which he attempted to incorporate the lyre into 

the human figure. The fourth, and last wood, Orohee is a 

spontaneous creation which began with the suggestion of the 

lyre which Zadkine saw in a piece of wood delivered to him by 

his coal merchant for fuel. By beginning with the lyre and 

then creating the human figure, Zadkine found the solution he 

had sought for twenty years--how to incorporate the attribute 

into the figure so that they are inseparable both visibly and 

spiritually. 

In 19 56 Zadkine returned again to his theme in a bronze 

that marks the fulfillment of the promise not only of the 

subject, but of his genius as a sculptor. This Orohee 

exemplifies the best characteristics of his style. It is 

monumental in its proportion and its universal theme. The 

theme is both human and symbolic, and therefore is a totem. 

It is designed to be viewed out of doors to take full 

advantage of the play of natural light and shadow. In fact 

its placement at the Middleheim Open Air Museum in Antwerp is 

against a dense backdrop of tall trees.which heightens the 

tree-like effect of its vertical structure. 

The figure's strong silhouette carries shadows and allows 

a constant play of light on its roughened surface through the 

hollows and projections of the torso and head. As the viewer 

walks around the sculpture, his perspective seems to shift. 
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Orpheus appears to move--first seen upright he then inclines 

to one side or leans forward. 

Viewed directly from the front of the pedestal Orpheus 

appears to be turning toward the frontal plane (Figure 6.1). 

He is balanced by a wide, almost diagonal stride. The 

Egyptian-like twist of the torso is less exaggerated than 

that of the Rotterdam memorial. This static stance implies 

no weight shift, no classical contraposto. Orpheus is evenly 

balanced on well-"rooted" legs; his muscles are evenly 

flexed. 

Zadkine has created tension in Orpheus' legs and arms with 

deeply planed muscle groups. He carves the calves, thighs, 

and buttocks in bold shapes suggestive of solid geometric 

units dovetailed together. The joints appear to be locked 

into place. Orpheus' arms are also locked into place. They 

both bend to a right angle at the elbows. His branch-like 

left arm is raised toward the sky as its fingers extend 

upward like new growth. The muscles of the left forearm are 

layered to create a depth which suggests power. His right 

arm appears to support the lyre's frame by a bend at the 

wrist, almost at a right angle to the forearm, its fingers 

frozen just as they bend in around the frame. 

A single rectangular unit marks the shoulders upon which 

stand the elongated neck and curiously distorted head. From 
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Figure 6.1 
Orohee 1956, frontal view 
Photograph by the artist. 
Permission of Zadkine 

Foundation 

the front the general effect is that of a Modigliani; but it 

belies the thickness of the neck viewed in profile. His hair 

extends over his forehead like the nosepiece of a Medieval 

helmet. Or perhaps, it has been thrown forward with a sudden 
movement of the head. Orpheus' face is hollowed out on the 
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left with a minimum of detail on the right side. The deep-

set eyes hide in the shadows of the furrowed brow. The 

downturned mouth expresses neither anguish nor sorrow. But 

the bland expression seen from the front is the antithesis of 

the expression seen from either side. In profile (Figure 

6.2) all but the hair and chin disappear. Orpheus' head 

appears bowed as if he were gazing into his chest. The 

viewer then must supply the expression according to what he 

Figure 6.2 
Orohee 1956, profile view of head 

Photograph by the author. 
Permission of Zadkine 

Foundation 

thinks Orpheus sees. This is a different kind of beheading 

from the classical tradition, but the suggestion is here. 
The most effective feature of the 1956 Qrph^g is the 

torso. It is hollow. Only two columns of vaguely delineated 

ribs connect the shoulders with the hips. Instead of chest 

and abdomen there is space. Instead of viscera, heart and 

lungs, there are strings. The strings embedded deep into 
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Orpheus' pelvis rise to his shoulders and fan out like the 

strings of a lyre. The columnar ribs form the frame of the 

lyre. The wooden frame is superfluous. Scarred with age, 

its crosspiece no longer connected to all the strings, it 

begins to fall away. Now the viewer can see the meaning of 

the gesture of Orpheus' right hand. He is catching the old 

frame. He has become the lyre. 

Zadkine's monumental bronze represents a fundamental 

aspect of Orpheus' legend, Orpheus the musician. Powerful, 

intensely vibrant, it exudes a strange vitality. Clearly it 

is not drawn from a human model, but from the inner reality 

which Zadkine had discovered as he explored Orpheus' myth 

again and again. As Zadkine grew, his concept of the myth 

grew until finally he could present Orpheus at the moment of 

his apotheosis. At one with his lyre (his music) he no 

longer needs his human form. He does not play the lyre with 

his hands as in Zadkine's earlier Orohee sculptures. The 

lyre will vibrate on its own once the transformation is 

complete and he has shed his already tree-like body. 

The second element of the Orpheus legend is his 

musicianship. For the Greeks he was not only the greatest 

musician, he was the first. Zadkine's Orohee is a powerful 

representation of the legend, but it is also an allegory of 

the creative artist. In Zadkine's allegory Orpheus the 

musician has become Music itself. Far from the "bland 
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classicism" of which he was accused in his later years,1̂ ° 

Zadkine found fresh inspiration in the ancient myth. True to 

his original philosophy he remained deeply attached to 

humanism and the human experience. He viewed man as the 

actor, not merely the reactor to events beyond his control. 

He could identify with Orpheus as the musician metamorphosed 

into his instrument; for he felt at one with his own craft. 

With his 1956 Orohee he reinforced his faith in the 

immortality of art. 

He admitted to Eduard Rodite after the completion of the 

1956 bronze that Orpheus had haunted him throughout his life 

and that he was not yet free of that fascination, ̂ î He 

created one more Orpheus bronze in 1960, his last. Called 

the Petit Orohee. it stands only 98 cm. (38.5 inches) and is 

a delicate reworking of the 1956 sculpture. There are few 

differences between them: rounder muscles, rougher surface 

texture, less definition of the facial features. It shows 

Zadkine's craftsmanship; but perhaps because his statement 

had already been made, it lacks the power of the 1956 Orohee. 

Martha Colvin reported that Zadkine told his students at the 

Grande Chaumiere. "The means of expressing the inexpressible 

are hard, and difficult, subtle, infinite. If you have 

l^^Lucie-Smith, 358. 

l^^Eduard Rodite in Qroheus as a Lvre. quoted in Jianou, 59 
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started with a really fitting word, finish with an eloquent 

sentence. 142 The 1956 Qx£M^, which marks the pinnacle of 

Zadkine's career, is his most "eloquent sentence." 

l42jianou, 62 



CHAPTER VII 

JEAN COCTEAU--THE POET 

The adjective most often used to describe Jean Cocteau is 

"versatile." The range of artistic media in his career 

comprises painting, ballet scenarios, plays, films, poetry, 

novels, and criticism, in addition to several books of 

memoirs. In his journals he relates his encounters with 

Apollinaire, Stravinsky, Diaghilev, Rilke, Rodin, Picasso, 

and Proust. He was aligned with Cubism, Surrealism, and 

Verism at various times in his career; but his striking 

originality kept him from settling permanently in any one 

artistic movement. 

Cocteau was among the first dramatists to make films. 

Never an acknowledged technician, he nevertheless 

instinctively understood the potential of the motion picture 

as a dramatic vehicle. Personally eccentric, Cocteau had the 

ability to astound, confuse, and entice his audience. His 

sparing use of words in his films and plays, and the 

calculated design of commonplace settings, belied a man who 

was extremely talkative and given to grand gestures and 

outrageous dress. But there was a darker side to the 

flamboyant artist who believed that otherworldly forces 

guided all true artists' creativity. It is this aspect of 

182 
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Cocteau's personality that has intrigued drama critics and 

psychologists alike from his first dramatic success, the 

scenario for the ballet, E^rM^, to his last film, Testament 

Qt Qrphgyg. Several dozen dissertations have addressed the 

issue in recent years. In 1959 he spoke of the 

"archaeologist[s] of [his] darkness."i43 His career was an 

exploration of his inner self and the powerful external 

forces that dictated his style. 

Biography 

Jean Maurice Eugene Clement Cocteau was born on July 5, 

1889, at Maison-Lafitte near Paris, France, though he often 

claimed 1892 as his birth date in order to appear more 

precocious. His was a privileged childhood. His father 

Georges was a gentle man who worked as a broker for his 

father-in-law, Eugene Lecomte, but whose true vocation was 

painting. The young Jean spent hours in his father's studio, 

recalling years later that he associated his father with the 

smell of oil paint. ̂44 His early education was overseen by 

his German nurse and his doting parents and grandparents. 

His scoliosis was marked enough that he developed a somewhat 

143jean Cocteau, Two Screenplays; Blood of a Poet and The Testament 
of Qroheus (New York: Orion Press, 1968), 74. 

•̂̂ "̂ Frederick Brown, An Imoresonation of Angels (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1968), 6. 
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irregular gait. To compensate his parents arranged for him 

to have dancing lessons and from age six he learned to love 

the ballet. 

He grew up in Paris where he was taken to the ballet, the 

theater, the circus, the ice palace, and concerts. Above all 

he seems to have loved the circus and the ice palace. 

Spectacle and balancing acts became his standard. The 

fantastic collections of his grandfather Lecomte influenced 

Cocteau's own eclecticism. An antique mask of Hadrian's 

Bithynian slave boy Antinous fascinated Cocteau so much that 

it appeared frequently in his films. 

Two early events affected him profoundly. The first was 

the senseless death of a playmate who was struck by a 

snowball. For the rest of his life snow, and particularly 

snowballs, would symbolize death in Cocteau's works. In 1899 

Georges Cocteau died at the age of forty-nine. Jean, then 

ten years of age, was shocked by the loss. In later years he 

would tell his friends that his father committed suicide. It 

is not a matter of record and Cocteau may have been speaking 

allegorically, since he knew that his father had lived a life 

contrary to his nature. Being true to oneself, whatever 

risks that involved, became a crusade for Cocteau. He spent 

the next two decades exploring the possibilities of who he 

truly was. 
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At the age of seventeen Cocteau met Edouard de Max, a 

Parisian actor, who described him as precocious and charming. 

De Max recognized Cocteau's poetic gift and encouraged not 

only his writing but his eccentricities. Cocteau's debut in 

Parisian artistic society was a masquerade given by Robert 

d'Humieres at his Theatre des Arts. Cocteau, dressed as 

Heliogabalus, accompanied de Max. With red-dyed ringlets 

falling over his forehead crowned with a tiara and a pearl-

covered cloak over his shoulders, he was only a small part of 

the outrageous entourage. The ensemble so shocked the 

company, which included the great Sarah Bernhardt, that they 

were told to leave. Far from deflated over the disaster, 

Cocteau appears to have been delighted. De Max's continued 

influence over Cocteau was profound. His face would appear 

again and again in Cocteau's drawings and films, and serve as 

the model of Cocteau's Orphic signature. 

The key event in Cocteau's development may have been the 

trip to Marseilles in his teens where he probably 

experimented with drugs for the first time and had his first 

homosexual encounters. He never wrote directly of these 

events, presumably to protect his family; but close friends 

speculated on them based on frequent illusory comments and 

his annual trips to the district. After that journey Cocteau 

eschewed his relationships with older women which had 

dominated his early sexual experience and sought the company 
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of younger men. The themes of emasculation and homosexuality 

would become central to his work. 

In the years preceding World War I Cocteau developed into 

a singular artistic force. In 1908 he published his first 

volume of poetry. La Lamne d'Aladin (he was nineteen), and in 

1912 secretly rented a oied-^-tPrrP at the Hotel Biron where 

Rodin and Rilke had apartments. There Cocteau gave 

extravagant parties away from the domination of his family. 

Marie Scheikevitch, a close friend of Proust, described 

Cocteau as a young man "hell-bent on conquering Tout Paris"̂ ŝ 

whether from his studio in the Biron or his mother's home in 

the fashionable Rue d'Anjou. In these same years he met the 

great entrepreneur Diaghilev. When he confessed to Diaghilev 

that he wished to write ballet scenarios, Diaghilev replied, 

"Etonne-moi" ("astonish me"). The effect of these words 

reverberated throughout Cocteau's life. He quoted the 

sentence in various forms in plays and films. In fact, it 

would seem that Diaghilev's "instruction" intensified the 

influence of de Max. 

In the early years of World War I Cocteau, rejected by the 

army for medical reasons, served illegally as an ambulance 

driver for the French army medical corps on the Belgian 

front. He was intrigued by the air corps and dedicated a 

I'^^Brown, 32 
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volume of poems about aviation to the pilot Roland Garros 

whom he had befriended in the war. Le Can dP Bonnfi-F.gn̂ r̂̂ nrp 

(The Cape of Good Hnpp) was published in 1919.̂ 46 Throughout 

the war Cocteau found refuge in the avant garde arts movement 

then developing in Montparnasse. He befriended Pablo Picasso 

with whom he collaborated on his first successful stage work, 

the ballet Parade, which Diaghilev produced in 1917. From 

the first their goal was to scandalize the Parisian 

bourgeoisie with "visual surprises."î v TO prepare the daring 

sets and costumes Picasso and Cocteau visited Rome where they 

studied the works of the Futurist painters. Eric Satie 

composed the satirical score for an instrumental ensemble 

augmented with airplane propellers, telegraph keys, roulette 

wheels, and typewriters. Cocteau's scenario, a 

surrealistic^4^ mixture of dance and pantomime, recreated the 

scene outside a theater where performers attempt to attract 

business by presenting a skit of the main attraction. The 

choreography created highly detailed vignettes of ordinary 

people caught up in their ordinary existence, betraying their 

inner turmoil. The effect of sets, costumes, and music 

^̂ B̂y 1919 Cocteau had published his first two novels, Le Grand 
Ecart (1913) and Le Potomak (1919), the latter anonymously, as well as 
another poem, "L'Ode a Picasso (1919). 

^^^Neal Oxenhandler, Scandal and Parade: the Theatre of Jean 
Cocteau (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1957), 49. 

148The adjective is Apollinaire's. 
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combined with the non-classical movements of the dancers 

created Cocteau's artistic vision of true "realism"--the 

delicate balance of external reality masking internal 

reality. The audience reaction was so vehement that women 

attacked Cocteau and his collaborators with hat pins. They 

were rescued by Apollinaire who happened to be dressed in his 

soldier's uniform. Cocteau was thrilled with the sensation 

he had created. 

In later ballets and films Cocteau collaborated with a 

group of daring young composers whom he named Les Six. Paul 

Honegger, Francis Poulenc, Darius Milhaud, Germaine 

Tailleferre, Georges Auric, and Louis Durey owed much of 

their early success to Cocteau's support. Milhaud composed 

the score for Cocteau's second successful ballet scenario, Le 

Boeuf sur le toit (The Ox on the Roof) in 1920. All but 

Durey composed pieces for Cocteau's 1921 ballet Les Marias de 

la Tour Eiffel (The Wedding on the Eiffel Tower) Auric 

composed the scores for five of Cocteau's six films. 

Cocteau had met Raymond Radiguet in 1918 when the young 

poet and novelist was but sixteen years of age. Most of 

Paris' avant garde artists, including Cocteau and Picasso, 

welcomed Radiguet's fresh aesthetic philosophy. Countering 

esprit nouveau. he advocated classic simplicity and clarity 

of style. He and Cocteau forged a deep friendship constantly 

exchanging ideas and encouragement. When he died in 1923 at 
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twenty-one years of age, Cocteau's despair resulted in opium 

addiction. He entered a sanatorium in 1924 and while there 

was visited by the French Thomist philosopher Jacques 

Maritain. Under Maritain's influence Cocteau began a brief 

period of religious fervor. The next year he produced some 

of his greatest work. In the poem L'Anae Heurtebise he 

described his battle with an angel whom he first saw in the 

elevator of his apartment building. The old symbols of 

statue, mirror, horse, snow, etc., displayed a deeper 

significance. As Walter Fowlie explained in the introduction 

to his translation of Cocteau's Journals, " . . . one senses 

that Cocteau is using [L'Anae Heurtebisel as an exorcism."^^^ 

His final exorcism came in 1930 with the publication of his 

memoirs of those years. Opium. 

Heurtebise appeared again in Cocteau's first great play 

Orphee which he wrote in 1925 and which premiered in Paris in 

1926. Produced and directed by Georges Pito^ff (of the 

French theatrical Cartel which included Rouch^ and Copeau), 

Orohee received public acclaim, ̂ ô Because of Orohee Cocteau 

became associated in the public's mind with Surrealism, 

l^%allace Fowlie, ed. and trans., The Journals of Jean Cocteau (New 
York: Criterion Books, 1956), 11. 

^^Qprphee's success in France was followed by productions in Berlin, 
produced by Reinhardt, and in Mexico in Spanish translation, produced by 
Pitoeff. Rilke, whom Cocteau had never really known though they lived 
in the same building for a time, began a German translation but died 
before completing it. 
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though he never accepted the association. A mixture of avant 

garde writing and staging with a serious classical theme 

cloaked in the melodrama of everyday events, the play marked 

the return of tragedy to contemporary theater. It was 

Cocteau's second attempt at classical drama. The first, 

Antigone, produced in 1922 with music by Paul Honegger and 

sets by Picasso, failed to capture the public's imagination. 

But it was an important event in the restoration of the 

themes of classical myth to a position of importance in 

modern drama, a good trial run for the author. Later in the 

decade he provided a text based on Oedipus Rex for an 

oratorio by Igor Stravinsky. Eventually classical mythology 

would provide Cocteau with the foundation for his own 

personal mythology and, therefore, the impetus for some of 

his greatest dramatic works. 

Classicism in French arts of the 1920's had as patrons the 

Viscount and Viscountess de Noailles. Viscountess Anna de 

Noailles, daughter of a Romanian prince, exemplified for 

Cocteau the mysterious beauty of the classical ideal. Her 

large eyes became the eyes of the statue in his first film, 

the eyes of the Sphinx in his last. The Countess was the 

physical model for the Princess in Cocteau's film 

masterpiece, Orohee. She spoke eloquently of Greece, "Those 

who know a bit of Homer, of Sophocles, of Euripides are 
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guaranteed release from their romantic bondage."^^^ Her 

enthusiasm for classical themes inspired Cocteau and his 

contemporaries. Viscount de Noailles commissioned two of the 

great surrealistic films of France's first Golden Era of 

Cinema: the Spanish Surrealist Luis Bufiuel' s The Golden Age 

and Cocteau's Le Sang d'un Po^te (The Blood of a Poet). The 

scandal surrounding Bufiuel's film affected the fate of 

Cocteau's. Le Sang d'un Po^te. though filmed in 1929-30, was 

not released until 1931. Even then the copy which was 

presented at the Vieux Colombier was badly edited and badly 

projected. Cocteau was offended that the public response, 

outraged rejection, was based not on the original film, but 

on a poor copy. Its acceptance came only after a number of 

universities "asked for it, showed it and considered it a 

subject for study. "̂ ^̂  one wonders what the reception would 

have been had he succeeded in making Le Sang d'un Po^te an 

animated cartoon as he first conceived it. 

Despite this first failure Cocteau loved film. He was 

involved in motion pictures at practically all levels--as 

amateur photographer with a 16mm camera, as adaptor of plays 

(his own and others) for the screen, as author of original 

screen-plays, and as set designer. For two decades he was an 

ISlgrown, 56. 

l^^cocteau. Two Screenplays. 5 
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integral part of the artistic and literary phenomenon that 

was French cinema. Theirs was a "cinema of ideas." He 

called their work gingm̂ trOgraph to distinguish it from the 

bland commercial and technologically proficient films of 

Hollywood and other motion picture centers. "My great 

discovery is that the cinematograph is the refuge of 

craftsmanship."!" m film it was possible for Cocteau to 

explore the dream-like interior reality which he found 

difficult to depict effectively on the live stage. 

Established as a dramatist and poet Cocteau continued to 

produce plays which challenged society's complacency. He 

joined other French dramatists in attacking conventionalism 

and showing sympathy for the hopeless citizen lost in that 

conventionalism. The themes which he had adopted in his 

first twenty years in the theater were set to be explored and 

refined. In 1934 he wrote his greatest play. La Machine 

Infernale. an allegory of the Oedipus theme emphasizing the 

power of the unconscious. His novels, too, reflected his 

early experiences. Les Enfants Terribles (1929), later a 

film (1950), presented the innocence of a brother and sister 

corrupted by their society's depravity. Le Fantome de 

Marseille (1933) may be the result of his ill-fated 

!^^Roy Armes, French Cinema since 1946. vol. 1, The Great Tradition 
(London: A Zwemmer Limited, 1966), 77. 
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adventures in Marseilles. His poetry reflected his constant 

search for self-understanding. 

Cocteau returned to film in the 1940's when French film 

was under the domination of German Occupation. in the 1930's 

the principal film-makers had been Jean Renoir and Rene 

Clair. When the Germans invaded France Renoir and Clair fled 

to the United States. Cocteau, Jean Delannoy, Robert 

Bresson, Serge de Poligny, and many other producers and 

screenwriters stayed in Paris. In their hands French cinema 

survived the war. Their films generally strove to uphold the 

French spirit by depicting their history and pride or by 

providing escape from their immediate physical reality into 

an imaginary world. Maintaining their French cultural 

integrity while obtaining German approval of their films 

proved to be a delicate balancing act. Their critics blamed 

them for selling out to the enemy. Others praised them for 

keeping French courage alive. Cocteau was well aware of the 

compromise they had made. Years later he was quoted by Andre 

Weil-Curiel in "Le Temps de la honte" as saying, "Long live 

shameful peace." Weil-Curiel wrote, "[It] could have been 

the national motto."^^^ Nevertheless, they produced over 200 

films in four years in the midst of Nazi oppression. 

^̂ '̂ Evelyn Ehrlich, Cinema of Paradox: French Filmmaking Under the 
German Occupation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 135. 
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Their reputations were assured with the production of 

L'EtgrPgl Rf?r-our (Eternal Renetition^ in 1943. Cocteau 

conceived the story and wrote the screenplay. Jean Delannoy 

directed the strangely stylized production. The story 

depicts death as a metaphor for creativity, one of Cocteau's 

trademark themes. Surrounded by the harsh realities of 

occupation, French audiences found solace in the spiritual 

reality of the protagonists' conflicts and were enthralled by 

the story of a couple who die for love. L'Eternel Retour was 

a critical and commercial success. It secured Cocteau's 

leadership in the French film industry. 

For five years that industry had existed in a cocoon. 

When the war ended French film-makers discovered that they 

were far behind their allies in technology and style. They 

tried to repair the past and renew their traditional place at 

the head of world literary cinema. Renoir and Clair returned 

to France, but their work had taken a dark turn. Rather than 

exhibiting the fresh vitality of their 1930's films, their 

late 1940's films were somber and pessimistic. Cocteau and 

his compatriots found a new optimism and openly embraced 

their regained freedom of expression. 

La Belle et la Bete (Beauty and the Beast) was Cocteau's 

first post-war film. As with Le Sana d'un Po^te he directed 

as well as wrote the screenplay. He adapted the story from 

the fairy tale of Mme. Leprince de Beaumont. Once again 
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Georges Auric composed the score. Though conceived in 1944, 

La Belle et la Bete was not actually produced until 1946; so 

it served as a transition piece between the occupation style 

and the new style of film, achieving a graceful lyricism 

which won instant popularity both in France and abroad. In 

the years immediately following the war, Cocteau's plays and 

films found acceptance in the United States and Great 

Britain. Many of his novels and poetry volumes were 

translated into English, and English translations of his 

plays were produced in New York and London with somewhat 

mixed reception. Nevertheless, he was generally hailed as 

one of the greater literary figures of the century. 

Cocteau followed the success of La Belle et la Bete with 

two more films, L'Aiale a Deux Tetes (The Eaale Has Two 

Heads) in 1947 and Les Parents Terribles (shown in English 

and American theaters as The Storm Within) in 1948 providing 

the story, screenplay, and direction for both. He encouraged 

the young directors and writers entering the French film 

industry after the war, allowing Jean-Pierre Melville to 

direct his adaptation of Les Enfants Terribles in 1949. By 

1950 Cocteau's international success was certain. In that 

year he premiered his film masterpiece, Orohee. which will be 

discussed in detail later in this work. After Qrph^g Cocteau 

left film for virtual retirement. He wrote little--some 

poetry, a play, one novel, and a screenplay; but painted a 
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great deal, including a series of paintings on the Orpheus 

theme. He accepted commissions for frescoes in Menton for 

the Ŝ ;;g (̂g MariaqfiP at the Hotel de VTIIP (City Hall), at 

the Chapel of Saint-Pierre in Villefranche-sur-Mer and at the 

Church of Saint-Blaise-des-Simples in Milly-la-Foret. At 

Menton he included in his subjects the "Death of Eurydice" 

continuing his lifelong preoccupation with the Orpheus 

legend. 

In the midst of his decade of retirement Cocteau received 

three prestigious honors. The first was election to the 

Acad^mie Rovale de Lanaue et de Literature Francaise de 

Belaiaue in 1955. Later in the same year he was elected to 

the Acad^mie Francaise. Then, in 1956 he received an 

honorary doctorate from Oxford University. All three awards 

cited Cocteau's literary and dramatic achievements and his 

lifetime of innovative leadership in the arts. 

When in 1959 Cocteau decided to return to film one last 

time for his autobiographical La Testament d'Orohee (Thg 

Testament of Qroheus). the young lion of France's New Wave in 

cinema, Francois Truffaut, financed the production. Cocteau 

wrote and directed the film and starred in the role of the 

Poet. The cast included actors Jean Marais, Henri Cremieux, 

Maria Casares, and Francois Perier from the 1950 Qrph^g, as 

well as Yul Brynner and Pablo Picasso in cameo appearances. 

Cocteau's adopted son, painter Edouard Dermit, also appeared 
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in both films. La Testament d'Orph^^ is the capstone of a 

career filled with symbol, allegory, invention, and, above 

all, individual style. 

When Cocteau died at Milly-la-Foret, on October 11, 1963, 

he left eight ballets, eight novels, six films under his 

direction and for which he wrote the screenplays, eight other 

screenplays, ten individual poems plus three poetry 

collections, thirteen plays, over seventy paintings and 

drawings, one oratorio, one lyric tragedy, his personal 

journals, and numerous critical essays. Only two works 

remained unfinished, the screen adaptation of his 1923 novel 

Thomas L'Imposteur (which was completed by Georges Franju in 

1965) and the decoration of the chapel at Frejus (which was 

completed by Dermit). 

Style 

Jean Cocteau, whatever the artistic medium, was 

intentionally surprising. He deplored the term "style" and 

even denied that he had a style. To Cocteau he was simply 

himself and his artistic endeavors were an extension of that 

self. In both his plays and his films he courted his public. 

Indeed he seemed to need their approval, yet throughout his 

career he tried to see just how far he could go without 

losing that approval. He believed that art's role was to 

criticize the conventional, to challenge society's 
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complacency, and expose its flaws, in his dress, manner, and 

life-style he flouted convention. He took Diaghilev's advice 

literally and for his entire career attempted to astonish and 

shock his audiences. 

Cocteau had been fascinated from an early age with 

spectacle, first the spectacle of the circus and the ice 

palace, later the spectacle that is life. He saw the absurd 

in everyday affairs and exploited it for dramatic impact. He 

masked his most serious concepts in melodramatic situations 

and exaggerated the most ordinary events out of proportion. 

His audience cannot miss his intentions. When he teamed with 

Picasso for Parade, the two masters of le true (the trick) 

juxtaposed the bizarre with the commonplace to create what 

Cocteau called the only true realism. For Cocteau the term 

le true was not disparaging, but a complimentary description 

of his style. He claimed that his only "style" was stating 

complex ideas in a simple way.̂ ^̂  

Performers fascinated him. They risked disaster facing a 

potentially hostile audience. He knew that theater is 

essentially a risk and admired those who accomplished success 

in the dangerous business of being an actor. He thrived on 

innovation...Although he was often greeted with hostility 

and, sometimes, open rage, he remained undaunted. His 

l^^Fowlie, 10 
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driving force to create sensation amounted to a sense of 

mission. Though he was frequently accused of being a mere 

show-off, he clung to his indifference to logic, carefully 

presenting theatrical puzzles and daring his audiences to 

solve them by questioning society's accepted norms. He asked 

his audience to postpone their reaction to Orohee (the play) 

until the end since the actors were performing "without a 

safety net."i56 He took the risk himself. He sometimes 

appeared in his own plays, and he narrated all of his own 

films. In the 1927 Paris production of Orohee he played 

Heurtebise; he appeared briefly as the Baron in Le Baron 

Fantome. a 1943 film for which he wrote the screenplay; and, 

of course, he played the Poet in his autobiographical La 

Testament d'Orohee. 

For all his flamboyance Cocteau was a master word crafter. 

He used words sparingly and chose them carefully. The off

hand delivery he required of his performers belied the 

intense care he took in shaping the dialogue. At the heart 

of his dialogue was the pun. In his classic film Orohee. 

when Orpheus is offered a drink he replies that he had one, 

"It was bitter," a play on the taste of his tonic water and 

his current situation. Later Eurydice tells Heurtebise, "You 

^^^Jean Cocteau, Five Plavs. A Mermaid Dramabook, MD22, trans. Carl 
Wildman (New York: Hill and Wang, 1961), 9. 
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must be dead tired"--true, for he is dead, one of Death's 

emissaries. 

When Cocteau embraced classicism in the early 1920's, he 

regarded Greek myth as a challenge. He said of Antiacne that 

he had "the notion of restitching the hide of classical Greek 

tragedy, and setting it to the rhythm of our age."^^'^ Of the 

film Orphee he would say later, "As I modernized the myth in 

order to make it accessible to the public, I freed myself 

from the real Orphic theme by graphic art."̂ ^̂  In preparation 

for writing the screenplay he had made sixty drawings of the 

principal characters. He reshaped Orpheus' face again and 

again in profile and frontal view as he explored the 

character of the master poet, highlighting his entrancing 

eyes. Having thus exorcized the original legends, Cocteau 

could then create a truly contemporary tale. 

As he recast ancient myth, Cocteau teased his audiences 

with enigmatic uses of everyday objects. For instance, in 

the play Orohee Heurtebise, Cocteau's personal angel, is a 

glazier. He appears carrying window panes in a frame on his 

back. They are his wings. The incessant bickering of 

Orpheus and Eurydice soundly place them among the 

bourgeoisie. They are no longer grand legendary characters. 

l57Brown, 257. 

l^^Fowlie, 134. 
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but people as common as one's neighbors. It is the forces 

compelling them which are extraordinary. 

Cocteau's classicism was more than anti-romanticism. It 

was a personal expression of his fatalism. Having accepted 

himself as he was, he expected society to accept him without 

explanation. He had no political agenda and recognized no 

social order beyond the right to be true to oneself. ̂^̂  Neal 

Oxenhandler has described Cocteau's sense of persecution and 

alienation as the reason behind his depiction of the 

artist/poet's life as a living death. Cocteau's pure 

subjectivity became the ultimate homosexuality: not merely 

love of other men, but love of himself, of his po^sie. When 

Cocteau said that "poetry is being, not saying,"i^° he was 

expressing his belief that as poet he was merely the vehicle 

through which fate speaks to the general public. "It is true 

that any poet is the recipient of orders."̂ î For Cocteau the 

poet was a solitary figure--he used the word m̂ vK̂ it;,!̂ ^ which 

translates into English as cursed or wretched, as compelled 

by destiny. 

The central metaphor of Cocteau's work is mystery, and 

that, too, resulted from his fatalism. The source of his 

159oxenhandler, 7. 

l^OFowlie, 10. 

l^lKosinski, 265. 

162Fowlie, 78. 
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artistic inspiration was a mystery to him. He felt that a 

powerful force outside himself directed the development of 

his concepts, shaped his plots, and even guided his hand as 

he drew. He called it "that instinct of contradiction which 

controls us."1̂ 3 Though he seldom used the word, the 

unconscious was at the heart of his tragedies, for he 

believed that man has no control over his destiny. In La 

Machine Infernale the machine is Fate. Oedipus only thinks 

he has a choice. But the machine is a time bomb which no man 

can stop. For Cocteau the dream was his only true waking. 

It was the moment in which illusion and reality fused. "I 

begin to live intensely only when asleep and dreaming. My 

dreams are detailed and terribly realistic."^^^ Thus in his 

theatrical works (except Les Parents Terribles) he suspended 

time and place in a universal now creating a dreamscape in 

which to reveal truth. 

In the dream that is life, according to Cocteau, mirrors 

are the doors between illusion and reality, between life and 

death. In mirrors we watch ourselves die. The mirror was 

one of Cocteau's private passwords, the symbols from his 

personal experiences which reappeared frequently in his 

dramas and his poetry. Snow (and snowballs) because of his 

childhood friend's freak accident represented death. Angels, 

l^^Fowlie, 48. 

l^^Armes, 78. 
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statues, roses, and an enigmatic and beautiful woman also 

represented death. The beautiful Sphinx in La Machine 

Infernale revealed Oedipus' secret and foretold his 

destruction; the beautiful Princess in Orohee is literally La 

Mort d'Orohee (The Death of Orpheus). A beautiful woman 

could symbolize death because she, like Death, was totally 

self-absorbed. Death was a preoccupation for Cocteau. He 

truly believed in the poet's immortality. For him death was 

the means by which a poet achieved immortality. His was not 

a death wish in the clinical sense, rather what he observed 

as the poet's only reality. Death is never final, but a 

means to a desired end. 

Therefore, the choice of the legendary poet who found 

immortality through his death at the hands of an angry mob 

was an appropriate choice for Cocteau's artistic alter-ego. 

Orpheus, the master poet of Western culture, died twice--

first his symbolic death as he entered Hades, second his 

ritualistic murder by the Bacchantes. Brown called his 

second death "maternal" since it resulted in his rebirth.^^B 

It is a fitting adjective. Cocteau himself adopted Salvador 

Dali's adjective, "phoenixological," which he used to 

describe La Testament d'Orohee. Earlier in his career he had 

l^^Brown, 310. 
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said, "I must be burned alive in order to live." Thus 

Orpheus became the perfect symbol for Cocteau's po^sie. 

The audience is always aware of the author's presence in 

Cocteau's works. As mentioned above he narrated his films 

and sometimes appeared in his plays and films. But his 

presence would be apparent had he not appeared physically. 

It is critical to understanding the plot and to unraveling 

the symbolism that the audience always remember whose point 

of view provides the cohesion for the drama. 

Cocteau claimed that his "development took place in the 

midst of isms: Cubism, Futurism, Purism, Orphism, 

Expressionism, Dadaism, Surrealism . . . ."i66 of all the 

avant garde movements, or styles, his public associated him 

most strongly with Surrealism. Certainly it was Cocteau's 

plays which popularized the movement. Surrealism was for 

Cocteau not a philosophical banner or raison d'etre, but 

merely an external device. Where other writers experimented 

with whole works of Surrealist symbolism, he used such 

symbols sparingly to highlight a scene or a relationship. 

The images which other writers produced proved too fleeting 

and too illusory to hold an audience's attention throughout 

an entire play. Cocteau, on the other hand, presented quite 

credible characters in ordinary scenes into which he suddenly 

l66Fowlie, 48 
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introduced a nonsensical element. His impeccable timing 

guaranteed that the incongruous event, object, or line would 

underscore the critical dialogue, or contradict it in order 

to reveal his hidden meaning. 

Nowhere was his use of surrealistic moments more 

successful than in his films, particularly his three 

masterpieces: Le Sana d'un Po^te. Orohee. and La Testament 

(^' Qrph^g. In these three films Cocteau controlled the entire 

production from scenario and screenplay to casting and 

direction. Therefore, he had to depend on no one else for 

the continuity and success of the films' concepts. 

For Cocteau cinema or the motion picture was a graphic art 

with which he could "write in pictures. "̂ "̂̂  His pictures 

created an important complement for his almost meager 

dialogue. He took pride in showing what others merely 

described. He offered little or no explanation of his 

symbols; but through repetition he aroused his audience's 

curiosity and finally revealed each symbol's meaning. His 

detractors criticized his repetition of symbols as pointless; 

devotees claimed that with familiarity came comprehension. 

Cocteau said that he offered "hieroglyphics that [the viewer] 

can interpret as he pleases. . . ."î ^ He claimed that he 

î F̂owlie, 135. 

^^^Cocteau, Two Screenplays. 73 
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expected nothing, but let his films unfold of their own 

accord--an affirmation of his faith in the external force 

which guided his creativity .̂ ^̂  

In his excellent history, French Film. Robert Armes called 

Cocteau an "innocent magician" who took "a naive delight" in 

the possibilities of film to convey unusual and even 

surprizing visual images.̂ "̂ ^ His amateurish use of the camera 

was deliberate. Through the simplest effects he created a 

sense of immediacy in his dramatic situations. In Les 

Parents Terribles he kept the camera focused on tight group 

shots. The result was a chamber ensemble for four actors. 

Cocteau followed his characters from room to room in confined 

shots creating for the viewer an intense feeling of 

claustrophobia. The close focus is a metaphor for the 

characters' emotional imprisonment. The eye-level camera 

angle brings the viewer into the scene as a silent observer. 

Just as with Cocteau's plays one is constantly aware of the 

author, in his films one is constantly aware of the camera. 

The camera angle shifts frequently so that the viewer is 

never allowed to linger on one scene, but is jostled or 

guided from one brief view to the next. 

^^^Cocteau, Two Screenplays. 77, 

170Roy Armes, Thf̂  French Film (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 

Inc., 1970), 78. 
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Cocteau had an artist's sense of tonal quality in his use 

of light. He altered the angle of light to shadow a face or 

whole figures as a scene progressed. The contrast of light 

and shadow in La Belle et la BetP is not as harsh as in 

Weine's Dr. Caliaari's Cabinet. However, Cocteau's lighting 

for La Belle et la Bete also dictates the viewer's reaction 

to the characters. He sees the Beast through Beauty's eyes. 

The Beast's face shines brighter as the film progresses and 

Beauty's understanding of him grows. 

Cocteau's scenery and properties augmented his dramatic 

effects in both his plays and his films. According to Neal 

Oxenhandler, Cocteau created decor qui bouae. scenery which 

stirs. The bed for Oedipus and Jocasta's wedding night (Xî  

Machine Infernale) resembles a sacrificial altar and 

foreshadows the couple's doom. The hibiscus flower in L^ 

Testament d'Orohee is a metaphor for Cocteau's creativity, 

hence his existence. At first he cannot draw the flower 

succeeding only in "sketching" a self-portrait. Cegestius 

says, "Don't try anymore, a painter always paints his own 

portrait. You'll never succeed in painting that flower, "i"̂ ! 

In the end the flower materializes out of his identity 

papers, flutters in the dust, and disappears. 

I'̂ Ĉocteau, Two Screenplays. 99. 
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The characters in Cocteau's films are exaggerated 

stereotypes. His women are one-dimensional, representing a 

single characteristic: fury, sacrificial love, monotony. 

His men, too, are types: bemused poet, tortured politician, 

mechanical civil servant. Even in everyday situations they 

overplay one moment and toss lines off casually the next. 

Behind the human characters is always the true protagonist of 

Cocteau's work--Fate. The human beings merely serve to 

reveal Fate's design. 

Cocteau's use of music in his films is singular. He 

deplored synchronized scores which he considered redundant. 

After Auric had composed the full score, he recorded it 

without seeing the film. Then Cocteau took what he wanted of 

each segment and used it where he felt it best suited his 

intentions. The result was a fragmented score in which music 

written for a specific moment underscored another. Armes 

quotes Cocteau's confession that he took "the most 

disreputable liberties" using "the scherzo written for the 

comic scene of the return home (in Orohee) on the pursuit 

across the deserted town."i'̂ 2 ^or did he use music 

constantly. All of his films have scenes which are silent or 

at least have no musical underpinning. His first film, L£ 

Sana d'un Po^te. is practically all silent. Dialogue and 

"̂̂ Ârmes, The French Cinema Since 1946. 78 



209 

music punctuate the silence, startling the viewer and 

commanding his attention. Cocteau recognized film's "curious 

effectiveness--! notice its power on people who seem least 

likely to submit to this kind of hypnosis and penetrate into 

the realm of the unknown."i73 He credited the effectiveness 

of his films in part to Georges Auric's scores: "No film 

music is more beautiful or original . . . ."i74 e^t, perhaps, 

the score's effectiveness was as much the result of Cocteau's 

asynchronous use of Auric's music as it was the beauty of 

that music. 

Qrph^g 

When Cocteau recreated the legend of Orpheus for the 

twentieth century, he defined the position of the poet in 

contemporary society. His master poet Orpheus no longer 

shares the mysteries of the Otherworld. Its secrets are 

withheld from him. Enigmatic messages are fed to him by an 

unseen force whose mastery he accepts without question. The 

time and place of the new legend are clearly contemporary as 

evidenced by the costumes, houses, and decor. The characters 

dress in classic-cut clothing of an indeterminate decade, but 

unquestionably twentieth century style. The nondescript. 

I'̂ Ĉocteau, Two Screenplays. 77 

^^^Cocteau, Two Screenplays. 4. 
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eclectic furnishings of Orpheus' home reflect current 

bourgeois taste. A Rolls-Royce limousine, a modern gas 

stove, radios, and motorcycles complete the "trappings" of 

twentieth century life. Against this backdrop the characters 

move within a mundane, bureaucratic society. Cocteau has 

truly redesigned the ancient myth in "the rhythm of our age." 

The realism of the sets for Orohee reflect Cocteau's 

belief that highly unrealistic stories require minutely 

detailed sets. For the thirty-eight scenes in the film 

Cocteau uses five basic settings. The Cafe des Pontes is a 

typical post-war bistro with sidewalk tables and noisy 

patrons. Orpheus and Eurydice's home is a country cottage 

with a sleeping loft and a studio-like living room and 

kitchenette. The courtyard and garage complete a domestic 

scene. The domain of the mysterious characters is as unusual 

as the bistro and cottage are ordinary. A deserted chateau 

in disrepair, sand dunes in blinding sunlight, and an 

"intermediate zone" or "No Man's Land" filmed in the bombed 

out ruins of Saint-Cyr. 

The characters move throughout the story according to 

their assigned conventions. They are stereotypes, emblems of 

Cocteau's personal mythology: 

Orpheus, a famous poet; 

The Princess, beautiful, commanding, and puzzling; 

Cegeste, a young poet, protege of the Princess; 
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Heurtebise, the Princess' chauffeur; 

Eurydice, bourgeois housewife; 

Aglaonice, Eurydice's friend and owner of the 

Bacchantes Club; 

the Chief of Police, an ineffectual civil servant; 

a group of poets, jealous of Orpheus' success; 

the women of the Bacchantes Club; 

two motorcyclists; 

a reporter; 

a Tribunal of old men. 

The black and white film released in 1950 begins with 

titles created by Cocteau.̂ "̂ ^ The names appear over Cocteau's 

line drawings of Orpheus' face. The strong, free lines are 

defined by and intersect at circles so that the overall 

effect is of the child's game of "connecting the dots" to 

reveal a hidden figure. In each of the drawings the most 

prominent feature is the eyes. Auric's compelling score is 

less melody than chord progression, dissonant and angular. 

It is necessary to provide a rather detailed synopsis of 

the film for those who have not seen it. All the dialogue 

quoted from the film has been taken from the subtitles 

I'̂ ĵean Cocteau (Director and Screenwriter). (1950). Orohee 
[Film]. Janus Films. 
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verbatim and differs slightly from the published 

screenplay. ̂^̂  

Cocteau reads the prologue in his characteristic staccato 

poetic style. 

Proloaup 

Orpheus sang songs in Thrace. 

He charmed even the wild beasts. 

His songs drew his thoughts from Eurydice his wife. 

Then Death took her. 

Orpheus went down into Hades and charmed them 

Securing her return with him 

On condition that he never look upon her face. 

But he did look 

And was torn to pieces by the Bacchantes. 

Where does our s tory happen and in what time? 

I t i s the p r iv i l ege of legends to be age l e s s - -

Therefore, as you l i ke i t . 

The s to ry begins as Orpheus pays for h i s drink at the 

Poets ' Cafe. As he leaves, he sees a black Rolls-Royce 

limousine parking in front of the cafe. He bumps in to a 

young man who i s very drunk. (Both Orpheus and the young man 

^^^Compare Jean Cocteau, Three Screenplays (L 'Eternel Retour. 
Orohee. La Bel le e t la Be te ) . t r a n s . Carol Martin Speery (New York: 
Grossman Pub l i she r s , 1972). 
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are tall, slender blonds.) When Orpheus joins an old friend 

at an outside table, the man's companions leave abruptly. 

The Older Poet identifies the young drunk as a new poet, 

Cegeste, protege of the Princess whom he says is a "stranger, 

but must live among us." The program of Cegeste's new review 

is full of blank pages. It is the new rage. Nudism. The 

discussion turns to the other poets whom Orpheus says hate 

him. Is it because he is too famous or has nothing new to 

say? The Older Poet replies, "Orpheus, your gravest fault is 

knowing how far one can go before going too far." (He is 

intimating that Orpheus has become too cautious.) Orpheus 

then asks what he should do, "fight them?" The Older Poet 

answers, "Etonnez-nous!" ("Astonish us!") 

The Princess and Cegeste argue briefly. When she tries to 

give a set of his poems to another poet to look after ("He is 

always losing them."), Cegeste starts a fight. The 

chauffeur, Heurtebise, calls the police. When Cegeste breaks 

away from the police, he is run down by a pair of 

motorcyclists who seem to appear from nowhere. The police 

put Cegeste in the Princess' limousine, but before they leave 

she beckons to Orpheus to join her. 

In the limousine it is clear that Cegeste is dying, but 

the Princess is unconcerned. She tells Heurtebise to "take 

the usual road." Immediately the countryside outside the car 

appears in negative, an otherworldly illusion. The voice 
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from the car radio speaks one-line messages--enigmatic poetic 

statements reminiscent of Apollinaire's surrealistic verses. 

The voice is the monotone of the BBC's Free French Voice of 

the Resistance. The sentences sound like code, even bearing 

the characteristic r^o^te of the Resistance coded messages. 

At a deserted chateau in the country the motorcyclists 

help Heurtebise carry Cegeste into the house. Orpheus moves 

slowly so that the Princess demands, "Are you sleep-walking?" 

He replies, "I must be." Later to his questions she tells 

him, "You try too hard to understand, and that is a mistake." 

(It is the third time he has been told that he has become 

cautious.) 

She leaves Orpheus alone in a room upstairs after calling 

for a servant to bring him champagne. 

In a room with a large full-length mirror the Princess 

commands Cegeste to arise and asks him if he knows who she 

is. He replies, "Ma mort." (My death.) Just as Orpheus 

enters the room, she leads Cegeste through the mirror. In 

his surprize Orpheus drops his champagne glass and it 

shatters. He goes to the mirror and the viewer sees him as 

if from the other side as he tries to move through. When he 

cannot he faints against the glass. 

The scene shifts suddenly to sand dunes where Orpheus is 

lying, his face reflected not in a pool of water, but a 

mirror. The blinding sun is also reflected in the mirror. 
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Orpheus awakes and wanders across the dunes to a road where 

Heurtebise waits with the limousine. His instructions are to 

take Orpheus home and stay with him. 

At Orpheus' cottage Eurydice is distressed and confides in 

her friend Aglaonice and the Police Chief that her husband 

has been missing all night. The Chief's comments are 

useless, "Well, men do this sort of thing sometimes." 

Aglaonice berates Orpheus, whom it appears she has never 

liked. A reporter arrives from "The Sun" to interview 

Orpheus: Cegeste never arrived at the hospital and his 

friends are worried. The Police Chief, Eurydice and 

Aglaonice send the reporter away. Meanwhile, Orpheus and 

Heurtebise have returned and hidden the limousine in the 

garage. The reporter and Orpheus clash in the yard; Orpheus 

rages at Aglaonice and the Police Chief; then he fights with 

Eurydice. Though she has important news, he ignores her, 

claiming that he wants to sleep. In his haste to go upstairs 

he treads on a baby bootie she has been knitting. 

Once upstairs Orpheus climbs out of the window and down a 

trellis to reach the garage. He begins to listen again to 

the mysterious messages from the radio. Heurtebise leaves 

him alone and goes into the house to find Eurydice. He tries 

to provide an alibi for Orpheus. Eurydice is solicitous, 

"You must be dead tired." He tells her how special she is, 

but she replies that she is "ordinary." When a pan of milk 
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suddenly boils over, she dashes to clean it up, but leaves 

the gas flowing even though the flame is out. Heurtebise 

hurriedly calls it to her attention. He does not like the 

smell of gas. He committed suicide that way. Once again the 

scene changes to the garage where Orpheus sits in the car 

deeply engrossed in writing the messages down. 

In another abrupt scene change Orpheus is asleep in the 

loft bedroom. The Princess enters through the mirror to 

watch him sleep. The narrator calls her "The Death of 

Orpheus." 

The following morning Orpheus, Eurydice, and Heurtebise 

are in the car. The radio is transmitting telegraphic key 

codes as well as the poetic lines. While Orpheus takes 

notes, Eurydice knits and chats with Heurtebise. To her the 

messages make no sense. Orpheus tells her he is "on the 

trail of the Unknown," but Heurtebise warns him, "Beware the 

sirens. Be satisfied with your own voice." Eventually 

Orpheus sends Eurydice away. She becomes faint and confides 

to Heurtebise her fears that she is losing Orpheus. 

Heurtebise then goes to Orpheus and sends him up to see 

Eurydice. As he leaves the garage the two motorcyclists 

speed by the open gate. Orpheus apologizes to Eurydice 

claiming that his problem is "poet's nerves." He then leaves 

to see the Police Chief who has summoned him. 
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in town the streets are deserted. Orpheus sees the 

Princess at a distance and as he pursues her is surrounded by 

young girls seeking his autograph, in his impatience to 

catch the Princess, he pushes past his fans, but the Princess 

eludes him driving away in a sports car. An older woman 

shows the girls a newspaper and says this is why Orpheus is 

in such a rush to get away. 

At the Police Station Aglaonice and the poets, including 

Orpheus' friend, have accused Orpheus of killing Cegeste and 

plagiarizing his poetry. Aglaonice has her Bacchante Club 

members with her. The Police Chief is hesitant to act, after 

all, "Orpheus is a national hero." One poet answers, "To 

hell with national Heroes 1" and the Older Poet tells the 

Chief, "If Justice won't act, we will." (it is not clear 

which crime upsets them more, the murder or the plagiarism.) 

Far from the Station Orpheus leaves town without keeping his 

appointment. 

That night in the bedroom the Princess returns to watch 

Orpheus sleep. 

After a fight with Orpheus the next morning, Eurydice 

leaves on her bicycle to see Aglaonice. She is immediately 

struck down by the motorcyclists. When the Princess comes 

for her, she brings Cegeste to help, but orders him to 

continue transmitting the messages. (The poems Orpheus has 

"plagiarized" are indeed Cegeste's poems.) Heurtebise 
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questions the Princess' orders, but she evades him by 

accusing him of loving Eurydice. He in turn accuses her of 

loving Orpheus. Heurtebise hurries to the garage to call 

Orpheus to prevent Eurydice's death, but Orpheus thinks it is 

a woman's trick and refuses. Heurtebise returns to the loft 

but stops short of the top step. The Princess tells him he 

looks like a gravedigger standing there in the trap door. 

She then commands Eurydice to rise and repeats the litany she 

first spoke with Cegeste. In order to go through the mirror 

this time, she shatters it. The mirror immediately 

reconstructs and Heurtebise touches Eurydice's corpse on the 

bed. 

Orpheus enters through the window, but he is a moment too 

late. Heurtebise blames him for her death, but tells him how 

to "buy back [his] folly." "Orpheus, you know Death." 

Orpheus replies, "I spoke of her--, I dreamed of her--, I 

sang of her--, I thought I knew her. I did not know her." 

Heurtebise then tells Orpheus that the Princess is one of the 

shapes of Death and reveals "the secret of secrets. Mirrors 

are the doors through which death comes and goes. Look at 

yourself in a mirror all your life and you will see death at 

work like bees in a hive of glass. He then asks Orpheus, "Is 

it death you would find or Eurydice?" Orpheus' reply, "the 

two," troubles Heurtebise. He admits that he is "glad no 

longer to be alive." He gives Orpheus the gloves which the 
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Princess has left behind and instructs him to go through the 

mirror hands first, saying, "it is not necessary to 

understand. It is necessary to believe." 

A brief scene at the cottage gate shows a postman ringing 

the bell and preparing to drop a letter into the box. 

In the "intermediary zone" or "No Man's Land" Orpheus 

struggles against the wind as Heurtebise glides effortlessly 

in front of him. The passage is a bombed out abbey. Along 

the way they pass others who do not seem to be aware of them. 

(One in particular is a glazier recalling the original 

Heurtebise in the 1926 play, Orohee.) 

In a room, bare but for a table and chairs, a Tribunal of 

old men question Cegeste about his transmissions. The guards 

at the door are the motorcyclists. The Tribunal questions 

the Princess, accusing her of undertaking "a private 

enterprise, of using initiative." She pleads unusual 

circumstances, but is told, "There are no circumstances, only 

orders." Heurtebise and Orpheus enter the room through a 

mirror and Heurtebise is accused of an intrigue. He replies 

that he did not mean to disobey. The Tribunal then questions 

Orpheus. He tells them he is a poet, "a writer who does not 

write." He is astonished to learn that the Princess has been 

watching him sleep and that she loves him. The Princess 

signs a confession and she and Orpheus leave the room. 
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Eurydice is summoned and is equally astonished to hear that 

Heurtebise loves her. He signs his confession. 

In an adjacent room the Princess and Orpheus embrace and 

discuss their predicament. She explains that though she 

cannot be executed, there are worse things than death. He 

tells her she must find a way for them to be together. 

Again in the Tribunal chamber the justices release the 

Princess and her aides on bail. Eurydice may return with 

Orpheus if he never looks at her. Heurtebise pleads to go 

with them to help them adjust to the order. Orpheus puts on 

the gloves and closes his eyes and with Heurtebise guiding 

him leads Eurydice back to the mirror. 

At the cottage gate the letter drops into the box. 

In their cottage Orpheus and Eurydice hear the clock 

strike six o'clock. Orpheus opens the letter which is 

written backwards. Eurydice cannot bear the difficulties of 

avoiding Orpheus' eyes and hides under the dining room table 

while he reads the anonymous letter in the mirror. "You are 

a thief and an assassin. Meet us at your tomb." Orpheus and 

Eurydice struggle to comply with the order. He even sleeps 

on the couch downstairs to avoid an accident. The next 

morning as he sits in the car listening to the telegraphic 

code Eurydice and Heurtebise join him. When she touches his 

cheek, Orpheus glances into the rear view mirror and Eurydice 

instantly disappears. 
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An angry mob shouts at Orpheus and begins to throw rocks 

over the wall--"enough stones for a statue." Heurtebise begs 

Orpheus to flee and takes out a pistol to protect him. The 

Bacchantes and poets rush into the yard, the poets struggle 

for the gun, and Orpheus is shot. The two motorcyclists 

appear just ahead of the police and carry Orpheus to the car 

in the garage. One of them asks Heurtebise, "Is it done?" 

He answers, "It's done," as the camera shows Orpheus face 

close-up, his eyes wide, his lips in a death grimace. 

The scenes shift quickly between the end of "No Man's 

Land," where the Princess and Cegeste await Orpheus, and the 

passage where he and Heurtebise move laboriously against the 

abbey walls. Suddenly they are blown forward down the stairs 

to the end of the passage. The narrator tells the viewer, 

"The death of a poet demands a sacrifice to render him 

immortal." Again the Princess performs her litany, this time 

with Orpheus. 

P: Do you know who I am? 

O: Yes. 

P: Say it! 

Or My death. 

The Princess directs Heurtebise and Cegeste to stifle 

Orpheus in order to kill his being dead. Now Orpheus and 

Heurtebise return backwards through "No Man's Land." It is 

the reverse of the first journey, except that now Heurtebise 
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is facing away from the audience. Orpheus backs through the 

mirror into his bedroom as the clock strikes six o'clock 

again. The Princess instructs Heurtebise urgently to get the 

gloves from Orpheus and they leave. Eurydice wakes with a 

headache. Orpheus kisses her tenderly and acknowledges her 

pregnancy, finally telling her that theirs is the only love 

that counts. 

At the edge of "No Man's Land" two motorcyclist/guards 

come for the Princess and Heurtebise, who speaks the last 

line, "They had to return to their mire." with that the four 

walk into the ruins and out of sight. 

Cocteau has not merely adapted his 1926 play for a new 

medium. He has constructed a fresh reworking of the myth. 

Perhaps he was expunging the first version along with the 

ancient legends as he drew his sixty pictures. However he 

achieved it, the result is a more sophisticated story, and 

certainly a more mature expression of Cocteau's 

identification of himself with Orpheus. There are numerous 

differences, but a few will suffice. The transmitter in the 

play is a horse which stamps out its mysterious poetry. 

Aglaonice poisons Eurydice. The Princess is a young girl in 

pink. The modern car-radio replaces the horse and the viewer 

learns the source of the transmissions much later in the film 

than in the play. Euirydice is killed by the anonymous 

motorcyclists in the film rather than by a friend whose 



223 

motives are unclear. The Princess of the film is a chic, 

mature woman dressed in a black sheath with a Chanel bolero. 

Her hair is sleek and long like her sheath; she moves 

gracefully, but purposefully. in the play the young Princess 

is merely an emotionless emissary of death; in the film the 

mature Princess is in love with Orpheus and risks everything 

to plot his immortality. She must be chic for as she says to 

Cegeste, "Did you expect to see me with a scythe and a 

shroud? If I appeared to mortals in that guise, they would 

recognize me. That would not ease our task." 

The emblematic nature of the characters in Cocteau's film 

is driven home by repetition. For instance, Eurydice 

symbolizes the ordinary woman, the typical housewife. It is 

her job to give birth, but to what? Is she bearing Orpheus' 

inspiration or merely his child? Cocteau suggests the 

latter. Although in the Prologue he states, "His songs drew 

his thoughts from Eurydice his wife," the reality is that she 

is Orpheus' ineffectual spouse. Again and again she appears 

inept, even silly. When Orpheus returns home after his first 

encounter with the Princess, Eurydice throws herself on him 

and weeps uncontrolled, telling him how desperate she has 

been. When she entertains Heurtebise, she panics when the 

milk boils over and hurriedly wipes up the spill, forgetting 

to turn off the gas flow--something any competent person 

would do first. When Orpheus speaks harshly, she becomes 
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faint and then runs away. But most telling of all, after 

their return from the Tribunal, she postures and whines and 

finally hides under the dining room table as if playing a 

child's game. In his memoirs Cocteau recalls, "I have said 

in Thg Pg^gm^k that if a housewife were given a literary work 

of art to rearrange, the end result would be a dictionary."î v 

Eurydice is the perfect example of his contempt for 

"ordinary" woman. 

Aglaonice is another stereotype--the guardian of public 

opinion. As owner of the Bacchante Club she is the modern 

career woman. It is apparent from the dialogue that Eurydice 

was once a member of the club, but is no longer a member 

because of her marriage to Orpheus. One is reminded of 

Sappho's Sisterhood who "bore" poetry, but no children. 

Their sterility is self-imposed. At the Station the Police 

Chief identifies Aglaonice as the owner of the Club, but he 

says it with some distaste, or suspicion. The Bacchantes 

follow Aglaonice like geese. As the watchdogs of aesthetic 

judgment they stir the poets against the nation's most famous 

poet, Orpheus. They are not content to criticize; they must 

kill him. 

The Princess as an emissary of Death appears to the 

mortals as all-powerful. She is La Mort de C^a^ste. La Mort 

1'7'̂ Fowlie, 73. 
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a'gvryqigg. La Mort d'Ornhf̂ P she commands and they obey. 

But she, too, obeys. The Tribunal is more powerful than she 

and they serve another. She and they are servants of Fate. 

As a disobedient servant she commands Cegeste to transmit 

messages which ultimately cause the public outcry climaxing 

with the Bacchantes' and Poets' attack on Orpheus. Orpheus 

is powerless against her. She appears at once solicitous, 

then contemptuous. I'̂s ĝ g ĝ the beautiful, self-absorbed 

female toying with a man's emotions, gently telling him not 

to try to understand one moment, and in the next breath 

calling him stupid for not comprehending. His confusion is 

Cocteau's: one cannot comprehend women as one cannot 

comprehend Fate; one can only obey. The Princess warns him, 

"Sleeping or awake, the dreamer must accept his dreams." 

Heurtebise the angel/glazier of the play has become 

Heurtebise the suicide/chauffeur. His transformation from 

Cocteau's personal guardian angel to what Cocteau calls "a 

nondescript young man" is evidence of Cocteau's own 

maturation. Once he speaks to Cocteau in an elevator in the 

Rue la Boetie when Cocteau visits Picasso. In a period of 

religious fervor following his opium cure, Cocteau hears a 

1''̂ Arthur Evans agrees with Francis Steegmuller' s assertion that the 
Princess' character is based on the Viscountess Noailles whose betrayal 
of Cocteau may have been the seed of Cocteau's misogyny. See Arthur 
Evans, Jean Cocteau and His Films of Orphic Identity (Philadelphia: The 
Art Alliance Press, 1977), 113. 
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voice say, "My name is on the plaque." The plaque reads 

"Elevator Heurtebise." Cocteau admits later that the event 

haunted him until his play, Orohee. was completed. Then he 

looked at the plaque again and read, "Otis-Pifre. "̂'̂^ rphe 

battling angel of the poem L'Anae Heurtebise. and guardian 

angel of the play Orohee. has become an ordinary mortal, 

subject to mortal frailties. Despite Cocteau's intentions 

that he no longer represent an angel, Heurtebise behaves as 

if he were Eurydice's guardian angel. He loves her as the 

Princess loves Orpheus. It is a hopeless love, as all human 

love must be for Cocteau. They form a curious contradictory 

quartet: Orpheus (alive) in love with the Princess (dead); 

Heurtebise (dead) loves Eurydice (alive); and although 

Orpheus also loves Eurydice, she does not also love 

Heurtebise, but only Orpheus. The situation is dreadful for 

all of them. Even when Orpheus and Eurydice are restored to 

each other, it is Heurtebise who reminds the viewer that the 

situation is past all hope: "They had to return to their 

mire." Cocteau's vision of human relationships is 

entrapment. 

Although the Princess is identified as the Death of 

Cegeste, Eurydice, and Orpheus, Heurtebise is identified 

simply as her servant. Yet it is in his role as servant that 

'̂'̂ Oxenhandler, 88 
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Heurtebise instigates all three deaths, when Cegeste starts 

the fight at the bistro, Heurtebise calls the police. 

Cegeste is killed when he wrests himself from the police and 

falls in front of the motorcycles. When Eurydice lies dying, 

Heurtebise could dematerialize and hurry to warn Orpheus, but 

he uses the slow mortal way--the staircase. When the angry 

mob storms the cottage, it is Heurtebise who gets the pistol 

and loses it, so that Orpheus is shot in the struggle. The 

Princess is the emissary of Death; Heurtebise is the hand of 

Death. 

Cegeste is an interesting character. Although he has 

little to do in the film, his role is pivotal. Segal calls 

him Orpheus' "younger alter ego."̂ °̂ Certainly Cocteau's 

casting of his adopted son Edouard Dermit, a look-alike for 

his lover Jean Marais who plays Orpheus, endorses that idea. 

Dermit, the young artist, is Cocteau's "younger alter ego" 

and Cocteau, the older artist, is Orpheus. The similarity 

cannot be carried too far for in the film Orpheus does not 

like Cegeste. Perhaps he fears replacement by the young 

poets at the cafe, the poets who will replace him. The 

irony, of course, is that Orpheus' great new inspiration 

comes to him over the radio transmitted by the very Cegeste 

he despises. A further analogy is related in Cocteau's 

180 Segal, 163 
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memoirs. Cegeste may be seen as "the real poet for whom 

nothing works out--eternally. . . The secret forces depriving 

Orpheus of his death (of the muse), under the pretext of 

making him immortal. "i8i Qne might take the analogy further. 

If Orpheus is Cocteau, then Cegeste, as his alter ego and 

poetic inspiration, is Radiguet--the precocious novelist who 

died too young, but who was not only Cocteau's inspiration, 

but the inspiration for a generation of Parisian avant garde 

artists. To complete the equation Cocteau provides the Older 

Poet to whom Orpheus turns for advice and who tells him, 

"Etonnez-nous!"--a slight variation of Diaghilev's advice to 

Cocteau. Here, however, the Older Poet is more like 

Apollinaire reiterating Diaghilev's words for he also tells 

Orpheus that he stopped writing young because he had nothing 

to say. Now he supports the younger generation naming their 

styles and encouraging their innovations. There are now 

three generations of artists: Apollinaire, Cocteau, 

Radiguet/Older Poet, Orpheus, Cegeste. 

The Police Chief and the corporate entity of the Tribunal 

are mirrored roles. In the mortal sphere the Police Chief 

represents bureaucracy. He officiously sends the reporter 

away, then orders Orpheus to appear before him for 

questioning the next day. With the Bacchantes and poets he 

l^^Cocteau attributes the suggestion to Paul Eluard who said of 
Cegeste that he was "abandoned in the other world." Fowlie, 13 5. 
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hesitates to act against the national hero for there is no 

concrete proof of Orpheus' guilt. He must answer to the 

Justice System, but he must also answer to the greater power 

that is mass opinion. In the Otherworld the Tribunal summons 

the Princess and Heurtebise to extract a confession, but then 

releases them on bail. They answer to a greater power, too. 

Is Cocteau saying that bureaucracy is modern society's self-

created hell? It is consistent both with his opinion of 

society and with his love of puns. Justice is flawed on both 

sides of the mirror. 

Cocteau's own alter ego, Orpheus, is the character around 

whom all the other characters act. Like the Princess he is 

self-absorbed. Bitter because he knows he has no new poetry, 

he is trapped in his own success. He knows the other poets 

hate him. In their last dialogue exchange Eurydice tells 

him, "It's a form of love." Throughout the film he is 

reminded that he is a pawn of Fate. He accepts his condition 

willingly enough by taking the dictation from the radio. 

Even when Heurtebise chides him, "Beware the sirens. Be 

satisfied with your voice," Orpheus accepts that Providence 

has sent the poetry to him. However, by presenting the 

poetry as his own without questioning its source, he becomes 

a transmitter no more animate than the radio. The Sirens 

have won. Eurydice underscores this in their last 

conversation by answering, "They do," when Orpheus tells her. 
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"My books don't write themselves." He counters her weakly 

with, "I help." In making Orpheus a poet like himself 

Cocteau turns his protagonist from an initiator into a 

passive character. He recalls his difficulty in making that 

choice. "It was impossible for me in the film to give to the 

character his importance of an initiator, of lawgiver. I 

would have had to make him into a politician and go beyond 

the boundaries of the film. I had to limit myself to 

following his adventures with death, and to the mechanics of 

fate and free will."i82 m that statement is the key to 

Orpheus' nature and Cocteau's as well: as poets they are 

products of their destinies with limited power of free will. 

Orpheus does show some initiative in accepting Heurtebise's 

revelation that he can undo his folly. But his retrieval of 

Eurydice from beyond the mirror is an excuse to find the 

Princess who has obsessed him. He is a pawn after all, the 

so-called initiative is merely another example of Fate's 

control. 

Much of the symbolism in Orohee is already apparent from 

the discussions of characterizations. Still, Cocteau has 

filled his story with countless symbols and foreshadowings. 

A brief image of the future occurs when Eurydice has fainted 

and Orpheus refuses to leave the car to see her. As 

l82Fowlie, 134. 
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Heurtebise leaves the garage, the motorcyclists roar past the 

gate. Perhaps, the least obvious foreshadowing is the 

shattering of Orpheus' champagne glass as the Princess takes 

Cegeste through the mirror. The light tinkling of the broken 

glass is amplified later as the Princess violently shatters 

the mirror in order to take Eurydice through it. The Older 

Poet hints at the Princess' identity with his ironic remark, 

"She is a stranger, but must live among us," as Death must. 

It is a hallmark of Cocteau's philosophy that one always 

lives with death. That mirrors are an important image in the 

film is first stated as one of the radio's messages: "The 

mirrors would do well to reflect further." As Heurtebise 

later discloses to Orpheus, in mirrors "you will see death at 

work." The clearest foreshadowing is the scene in town with 

the autograph seekers insistently surrounding Orpheus with 

shouts of adulation. They are young Bacchantes; their older 

"sisters" will soon surround Orpheus with shouts of anger. 

That Orpheus has lost his youthful innovation is apparent 

in the yard around his cottage. Cocteau has filled it with 

marble statues, one of his symbols for death. The effect is 

of a museum, but more of a museum's storage yard. When 

Heurtebise materializes next to one of the statues, his pose 

mirrors that of the statue--again the mirror, again the 

images of death. The yard further suggests an obsolete 

marriage, for it surrounds the cottage with images of death. 
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The Otherworld is of Cocteau's devising. It is not Hades. 

Nor is it the "afterlife" for such a term would not fit 

Cocteau's personal cosmos. It is simply the world on the 

other side of the mirror, parallel to mortal reality. The 

characters move back and forth through the mirror as simply 

as stepping through a door. In this parallel world Cocteau 

presents his greatest paradox. In order for the dead Orpheus 

to return to life and achieve immortality, he must be killed. 

His death must die. The strange climatic scene in which 

Heurtebise, Cegeste, and the Princess struggle to stifle 

Orpheus' spirit is the key to the film for many critics. 

Cocteau counters that when time is suspended even the dead 

lose their death, so that "Heurtebise . . . has to 

reintegrate his death, provid[ing] the clue to the work."!̂ ^ 

The viewer must remember that Cocteau's metaphors are his 

own unique creation, born of his personal experiences. They 

are often arcane, and rather than explain them, he may simply 

repeat them two or three times until they become familiar, if 

not clear. If he is certain the viewer will miss a symbol, 

he has a character call it to the viewer's attention. Thus, 

when Heurtebise returns to the loft through the trap door, 

the Princess tells him he looks like a gravedigger. When the 

l83Fowlie, 135 
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clock strikes six o'clock the second time, Orpheus comments 

that they left as the clock was striking six. 

Cocteau's use of light is also an obvious device. On the 

mortal side of the mirror all is light; on the Otherworld 

side all is shadow. The light is flat and bright whether on 

the dunes, in town, or in the house. Only at night is there 

shadow in the house, but Death (the Princess) is present in 

the shadows. After Orpheus and Eurydice return with 

Heurtebise the light in the house is dim. Only after his 

last death is the light bright again in the house. In the 

final scene the four figures of the Princess, Heurtebise, and 

their guards walk away toward the light in the ruins until at 

last they are but tiny figures casting large shadows against 

the high walls. It is not a sophisticated technique, but 

nevertheless, it is an effective one. 

The abrupt scene changes in Cocteau's films have drawn 

sharp criticism as being unsettling and nonsensical. 

However, the lack of flow possible in film is what drew 

Cocteau to the medium. The drama need not have the 

continuity required of the stage, but could skip from scene 

to scene to heighten one's feeling of being pulled along by a 

powerful external force whose control over time and space is 

absolute. Therefore, a sudden shift from daylight to night, 

from garage to bedroom startles the viewer and makes the 

Princess' appearance the more startling. And there are 
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apparent incongruities. When his errand is most urgent, 

Heurtebise, who can materialize anywhere at will, uses the 

stairs. There are two possible reasons for Cocteau's choice. 

First, and more simply, by returning through the trap door he 

provides the opportunity for the Princess' gravedigger pun. 

Second, and more probable, he may have an ulterior motive in 

wanting Eurydice to join him in the Otherworld, a motive of 

which he may not be aware, but which compels him. Either way 

Heurtebise is the immediate reason for her death. He could 

have driven her to town as she asked, but at his refusal she 

rode her bicycle and was struck down. 

Critics have further found fault with Cocteau's obvious 

camera tricks. Cocteau achieves his "special effects" with 

no great technical wizardry, but unsophisticated devices any 

amateur could do. He uses film reversal to reconstruct the 

mirror which the Princess breaks when she takes Eurydice 

through, for Orpheus' second journey into the Otherworld, for 

Orpheus to put on Cegeste's gloves in order to go through the 

mirror, and for Cegeste and Eurydice to arise at the 

Princess' command as if in a trance. For the mirrors Cocteau 

uses a vat of mercury to imitate liquid glass which the 

actors "pass through" and clear glass for the viewer to see 

through into the mortal realm. To indicate that the Princess 

is taking Orpheus and Cegeste out of the mortal realm into 

some other reality, Cocteau simply shows the countryside in 
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negative. Eurydice's disappearance at Orpheus' glance is 

achieved with nothing more difficult than "stop-action" 

filming. The sudden breaking of the vanity mirror at the 

chateau when the Princess preens before it, is also "stop-

action." For the worlds on either side of the mirror Cocteau 

built duplicate sets. To create the reflection of the actors 

walking away from the mirror into the Otherworld, he used the 

clear glass again, but with doubles for the actors. 

It is not cinematography or elaborate use of advanced 

lighting technique that sets Cocteau apart from other film

makers of his time. Nor is it sophisticated direction that 

has made Orohee a film classic. Orohee is the extension of a 

remarkable man's personality set in the realm of his personal 

universe where Fate is the true protagonist of the tale. The 

legendary characters are merely players of Cocteau's 

elaborate game as Cocteau is merely a player of Fate's more 

elaborate game. The dialogue between the Princess and 

Orpheus outside the Tribunal reveals Cocteau's view of his 

cosmos: 

P: There are innumerable shapes of death--young 

ones, old ones, who receive orders. 

O: And if you disobey these orders, they couldn't 

kill you. It is you who kill. 

P: What they do is worse. 

0: Who gives these orders? 

P: They pass on and on--like echoes in your 
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mountains. 

O: I'll go to him--

P: He exists nowhere. Some imagine he thinks of 

us. Others think he imagines us. Others 

say he sleeps and we are his dreams--his 

bad dreams. 

Of Orohee Cocteau wrote in 1950, "It isn't really a film, 

it is myself, a sort of projection of what really concerns 

me. "184 

184Bj-own, 266. 



CHAPTER VIII 

IGOR STRAVINSKY, GEORGE BALANCHINE, 

ISAMU NOGUCHI--THE ORACLE 

The ballet Orohee which premiered in New York City in 1948 

was the collaborative effort of one inspired impresario and 

three unique artists. Lincoln Kirstein, founder of the New 

York City Ballet, convinced George Balanchine, his artistic 

director, to choreograph a new ballet based on the ancient 

myth of Orpheus. Together they commissioned Igor Stravinsky 

to compose the score. For their set and costume designer 

they hired Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi. The 

resulting production was a tour de force for the New York 

City Ballet, a revitalization of Stravinsky's compositional 

career, and a further validation of Noguchi's multi-cultural 

artistic philosophy. 

Bioaraohv 

Stravinsky. Igor Fyodorovich Stravinsky was born on June 

17, 1882 (new calendar) in what was then Oranienbaum near St. 

Petersburg, Russia. His father, a professional opera singer, 

took his son to the opera and the ballet at the Mariinsky 

Theatre in St. Petersburg. Igor began piano lessons at the 

age of nine and later studied music theory including 

counterpoint. His father tried to discourage his son's 

237 
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counterpoint. His father tried to discourage his son's 

musical career and sent him to the university in St. 

Petersburg to study criminal law and legal philosophy. 

While at the university he became friends with the son of 

Rimsky-Korsakov, then Russia's premiere composer. Rimsky-

Korsakov evaluated some of Stravinsky's compositions and, 

recognizing the striking originality of the work, recommended 

that he not enter the Conservatory, but rather pursue his 

musical studies on his own. He agreed to tutor Stravinsky 

privately in orchestration and composition. They worked 

together from 1903 to 1906. Later Stravinsky would say, "I 

studied under Rimsky-Korsakov. He taught me everything--even 

how to erase. "18̂  After his 1905 graduation from the 

university, Stravinsky devoted himself to composition. 

Rimsky-Korsakov introduced his pupil to the private and 

public concert audiences of St. Petersburg, including 

Stravinsky's compositions in programs of his own work. The 

last of these concerts was in 1908, the premiere of 

"Fireworks." 

In the audience at a subsequent performance of "Fireworks" 

and a new work, "Scherzo Fantastique," was ballet impresario 

Sergei Diaghilev. He invited Stravinsky to join his "troupe" 

of collaborators--composers, choreographers, artists, and 

ISBRobert Craft, ed. and comm., Stravinsky; Selected 
Correspondence, vol. 2 (London: Faber and Faber, 1982), 339. 
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authors who created ballets for his newly formed Ballet Rn.c;c.p 

in Paris, France. At first Stravinsky merely orchestrated 

other composer's works, but in 1910 Diaghilev commissioned 

the Firebird for the Paris Opera. Premiered June 25, 1910, 

Fj-r̂ bird was Stravinsky's first great public success, and one 

of his most enduring masterpieces. Diaghilev so liked a 

concertpiece which Stravinsky had just begun, that he 

convinced his composer-in-residence to restructure it as a 

ballet. The result was Petrushka. a fairy-tale from Russian 

folklore, premiered in 1911. 

Another of Stravinsky's concert works which Diaghilev 

appropriated for his ballet was to have been a symphony of 

primitive vernal rituals. At the impresario's insistence the 

piece became a four-tableau ballet, Le Sacre du Printemos 

(The Rite of Sorina). The lead ballerino of the Ballet 

Russe. Vaslav Nijinsky choreographed the ballet. Nijinsky 

had no musical background and could not comprehend the 

complexities of rhythm which Stravinsky's score presented. 

Through months of rehearsals Stravinsky struggled to teach 

Nijinsky something of basic musical rhythms, but the dancer 

reputedly answered, "I will count to forty while you play, 

and we will see where we come out."̂ ^̂  The music proved 

difficult for the orchestra which, under Pierre Monteux's 

^^^Francis Routh, The Master Musicians Series. Stravinsky (London: 
J. M. Dent and Sons, Ltd., 1975), 10. 
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direction, gave a barely adequate performance at the 

premiere. (They had only sixteen rehearsals to prepare music 

which was often uncharacteristic of their instruments in 

tonal language which was almost totally new to them.) The 

1913 premiere inaugurated the Theatre des Champs-Elysees with 

a public riot worse than that which had greeted Fokine's 

ballet for Debussy's Afternoon of a Faun the year before. In 

addition to Nijinsky's sensual choreography, the new work was 

accompanied by incomprehensible music. According to 

Stravinsky Diaghilev was pleased with the reception of Le 

Sacre du Printemps, "since the notorious would surely become 

the successful. "̂ "̂̂  

Despite the difficulties of working with a choreographer 

who believed that music should be composed to suit a pre

designed dance, Stravinsky continued his association with the 

Ballet Russe for two more years. From the first he had 

maintained his ties in Russia, spending holidays and summers 

with his family, but his growing success demanded that he 

devote increasing time to his work in Paris. He sometimes 

toured with the R;̂ 11et Russe's European tours in the summers. 

In 1914, he moved his immediate family, a wife and four 

children from Russia to Switzerland, as much for the healthy 

climate as for refuge from the approaching war. 

187Paul Horgan, Fnrounters with Stravinsky: a Person Record (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1972), 11. 
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When World War I began, Stravinsky found himself exiled 

from the Ballet Russe. his family in Russia, and his 

publisher in Berlin. In response to the economic realities 

of the war he composed for small ensembles and soloists. His 

first great chamber work for stage was written in 

collaboration with the Swiss novelist Charles Ramuz in 1918. 

L'Histoire du Soldat. requiring only a narrator, a dancer, 

and a small instrumental ensemble, was an immediate success. 

His next experiment with small ensembles was based on 

American jazz idioms. Raatime required eleven instruments of 

widely varying timbres. Its rhythms were fresh, but no doubt 

benefited from Stravinsky's experiences composing for 

classical dance. 

Following the war Stravinsky moved his family to France 

where he renewed his professional relationship with 

Diaghilev. In 1920 Diaghilev commissioned Stravinsky to 

adapt music by eighteenth century composer Giovanni Battisti 

Pergolesi for a Neapolitan-style ballet based on the fairy

tale Pulcinella. He commissioned avant garde artist Pablo 

Picasso to design the sets and costumes. Nijinsky 

choreographed. The result was a fresh, though sometimes 

startling blend of the traditional and the experimental. It 

was the beginning of a period which Stravinsky later called 
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"a decade of samplings, experiments, amalgamations, "î s p^n 

of Paris was caught up in a new wave of classicism. At the 

height of the decade were Stravinky's stage works: first his 

collaboration in 1927 with Jean Cocteau, the opera/oratorio 

Oedipus Rex; second his introduction by Diaghilev to the 

young Russian choreographer George Balanchine for whom 

Stravinsky wrote Aoollon Musaa^te. Balanchine must have been 

a welcome surprise for Stravinsky; for Balanchine preferred 

to design his choreography for pre-composed music and 

welcomed the collaboration of the composer on the shape of 

the story, music, and dance as a dramatic unit. Aoollon 

Musaa^te was only the first collaboration between Stravinsky 

and Balanchine. Other successes would follow. 

Stravinsky had lost all his Russian possessions, property, 

and income as a result of the Russian Revolution. Since 

Russia was not a signator of the Berne Convention, the music 

of Russian composers was not protected under international 

copyright law. European and American orchestras and ballet 

companies performed Stravinsky's music without paying 

royalties. To recoup his losses Stravinsky began a second 

career in the 1920's as a concert pianist and conductor. 

Instinctively a good businessman, he bargained well, creating 

the best deal possible to ensure financial security. He 

l88Routh, 29 
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demanded his proper due as a first-class musician, and 

received it. For these concerts he composed a great deal of 

new.music featuring the piano, among them Concerto for Piano 

^nd WJ-Pd lngt;rym̂ pt,s (1923-4), Serenade Pn 1̂  for piano 

(1925), and "Capriccio" (1929). In 1925 he toured North 

America gaining an ever increasing popularity. The decade of 

experimentation ended with the three-movement Symphony of 

Psalms for orchestra and chorus. 

During the next decade Stravinsky continued his concert 

tours including two in North America, one in South America, 

and a number in Europe. He composed ballets for Ida 

Rubenstein's Parisian company as well as accepting a 

commission from Balanchine's new American Ballet. He 

conducted the premiere of Jeu de Cartes (The Card Game) at 

the Metropolitan Opera House in 1937, his first chance to 

conduct the American premiere of one of his major works.^^^ 

Stravinsky was well-known in the United States by the end 

of the 1930's, and soon accepted an invitation from Harvard 

University to deliver a series of lectures on music and 

musical composition. The series was scheduled for the 1939-

1940 academic year and afforded Stravinsky the opportunity to 

leave Europe just as World War II was starting. At the end 

of the series he moved to Hollywood, California, where he 

l89Routh, 43. 
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lived for twenty-five years. After the war Stravinsky once 

more fought to regain the copyrights of the music he had 

written while a Russian citizen, with no legal recourse he 

determined to revise his original scores for new publications 

which would be protected by law. Though most of these were 

simply corrections of printing errors in the originals, he 

reorchestrated two major works in 1947, Petrushka and 

Symphonies of Wind Instruments (1920). 

During the 1940's critics began to speak of Stravinsky as 

old-fashioned, as a waning star; but his old friends Lincoln 

Kirstein and George Balanchine disagreed and conceived a new 

project. Thus it was that in 1947 Stravinsky accepted the 

commission for Orohee which will be discussed in detail later 

in this work. In the year in which Orohee premiered, 1948, 

Stravinsky invited the young conductor Robert Craft to become 

his assistant. Craft was convinced of the validity of serial 

technique and influenced Stravinsky to the music of Webern 

principally, but also that of Berg and the technique's 

inventor Schonberg. Stravinsky began work on a new opera 

based on Hogarth's series of paintings called The Rake's 

Proaress. Orohee and The Rake's Proaress together 

revitalized Stravinsky's career as composer. With a libretto 

by W. H. Auden and Chester Kallman, the opera marked 

Stravinsky's entry into the world of twelve-tone composition, 

though it was but a first step. 

I in _ ;i_ • » _ 



245 

When Kirstein suggested a third mythological ballet for a 

Balanchine-Stravinsky collaboration in the early 1950's, he 

envisioned "a consecutive three-act spectacle."i^° As he 

imagined it, the evening would include Aoollo Musaa^te. 

Orohee in which Apollo appeared briefly, and a new work about 

Apollo as architect. Through a series of letters and 

telephone conversations the three men settled on a wholly new 

concept, Aaon. not a character but an idea--the Dance 

Contest. Aaon proved not only perfect for Balanchine's 

mature choreographic style, but for Stravinsky's new serial 

technique. After four years of preparation Aaon premiered in 

New York City before a receptive audience. Stravinsky 

presented his first truly serial composition in 1958, Thrgnj, 

and followed it with Movements (1959), Variations (1964), and 

Reauiem Canticles (19 66). These are as economical in musical 

language as Stravinky's early work is extravagant. 

The last two decades of Stravinsky's life brought him 

honors and public acceptance as one the century's master 

composers. Lincoln Kirstein organized a Stravinsky Festival 

at the New York City Center in the spring of 1951, at which 

Stravinsky conducted a number of his own works. In 1954 he 

received the Gold Medal of the Royal Philharmonic Society of 

London. The honors concert which he conducted included a 

I90craft , 284 
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favorite of his and one for the audience-for him a concert 

version of Qrph^e and for the audience a shortened version of 

pgtryghk^. When he finally returned home to Russia for an 

eightieth birthday tour (1962), the U.S.S.R. acknowledged its 

most famous exiled composer. During the tour he attended a 

performance of the ballet of Leningrad (once St. Petersburg) 

Maly Opera Theatre. Pgtryghk^, Orohf̂ e. and Firebird were so 

poorly performed as to be "barely recognizable" according to 

Robert Craft, though Firebird was still well-received by the 

audience.191 The concert performances conducted in Moscow by 

Stravinsky {Q^ and Orohee) and Craft (Rite of Soring) were 

applauded wildly, when Stravinsky reappeared on stage after 

the concert, he said simply, "You see a very happy man. "1̂ 2 

Continuing ill-health forced Stravinsky into virtual 

retirement by the mid-1960's. He died April 16, 1971, in New 

York City. 

Balanchine. Georgy Militonovich Balanchivadze was born in 

St. Petersburg, Russia, on January 9, 1904. His father was a 

composer who provided his son with piano lessons at an early 

age. As a boy Georgy studied ballet at the Imperial School 

of Ballet at the Mariinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg. The 

school closed in 1917 at the advent of the Russian 

l̂ Êric Walter White, Stravinsky; the Composer and His Works. 2d 
ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 147. 

I92white, 148. 
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Revolution, but reopened in 1918 as the Soviet State School 

of Ballet. In the intervening months Georgy, barely fourteen 

years old, supported himself by playing the piano for the 

local cinema and for the nightclubs in Petrograd (St. 

Petersburg's first name change under Communism). His work in 

the clubs and theaters set the stage for his later 

association with the dance world outside classical ballet. 

Georgy attended the Soviet State School of Ballet for three 

more years, dismaying his teachers with experimental dance. 

At Petrograd's Mikhailovsky Theatre in 1920 he choreographed 

Cocteau's and Milhaud's new ballet Le Boeuf sur le Toit. 

In 1921 he entered the Petrograd Conservatory for a three 

year music course. At the end of that work, with 

certificates in ballet and music, Georgy embarked on a career 

as a dancer. Among his first ballets was Meyerhold's Oroheus 

as choreographed by Michel Fokine. (Later in his career he 

would redesign the work to suit his own maturing style. It 

was the first of a number of Orpheus ballets and adaptations 

for ballet in Balanchine's career.) While touring Europe 

with the Soviet State Dancers in 1925, he met Sergei 

Diaghilev in Paris. Diaghilev invited him to join the Ballet 

Russe and shortened his name to the more French-sounding 

Georges Balanchine. His first job for Diaghilev was 

Stravinsky's Le Chant dn Rossianol (The Sona of the 

Niahtinaale). When Bronislawa Nijinska left the Ballet 
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R^ggg^ Balanchine replaced her as choreographer. The first 

of his ten ballets for the company was Barahou. m addition 

to newly commissioned works in sketches and revues, he 

choreographed abridged traditional works such as Offenbach's 

Orph^^ ̂ Ux Enfgrp. In 1928 he choreographed Stravinsky's 

Aoollon Musaaetes. a natural match for the two 

classicist/innovators. Of all the composers with whom he 

worked, Balanchine most respected Stravinsky. At each new 

phase in his career he would turn again to Stravinsky for a 

new score. 1̂ ^ 

Thus Balanchine's career as a choreographer was well-

established when Diaghilev died in 1929 and the Ballet Russe 

eventually dissolved. Balanchine worked for the Royal Danish 

Ballet, and the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. He accepted an 

invitation from Charles B. Cochran, London theater producer, 

to provide the choreography for his Cochran's 193 0 Revue. 

Cochran despised the current theatrical trend in England of 

rows and rows of precisioned dancing girls performing high 

kicks. For his sophisticated revue he wanted a choreography 

of taste and imagination.^^^ Balanchine provided both. In 

1933 he founded his own dance company, Les Balletts 1933, 

which brought him to the attention of American businessman 

l^^Bernard Taper , B a l a n c h i n e : a Bioaraphv. r e v . and upda ted (New 
York: MacMillan P u b l i s h i n g Co. , I n c . , 1974), 106. 

l94Taper, 7 9 . 
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Lincoln Kirstein. Kirstein was a ballet enthusiast who 

wanted to introduce traditional European ballet, as well as 

high standards of classical dance, to the United States. He 

asked Balanchine to help him found the American Ballet 

Company, of which Kirstein would be director. Balanchine 

replied, "Yes, but first a school." Together with Edward M. 

M. Warburg, professor of art history and later on the staff 

of the Museum of Modern Art, Kirstein and Balanchine opened 

the School of American Ballet in 1934. Not financially 

successful at first, Balanchine augmented his income from 

classical teaching with work in Hollywood and New York. His 

introduction to the majority of American audiences was the 

ballet segment "Slaughter on Tenth Avenue" for Richard 

Rodger's 1936 Broadway musical. On Your Toes. 

The American Ballet Company became the resident ballet 

company for the Metropolitan Opera Company of New York City 

in 1935, but the relationship was a stormy one. Balanchine 

struggled with inadequate rehearsal facilities and limited 

preparation time. The management gave little support to his 

innovative ballet evenings, bowing to the grumbling 

conservatives among the season ticket holders. Among these 

ballet evenings was an all-Stravinsky program in 1937 

including his 1928 T.P Raiser de la fee (The Fairy's Kiss) and 

the newly commissioned .TPH dP cartes. The following year, 

after a particular ballet in Aida was condemned as too sexy 
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and a danced version of Gluck's Oroheus anH EurvdirP was 

cancelled after only two performances, Balanchine left the 

Met taking his American Ballet away to new quarters. He 

called the Met "an impossible place for a talented 

choreographer because it had a tradition of 'bad ballet.'"î s 

In 1941 Balanchine combined the remnants of his American 

Ballet with Kirstein's Ballet Caravan (a touring company 

featuring wholly American repertoire) to form the American 

Ballet Caravan and tour South America. With the success of 

that tour Balanchine's international reputation was set. The 

companies dissolved when the United States entered World War 

II. During the war Balanchine accepted commissions in the 

United States from the Original Ballet Russe (a revival 

company), the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. Hollywood films 

and Broadway musicals. 

In 1946 Kirstein reestablished the American Ballet as the 

Ballet Society at the New York City Center (It later became 

the New York City Ballet.) and invited Balanchine to be its 

artistic director. Balanchine shaped the philosophy of 

production and the dance style of the new company. His most 

enduring productions were Tchaikovsky's Nutcracker Ballet and 

Stravinsky's Firebird. ̂^̂  For Firebird Balanchine used 

l^^Taper, 72. 

196Balanchine's 1949 production of Firebird further aided 
Stravinsky's attempt to gain income from his early compositions.- The 
New York City Ballet used the "revised" score, thus insuring royalties 
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Chagall's designs from the post-Diaghilev production at the 

p̂ ljgt; Ryggg. Then he styled the choreography for the 

particular talents of his prima ballerina Maria Tallchief in 

the title role. Her name became synonymous with the title, 

so much so that in future years attempts to rework the 

choreography for another ballerina were never as successful 

as the original. The premiere of Tallchief's Firebird 

secured the future of the New York City Ballet as a respected 

dance company. 

Balanchine served as guest ballet master for the Paris 

Opera in 1947, the year he and Kirstein commissioned 

Stravinsky to compose Orohee. Returning to the New York City 

Ballet, Balanchine coordinated the production of the new 

ballet as a partner to his revival of Aoollon Musaaetes. He 

and Stravinsky worked together again in the 1950's to create 

the abstract masterpiece Aaon. Balanchine's contribution was 

a set of freshly stylized seventeenth-century dance forms, 

each for a small ensemble--trios and quartets. He chose to 

use twelve dancers, since the composer was using twelve 

autonomous tones to set twelve traditional French melodies in 

serial technique. 

to the composer for the twenty years it remained in the company's 
repertoire. 
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Throughout the rest of his career Balanchine continued to 

choreograph traditional ballets as well as ballets for music 

not conceived for dance. He varied his company's repertoire 

to appeal to the widest possible audience, presenting 

spectacular or minimalist productions, whichever a work 

required. Such was his renown that in 1964 when the Ford 

Foundation committed $8,000,000 to foster professional ballet 

in America, they gave the entire amount to Balanchine-

influenced companies: his own New York City Ballet, his 

School of American Ballet, and six other companies under his 

wing. 

Balanchine encouraged the defection of Moscow's Bolshoi 

Ballet star Mikhail Baryshnikov, guaranteeing him a position 

in his company until he could become established in the West. 

Baryshnikov eventually followed Balanchine as artistic 

director of the New York City Ballet. George Balanchine, or 

"Mr. B" as he was known to his fans and students, died on 

April 30,1983, the Grand Old Man of American Ballet. 

Noauchi. Isamu Noguchi was born on November 17, 1904, in 

Los Angeles, California. His father was Japanese, his mother 

was Scottish-Irish and part Native American. "The conflict 

of East and West that complicated the relationship of his 

parents was to become the strength of their son."i97 j^ 1906 

197john Gordon, Tsamu Noauchi. published for the Whitney Museum of 
American Art (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1968), 7. 
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his family moved to Japan where Isamu attended Japanese 

schools, rather than the English-language schools where other 

immigrants sent their children. He thrived on the Japanese 

philosophy of oneness with nature and would later recall his 

earliest memories as being at peace with the sea, the pine 

forest, and his garden. He learned to carve cherry wood at 

an early age and had his own garden before he was eleven 

years old. These two childhood passions would help to shape 

his career. 

At fourteen he was sent to the Interlocken School in 

Indiana, but he was stranded when the school was appropriated 

in 1918 by the United States Army as a training camp. 

Interlocken's founder helped Isamu enroll at the nearby 

Rolling Prairie School and eventually arranged an 

apprenticeship with Gutzon Borglum in Connecticut (1922). 

While tutoring Borglum's son, Noguchi began modeling in terra 

cotta. For a time he followed his family's wishes that he 

study medicine at Columbia University in New York City. 

Although he was unhappy with the course, he learned 

invaluable lessons in anatomy and physiology which aided his 

success as a sculptor. 

At his mother's suggestion and with the encouragement of 

director Onorio Ruotolo, Noguchi left Columbia for Ruotolo's 

new Leonardo da Vinci Art School in New York City in 1924. 

It was in 1926 at the Brummer Gallery in New York that he 
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first saw the work of Italy's Futurist sculptor Constantin 

Brancusi. The following year Noguchi entered his terra cotta 

sculptures in a sculpture show. Soon after he won a John 

Simon Guggenheim Fellowship to study sculpture in Paris with 

Brancusi. In his autobiography he said of his master, 

"Brancusi showed me how to square a block of limestone. This 

is how I learned the honesty of sculpture as a prerequisite 

for overcoming the easy attractions of clay modeling--a moral 

duty I have never forgotten, "î s 

He worked as Brancusi's assistant for two years before 

returning to New York. There he sculpted portrait busts for 

a living while he struggled to free himself from the tendency 

to copy Brancusi's style. To that end he traveled to Paris 

and then to China and Japan where he sought his "discovery of 

self, the earth, the place."^^^ Upon his return he rented a 

studio and in 1935 held his first gallery exhibition. The 

1930's were important years for Noguchi as he became friends 

with the inventive architect Buckminster Fuller and 

choreographer Martha Graham. Noguchi designed the sets for 

her 1935 ballet Frontier. Together they sought to reveal an 

interior reality through dance and set design rather than 

merely mime a plot set to music. His collaborations with 

^^^Isamu Noguchi, The Isamu Noauchi Garden Museum (New York: Harry 

N. Abrams, Inc., 1987), 9. 

199 Noguchi, 9 
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Graham brought him to the attention of the theatrical world, 

including Balanchine and Kirstein of the American Ballet. In 

that same year he experimented with bas relief in colored 

cement for a wall in Mexico City entitled History of MPV-J rn 

It was installed in 1936. His designs for bronze bas reliefs 

won the competition for the Associated Press Building Plaque 

in 1938. One year later his fountain for the Ford Pavilion 

was installed at New York City's 1939 World's Fair. 

After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Noguchi 

accepted voluntary internment in Arizona. Returning to New 

York in 1942 he began a new period of ever increasing 

abstraction in his sculptures. His first such work, "Noodle 

and Time Lock, " was his "exorcism of direct carving. "2oo p^ 

new concept which he called "Lunars" developed from his 

attempt to sculpt forms which reflected light from within. 

Finally breaking away from Brancusi's influence, Noguchi 

returned to his stone slabs. He had discovered in Paris in 

1928 and later in New York that flat stone slabs were a great 

deal cheaper and easier to move than the traditional 

sculptor's stone blocks. New York's prestigious Museum of 

Modern Art included Noguchi's sculptures created from two 

opposing stone slabs in its 1946 exhibition "Fourteen 

Americans. "201 m that year he collaborated with Graham once 

200Noguchi, 10. 

20lGordon, 10. 
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again for a ballet. Cave of th^ v^c^^^ ^ith music by American 

composer Samuel Barber. His set piece, a large green 

serpent, integrated totally with Graham's dance, becoming 

"one with her characterization."202 

Noguchi accepted Kirstein's commission in 1947 to design 

the sets and costumes for the Balanchine/Stravinsky ballet 

Qrph^g. The success which greeted him after the premiere, 

combined with the successes with Graham's ballets and the 

"Fourteen Americans" exhibition, filled Noguchi with self-

doubt. "Was the basis of my sculpture equal to future 

developments?"203 He applied to the Bollinger Foundation for 

a study grant to write a book about sculpture's past and 

future, particularly his own future as a sculptor. In 1949 

he used the grant to formulate his philosophy of sculpture as 

an extension of his own inner reality, rather than an 

artificial medium in which to copy or express others' ideas. 

When he returned to sculpture, he incorporated many of the 

concepts he had assimilated as a child in Japan as well as 

the best of his former collaborators' artistic philosophies. 

He established a new, larger studio in which to create large 

monolithic sculptures for outdoor display--sculptures for 

which the surroundings would be as much a part of the designs 

as the stones' form, sculptures which would seem to defy 

202Gordon, 10 

203Gordon, 10 
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gravity. When he died in 1988 his will provided for the 

establishment of the Noguchi Foundation to protect his 

personal collection and foster the development of sculpture 

in America. 

Style 

gt̂ r̂ yingky. Igor Stravinsky, like Paul Klee, was not a 

founder of movements nor a follower of movements, but a 

versatile artist who created music out of an ever-expanding 

vocabulary drawn from the great variety of innovations around 

him. His works are generally divided by critics into 

periods--the Franco-Russian period, Neoclassicism, and so 

forth. But the designations are not so clear as they at 

first appear. The works associated with the Russian period 

include Petrushka and Le Sacre du Printemos which date from 

his association with the Ballet Russe in Paris. While 

argument can be made for a Russian connection because they 

were written for Diaghilev's Ballet Russe. it fails to 

realize that Diaghilev's company was at the front of the 

French avant garde theatrical experience from its beginning, 

and that the company never performed in Russia. For 

Stravinsky Russian fairy tales and musical idioms were not so 

much a matter of nationalism, as cultural identity. His 

music did not celebrate a political system or history, but 

his people's traditions. Louis Andriessen and Elmer 
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Schonberg argue in Apollonian ciorkwnr]^: on str̂ yin.gkv that 

Stravinsky's work is cumulative--each composition or set of 

compositions adds a new dimension to the original foundation, 

the early techniques still apparent in the most mature work. 

Debussy once called Stravinsky a "'primitive' and 

'instinctual,' rather than a 'schooled' composer," and 

Stravinsky concurred, "I have had to depend on natural 

insight and instinct for all the learning I would have 

acquired if I had taken a Ph.D. in composition . . . . "204 

Stravinsky's evolving style was prophetic. Each new piece 

challenged the ears of the critics, and only the artist and 

the devotee accept it upon first hearing. Eventually the 

critics understood. Works which at first were ridiculed 

became classics. But it was Stravinsky's constantly changing 

style which upset his critics. Just as they began to grasp 

his musical language, he moved on, adapting to a new 

challenge. 

From his earliest years Stravinsky's inclination toward 

the classical Mediterranean cultures was evident. The 

Hellenic spirit infused "Faun and Shepherdess" (1905-6) as 

well as "Pastorale" (1908).205 Adding to his sense of 

Apollonian balance, the 1920's Neoclassic trend yielded 

204Quoted in Joan Peyser, The New Music; the Sense Behind the Sound 
(New York: Delacorte Press, 1971), 98. 

205Roman Vlad, Stravinsky, trans. Frederic and Ann Fuller (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1967), 99. 
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several exceptional compositions. The first, Oedious Rex, 

was a setting of the Latin translation of a French text by 

Jean Cocteau. The Greek story in Latin was the perfect 

cultural synthesis for Stravinsky's early Neoclassic efforts. 

But Stravinsky's classicism goes far beyond mere classical 

subjects. It is true classicism in which the music expresses 

itself, nothing more. Paul Horgan related a conversation in 

which Sir Eugene Goosens, the British conductor, quotes 

Stravinsky. "Either you feel my music, or you don't. Either 

its logic impresses itself upon you, or it doesn't."206 Later 

in the same work Horgan recalls his own conversation with 

Stravinsky in which the composer told him, "I hate 

interpretation!"207 Stravinsky insisted upon slavish 

adherence to every mark upon his scores, both from conductors 

and players. The music must stand alone first. Maria 

Tallchief, reminiscing about the early rehearsals for Orohee. 

told of Stravinsky's impatience. 

"Maria! How long it will take you to die?" . . . 
Stravinsky began snapping his fingers--snap, snap, 
snap, snap--I think it was four counts. "That is 
enough, he decided. "Now you are dead." And he 
put those counts into the score. No one was 
allowed to pad a part. Again, you see, it was 
exact .208 

206Horgan, 53. 

207Horgan, 116 

208Francis Mason, ed., J Remember Balanchine: Reflections o£ th? 

Ballet Master bv Those Who Knew Him (New York: Doubleday, Anchor Books, 

1991), 243. 
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It is his music for the stage with which this work is 

concerned, though certainly the general descriptions of style 

and technique apply to all his compositions up to his serial 

works. Of the eighteen works which Stravinsky composed for 

the stage, eleven are ballets, in a medium where every 

element seems designed to distract the audience's attention 

from the music, Stravinsky manages to keep that attention 

focused. His ideal situation is one which allows the 

composition of the music first, choreography and set design 

to come later. The tradition of Russian classical ballet 

supported his view. However the preference of the Ballet 

Russe choreographers, Michel Fokine and Vaslav Nijinsky, was 

that music be composed to a dance already designed to suit a 

specific dramatic situation or plot. Stravinsky's ideal 

choreographer, then, is a George Balanchine who began with 

the music and allowed the body to respond to its rhythm. 

Stravinsky's music begins with rhythm. It is the prime 

structural element in all his compositions. His rhythms are 

organic, often sharply syncopated. Under the rhythms are 

pulsating meters. Stravinsky favors the uneven meters of the 

three, five, seven, nine, eleven, and even thirteen beat 

measure. Nor does he set a meter for an entire movement. 

Very often he shifts meters creating intense accents at each 

new bar-line, driving the music forward (Le Sacre du 
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pjfintgmps, mvmt. 2), often introducing a single even beat 

measure to exaggerate the effect of the rhythms. 

This forward thrust is further intensified by the 

repetition of an ostinato. He often expands a movement by 

superimposing two different ostinatos as a foundation for his 

melodic and harmonic rhythms (Svmohonv of Psalms, mvmt. 1). 

Having created a tightly woven melodic and rhythmic unit, 

Stravinsky may cut it sharply with a beat of silence (Orohee. 

Epilogue) or a crashing chord in a one-beat measure (Svmohonv 

of Psalms, mvmt. 1). If one reconstructs the truncated 

sections without the intervening measures the result is a 

seamless composition. 

In contrast to his shifting meters Stravinsky provides 

security for the listener in his tonality, or rather 

tonalities. In his Poetioue Musicale. 1942, he says, "I have 

always composed with intervals. What preoccupies us, then, 

is less tonality . . . than what might be described as the 

polarity of a sound, of an interval, or even of a sonic 

complex. "209 with the interval rather than the triad he 

creates multiple simultaneous harmonies. A unique bitonality 

is created by playing two arpeggios together, one based on a 

£ and the other on an ££ (Petrushka. Part 1-"Shrovetide 

209Louis Andriessen and Elmer Schonberger, The Apollonian Clockwork: 
On Stravinsky, trans. Jeff Hamburg (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1989), 74. 
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Fair"). It is a precarious balance for the ear; but however 

many such harmonies he creates, or however long the section 

in which they occur may be, Stravinsky generally brings them 

to a single predominant tone at the end. This is his 

classicism renewed with each composition--fundamentally 

diatonic structures finding a place of rest at the end. An 

outstanding exception is the recurrence at the end of 

Petrushka of the bitonal, so-called "Petrushka chord" which 

reminds the listener that the title character is still 

laughing at him. 

The modal character of some of Stravinsky's music has led 

some critics to label it nationalistic. But modality is not 

the sole province of Russian nationalism. Stravinsky's 

modality may well be the result of his association with 

Hellenic classicism. The descending Phrygian mode, for 

instance, of the Prologue and Epilogue of Orohee. is the only 

indication that the story derives from Greece. Its intrinsic 

emotional power immediately creates the mood of mourning. 

Stravinsky's wide intervals yield angular melodies and 

open harmonies. His use of melodies is predominantly non-

developmental. Nor does one frequently find theme and 

variation in his music. He repeats a melody again and again, 

exactly as it appeared the first time; but changes in the 

ensuing texture may create variation. Melodic repetition 

provides cohesion to the tableaux of Qrph^g and Pgi;rvshKa> 
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while Lg ĝ grfi dy Prjnrempĉ  ends with precisely the same 

bassoon solo with which it opens as if it were restarting the 

cycle. His melodies for SvmohoniP.ĉ  of wind mstrument.ĉ  are 

borrowed Russian folk tunes; his melodies for Petrushka 

include five which are borrowed Russian folk tunes and others 

which sound Russian, but are actually original with 

Stravinsky, where one might expect a chorus accompanied 

homophonically by an orchestra, in Svmohonv of Psalms 

Stravinsky weaves the voices and instruments together in 

complex counterpoint. 

The instrumentation for Stravinsky's compositions varies 

with each new work. The post-World War I compositions 

feature small ensembles out of economic necessity, but so do 

many of his later compositions. "Ragtime" features a 

cimbalon with nine different solo instruments and percussion. 

For L'Histoire du Soldat one performer plays all the 

percussion: two side drums without snare, one snare drum, 

bass drum, cymbals, tambourine, and triangle. In Concerto 

for Piano and Wind Instruments, the piano is the only 

percussion instrument, string basses and timbal complement 

the winds. In the Svmohonv of Psalms the chorus replaces the 

violins and violas, while Aoollon Musaa^te requires only 

strings. Each ensemble is unique to its composition. 

Within each composition each instrument seems to stand 

alone. Even in his large orchestral works and ballets, the 
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wide voicing of his harmonies exposes individual timbres 

throughout the orchestra. Solo instruments clarify a cantus 

firmus or punctuate a syncopation. He sometimes requires the 

performer to play in his instrument's extended register. The 

most popular example of this widest possible extension of an 

instrument's range is the opening/closing bassoon solo in Le 

Sacre du Printemns. The bassoon's ultra-high melody evokes 

prehistoric mystery. The third movement "Alleluia" of 

Svmohonv of Psalms with its ponderous bass line and high 

pianissimo flutes evokes the awful mystery of the Holy of 

Holies. 

However protean it may appear, Stravinsky's "instinctual" 

style permeates his music so strongly that one recognizes his 

special sound in each different work. Practically all of his 

works found critical acceptance within a year, at the most a 

few years, of their sometimes disastrous premieres. 

Stravinsky wrote music for Stravinsky, not for the critics 

and not for the public. As he said of his music, "Either its 

logic impresses you, or it doesn't." 

Balanchine. George Balanchine's choreography was grounded 

solidly in the nineteenth century classical ballet forms. He 

knew the traditions of the ballet, but he fought its 

stereotypes by knowing when to use traditional movement and 

when to reject it. Rather than find music to accompany the 

ballet, Balanchine designed ballet to complement the music. 
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When Balanchine and Richard Rodgers collaborated on the 

Slaughter on Tenth Avenue ballet for On Your Toes. Rodgers 

asked Balanchine what music he wanted. Edward M. M. Warburg 

later recalled Balanchine's answer: "No, you write. I do." 

When Rodgers finished the piece, which was the longest thing 

he had written up to that time, "Balanchine didn't change a 

thing. He just did it."2io 

Balanchine's dance begins with the music. A knowledgeable 

musician, he studied the score intensively until he was 

familiar with every nuance. Therefore, unlike many of his 

contemporaries he did not require tempo changes in the music 

to suit his dancers. Rather, he required that his dancers 

meet the challenges presented by the music. He never 

designed the choreography until the first rehearsal of a new 

work, until he knew his dancers. He explored what his 

dancers could do and then built the choreography around them. 

Maria Tallchief stated that Balanchine's "style allowed a 

performer's individualism to emerge."2ii Therefore, when he 

choreographed Firebird for Tallchief, the movements were 

fast, extremely agile, and often wildly imaginative--

perfectly suited to her special capabilities. In 1991 Rudolf 

Nureyev praised Balanchine's adaptability. "Maybe his great 

210Mason, 129 

21lMason, 239 
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inspiration came from women, but he choreographed very well 

for men, and when better men came he choreographed better.-212 

Not temperamental by nature, Balanchine invented quickly 

and with classical detachment. Among his critics there have 

been many who found his impersonal style cold and 

unexpressive. But Balanchine did not lack emotion; he simply 

omitted the poses and "masks" of traditional ballet style in 

favor of an innovative use of the dancer's body as an 

expressive tool. In the tradition of Michel Fokine, 

Balanchine avoided mimetic display in his dances. He 

believed that the dancer's role was not one of silent actor, 

so he coached his dancers to show no stylized facial 

expression, to use no stock gestures. Classical ballet had a 

repertoire of hand and arm gestures when Fokine introduced 

his idea of "danced gesture," literally a "body language" 

expressed in rhythm with the music. Balanchine carried 

Fokine's philosophy a step further, requiring that the 

dancer's body respond to the music. Under his careful 

direction his dancers rode the music which then provided the 

emotional expression of a scene. Such a philosophy could 

have dressed the stage with human puppets; but in 

Balanchine's creative hands the dancers became an extension 

of the orchestra. Rather than rigid lack of expression, his 

212Mason, 486 
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dancers' faces bore the sincere emotion which arose from 

within as they responded to the music. 

As a student at the Imperial, later Soviet State School of 

Ballet, Balanchine mastered the episodic style of traditional 

ballet. Each large work was contructed of a series of brief 

dances featuring solos (air de danse), duets (oas de deux), 

trios (oas de trois), and larger ensembles (oas d'actions). 

These dances were learned first independently of the music, 

then rehearsed with piano, and finally rehearsed with the 

orchestra. The Ballet Masters demanded exact and gracefully 

fluid movements of the students. In his extramural work with 

his fellow students, the young Balanchine experimented with 

choreographing dances as independent skits. He chose one-

movement concert pieces by Brahms, Chopin, and other 

nineteenth century composers and designed dances which 

created visual images of each work's phrases and cadences, as 

if one could see the melodies and harmonies, and even the 

musical form. This concept of synesthetics was not new with 

Balanchine, but he may have been the first ballet 

choreographer to express it clearly.212 if the melodic 

structure seemed angular or the rhythm was syncopated. 

213This author doubts that Isadora Duncan's imaginative 
choreography, first presented in Russia in 1905 when Balanchine was only 
one year old, had a direct influence upon him. Her influence on 
Diaghilev is unquestioned; and his subsequent influence upon Balanchine 
may have validated the young choreographer's philosophy of ballet. 
Michel Fokine's inspiration is more obvious. 
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Balanchine reacted with angular and abrupt movements. 

Balanchine's "skits" were the balletic equivalent of 

abstraction in the visual arts. When his style matured, his 

abstract dances provided a perfect balletic partnership for 

the music of Webern, and later of Balanchine's friend 

Stravinsky. 

Balanchine's mastery of the absolute basics of classical 

ballet provided a solid foundation for his most inventive 

work. The astounding variation for the Firebird before her 

oas de deux with the Prince (1949, Tallchief production) was 

actually a string of individual steps and variants of steps 

from the classical repertoire. It was the rapidity with 

which the steps were to be executed which made the variation 

electrictrifying. Later in the ballet the berceuse 

"epitomized [Balanchine's] entire Russian background; it was 

all there, his schooling, even in how he asked [Tallchief] to 

place [her] feet."2i4 

For his larger, multi-movement works Balanchine created a 

seamless dance. Just as he trained his dancers to move 

agilely and smoothly from one movement to the next within a 

dance, he styled each air de danse. oas des deux, and oas 

d'action to meld one into the other. He provided no moment 

within a scene for the dancers to stop and accept applause. 

214Mason, 234 
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In the ballets for which he wrote the scenario in 

collaboration with the composer, such as Orohee. the scenes 

dovetail into one cohesive dramatic unit. Although he 

insisted that his dancers were not actors in the conservative 

theatrical sense, he did create for them clear 

characterizations with his choreography. His classicism 

expressed itself in the economy of his dances. It is perhaps 

amazing that from the cool, classical detachment of his 

choreographic style and the non-mimetic body language he 

required, Balanchine created such deeply expressive ballets 

as Orohee and Ballet Imperial, and his "scandalous" dances 

for the Metropolitan Opera's Aida. The key lies as much in 

the direct relationship of dance to musical structure as in 

the direct relationship of dancer to audience. 

Noauchi. Isamu Noguchi balanced the influences of West 

and East--classical rationale with oriental introspection--

throughout his artistic career. He believed that he was 

"caught between the two poles of Greece and Japan and that 

the United States [was] the arena where the battle [was] 

waged."215 His sculptures might be elegant, rounded forms or 

massive, roughened blocks. His stage designs might be 

abstract (Orohee) or representative (Appalachian Sorina), 

though the representation was often minimal. Nor was his 

215Gordon, 11. 
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work confined to sculpture and theatrical design. He created 

furniture and lamps and designed buildings, bridges, and 

gardens. 

Noguchi recalled that after his return from his work with 

Brancusi in Paris, he "made heads for a living. "2i6 The 

success of the portrait busts was no doubt in part due to his 

earlier medical studies. But the sculptures were far from 

mere "photographic" representation. In several sessions at 

which he simply chatted with his subjects, he drew from them 

attitudes of personal style and philosophy, with the skill 

of a master-modeller, Noguchi crafted portraits of his 

subject's personality as well as his face. The flippancy of 

his remark about making heads for a living belies the 

quality, thence the popularity of his work. He completed a 

number of commissions from famous New Yorkers, among them 

Martha Graham and Bucloninster Fuller. In those same years he 

sculpted the heads of ordinary people as well--maids, 

waitresses, street laborers whose faces interested him. 

Noguchi's media varied widely. He worked in terra cotta, 

balsawood, cherry wood, driftwood, and bones; iron, steel, 

and aluminum; and basalt, ribbon slate, and marble--both 

white Italian and pink Georgian. Unlike many of his 

contemporaries he worked with found objects such as the 

216Noguchi, 9 
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driftwood and bones, texturing and reshaping them into new 

forms. Although he became famous as a stone sculptor, he 

asserted that for him terra cotta came first, wood carving 

second, and stone only after a long apprenticeship to nature. 

He began a work in response to the material, whether 

stone, metal, or wood. For Noguchi stone was the "primary 

matter of the universe."2i7 its texture, shape, or size 

suggested a form to which he reacted spontaneously and which 

he then distressed or polished depending on its "anatomy." 

He considered such work non-replicable. When his balsawood 

carvings failed to sell, he had them cast in bronze. They 

found a market then which he resented. Each step in the 

foundary process took the work farther and farther from its 

origins. In addition to the economy of the stone slabs he 

discovered in them an ambiguity which expressed his personal 

philosophy of internal and external balance. Their height 

and width belied their lack of depth. Out of the slabs he 

sculpted ambiguous, almost skeletal shapes which seem 

surrealistic. 218 

Noguchi's work for Martha Graham gave him an understanding 

of space as an element of design. For her ballets he created 

217Noguchi, 12. 

2l8ĵ fter reviewing the aesthetic philosophies of surrealism and 
futurism, Noguchi discarded both as too limiting, too far removed from 
nature, and therefore, inconsistent with his personal artistic 
philosophy. 
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sets that allowed the maximum possible area for the dancers 

while still providing an appropriate backdrop for the story 

or scenario. He considered stage his "testing ground."219 

When in the 1950's he sought to integrate sculpture and man, 

he combined his natural love of gardens with his acquired 

love of the theater. As a result he designed environments in 

which his sculptures and the surrounding space provided 

stage-settings for everyday experiences. "I tried after an 

ambulatory space, instead of the Japanese picturesque."220 

Despite this attempt to eschew the picturesque, Noguchi's 

gardens captured the serenity of traditional Japanese garden. 

He created them to be experienced as a whole, the space as 

much a part of the sculpture as any objects placed within it. 

Combining as they did abstract sculpture with natural 

environs, the gardens represent the culmination of Noguchi's 

search for an external expression of the classical balance of 

Western and Eastern cultures he found within himself. 

Qrph^g 

Perhaps it is possible to write a biography of Igor 

Stravinsky without mentioning Orpheus. The same may be true 

of George Balanchine and Noguchi. But to speak of Orohee and 

219Noguchi, 143 . 

220shuzo T a k i g u c h i , Saburo Hasegawa, and Isamu Noguchi, Noauchi 
(Tokyo: B i j u t s u Shuppan-Sha, 1953), 2 . 
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the three men is to speak of the artistic philosophies of 

three independent spirits at the point where their lives and 

artistry converge. They were brought together by America's 

premiere patron of ballet, Lincoln Kirstein. On May 7, 1946, 

Kirstein sent Stravinsky a twenty-five hundred dollar check 

as one-half of the commission for a score on the Orpheus 

legend for Balanchine's School of American Ballet. The idea 

of an Orpheus ballet was Balanchine's. Throughout his career 

he had danced in and choreographed a variety of ballets on 

the subject: Meyerhold (both Fokine's and his own 

labanography), Offenbach, and Gluck. As he and Stravinsky 

had collaborated two decades earlier on another great 

mythological theme, it seemed natural to turn to Stravinsky 

again for the new ballet. 

For both men ballet began with music. Balanchine had 

conceived the ballet as "a contemporary treatment of the 

ancient myth. "221 For Stravinsky the Greek myths had always 

held a great attraction: "they feed the creative 

imagination." He stated that he "visualized the character 

of this music as a long, sustained, slow chant, composed 

22lGeorge Balanchine, Complete Stories of the Great Ballets, rev. 
and enl. ed. (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1977), 284. 
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independently of any folkloristic elements. . . . Even if I 

knew ancient Greek music, this would be of no use to me. "222 

He began sketching the score immediately, finishing the 

first two scenes and interludes by July 8, 1947. The 

premiere date was tentatively set for late April, 1948. 

Balanchine and Stravinsky worked closely on the details of 

the ballet. Balanchine went to Hollywood in the summer of 

194 6 so the two could outline the scenario; Stravinsky then 

attended several early rehearsals in New York City in 1947 

and together they timed the dances precisely. 

The principal difficulties of producing were handled t>y 

Kirstein. His two greatest concerns were finding the right 

theater and the right set designer. The theater had to have 

"first-class acoustics" for Stravinsky and "a very large 

stage" for Balanchine.223 At first he tried to schedule the 

premiere at the Ziegfeld Theater, keeping the possibility of 

using the Metropolitan Opera House as an option. Finally, he 

was able to rent the New York City Center. His first choice 

for designer was the painter Pavlik Tchelitchev. Tchelitchev 

had designed for Diaghilev and Balanchine, including the ill-

fated Gluck Oroheus and Eurvdice at the Metropolitan Opera in 

193 6. Kirstein reported to Stravinsky in a letter dated July 

222vera Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Stravinsky in Pictures and 
Documents (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 202-3. 

223craft, 268. 
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22, 1947, that he was having difficulties with Tchelitchev 

whose concept of the Orpheus legend was arcane. "I think 

that Pavlik feels the essence of the Orpheus legend is 

understood only by him; . . . I am terrified lest he dream up 

a whole production which has nothing to do with your 

score. "224 By October 1947, Tchelitchev had withdrawn from 

the project because Balanchine and Stravinsky in his opinion 

had a completely wrong idea of the story. He resented 

Balanchine's "inability to think in mystical terms."225 They 

considered Esteban Frances, then Kirstein suggested Isamu 

Noguchi with whom he had worked before. He based his choice 

on Noguchi's command of "space and airiness" because he knew 

it was essential to Balanchine's visual conception of the 

ballet. 226 

The next consideration was the cost of the orchestra and 

sets. Kirstein was concerned with the size of the orchestra, 

reminding Stravinsky in a letter dated May 20, 1947, that 

large orchestras were "the oldest problem in ballet."227 

Stravinsky assured him by telegram five days later that he 

required only forty-three musicians (including twenty-four 

224craft, 267. 

225Kirstein in a letter to Stravinsky, Craft, 269. 

226craft, 270. 

227craft, 265. 
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strings). 228 TO reduce the cost of the production Stravinsky 

agreed to lower his fee for conducting the premiere. The 

greatest problem with the set, the purchase of the great 

white silk curtain, was solved by Balanchine. The curtain 

had to be paid for in cash--one thousand dollars. Emily 

Coleman reported in a New York Times article (December 1, 

1957): "Between rehearsals, Balanchine disappeared. When he 

showed up again in two hours, he had the money in bills, and 

the only explanantion he ever offered was 'I did not steal 

it. ' "229 

Orohee premiered at the New York City Center on April 28, 

1948, with Nicholas Magallanes as Orpheus and Maria Tallchief 

as Eurydice. It was the centerpiece of a program that 

included Renard. Eleov for solo viola, and Mozart's Svmohonie 

concertante. The new ballet received a great deal of praise 

for Stravinsky's mysterious score, for Balanchine's poignant 

choreography, and Noguchi's exciting sets and costumes. 

Kirstein wrote Stravinsky of T. S. Eliot's response to 

Orohee: "it was the most wonderful stage experience he has 

had since he could not remember when."23o The few detractors 

called it "acrobatic, nervous," and according to Kirstein 

asked, "why do they dance so much?" to which Kirstein 

228craft, 266. 

229stravinsky and Craft, 379. 

230craft, 276. 
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replied, "because Balanchine has the naive idea that ballet 

is about dancing and not about revolting pastiche or self-

pity. "23i In the ten years following the premiere of Orohee 

Stravinsky's score was choreographed by other ballet masters 

in Venice, Paris, Munich, Hanover, and Frankfurt. 

Balanchine's production remained in the repertory of the New 

York City Ballet throughout that decade. For Stravinsky's 

eightieth birthday concert the Hamburg Opera House presented 

an all Balanchine/Stravinsky program: Aoollon Musaa^te. 

Aaon. and Orohee .232 

Though Balanchine chose the subject of the ballet, it was 

Stravinsky who chose to begin at the lament of Orpheus after 

Eurydice's death. In their scenario Orpheus' lament attracts 

a Dark Angel who then guides Orpheus to Hades. The addition 

of the "Dark Angel" was Balanchine's, although Stravinsky 

called the character the "Angel of Death" and Noguchi called 

him the "spirit of darkness." By any name he is a thoroughly 

original addition to the personnae of the legend from which 

the remaining characters derive: 

Orpheus, 

Dark Angel, 

Eurydice, 

Leader of Bacchantes, 

231cra f t , 275 . 

232v7hite, 445-6 
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Friends of Orpheus (three). 

Satyr and Nature Spirits (four). 

Furies (nine), 

Lost souls (ten), 

Hades (supernumerary) , 

Bacchantes (nine), 

Apollo. 

As a musical composition the ballet contains three scenes 

with two interludes. Although Stravinsky and Balanchine 

designed the ballet as a series of dance numbers, Stravinsky 

did not separate them as individual movements in his score. 

Within each scene Stravinsky simply notes the dances in the 

score giving each a precise tempo; i.e.. Air de Danse 

(Orpheus) Grave J =63 and Un ooco meno mosso J =96.233 f^^ t̂ g 

end of each dance there appears the instruction attacca. 

indicating that there must be no pause between the dances. 

The twelve closed-form pieces merge dance and music with 

settings in a seamless dramatic unit. 

The orchestra consists of two flutes, a piccolo, two oboes 

(the second doubling on English horn), two Bh clarinets, two 

bassoons, four French horns, two trumpets, two trombones (the 

second doubling on bass trombone), timpani, harp, and the 

traditional five string sections. The harp is, of course. 

233^11 musical notations quoted here refer to Igor Stravinsky, 
OT-phee: Ballet in Three Scenes (London: Boosey and Hawkes, 1948). 
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pivotal for it sounds for the lyre as Orpheus plays 

throughout the ballet. 

The musical language of Stravinsky's score is striking in 

its economy. The thirty-minute neoclassical ballet exhibits 

the strength of Apollonian principles to subdue Dionysian 

outbursts. The score consists almost entirely of linear 

motion, often expressed in counterpoint and brief moments of 

canonic imitation. The volume seldom exceeds mezzo forte. 

For much of the ballet Stravinsky builds his motives upon 

the minor second (m2) and major second (M2) intervals. After 

a six measure introduction, Orpheus' lamenting air de danse 

in the First Scene begins with a violin solo developed from 

the m2 £/F. The violin, which speaks for Orpheus when he 

dances on earth, plays the two measure antecedent in crisp 

staccato and accented legato tones. The consequent motive 

contains a M2 Bb/Ab alternating with the m2 E/F. (Figure 8.1) 

Figure 8.1 
Lament Theme, Air de Danse 

The importance of the m2 interval is evident also in the 

muted ostinato for second violins, violas, and cellos which 

accompanies the solo violin's lament (Figure 8.2). The 

ostinato's dissonance is created by the m2 between the 
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Figure 8.2 
Ostinato, Air de Danse 

second violins and violas at rehearsal number 5, relieved 

momentarily by a P4 in the second beat of the measure. The 

pattern returns at rehearsal number 9 and again one beat 

before rehearsal number 23. 

The opening motive of the Second Scene is played by the 

clarinets in parallel minor thirds built upon ̂  and A- The 

second clarinet continues its ££-A motive at two measures 

before rehearsal number 49 countered by the first clarinet's 

D-C# in contrary motion. On the first beat of that measure 

the first violins reiterate the £-£, a fragment of Orpheus' 

lament, countered by the second violins' augmented second, 

C#-Bb in contrary motion (Figure 8.3). 

rt^^a^e a: 

Figure 8.3 
Theme with contrary motion. Pas de Furies 

It is this pulse of minor seconds and counter motives 

which creates the agitation for the dance of the Furies and 
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the Tormented Souls. Once begun, the strings continue in 

perpetual eighth notes, passed briefly to the clarinets at 

rehearsal number 57, then returned to the violins at 

rehearsal number 58. The m2 motive returns at irregular 

intervals. At rehearsal number 58 it appears inverted as a 

M7, written enharmonically as M.-Z, and continues until 

rehearsal number 60 accompanied either by whole note tone 

clusters of £-£-£ in the woodwinds or by minor Q± triads in 

the lower strings. Stravinsky has marked the score in piano. 

The surprisingly soft volume further intens'ifies the 

agitation of the dance. It is not the raucous clamor which 

one normally associates with the characater of the Furies. 

As the orchestral texture thickens, it is the activity rather 

than the volume which communicates the Furies' emotion. 

Beginning with the E. minor chords of the string chorale 

which accompanies the opening harp solo, Stravinsky creates a 

feeling of tonal ambiguity. To the basic £ minor triad he 

adds first a fourth, then a seventh, and a fourth again. 

This is followed by a £ minor seventh chord, then a £ major 

ninth chord. The slow, stately pace of the root movement of 

these chords reiterates the quicker descending Phrygian mode 

of the harp solo. The added dissonant tones underscore the 

almost metallic notes of the harp's marcato which is played 

pr-f^f^ de la table, the strings plucked near the soundboard to 
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minimize resonance. The prologue ends on an A major seventh 

chord. 

Stravinsky concludes most of the dances set on earth with 

seventh chords. Orpheus' first Air dP n.n.. ends on a ^ 

major seventh; the Bacchantes' Pas d-Arfion in the Second 

Scene ends on an ̂  major seventh. The final chord of the 

ballet is a D major seventh. The cadential seventh chords 

may suggest more than a lack of tonal resolution. They seem 

to represent the immortality of Orpheus' song. 

In contrast to the cadential seventh chords is the final 

chord of the Dark Angel's dance (L'Anae de la Mort et sa 

£ailS£) in the First Scene. The trumpet's descending A major 

arpeggio sounds over the strings' tremolo--a tone cluster 

consisting of £, ££/ £/ and A. As the last measures of the 

dance are played, the Dark Angel leads Orpheus toward Hades. 

The basic tonality at the opening of the scene in Hades is 

Q. minor, but the first chord includes both the seventh and 

raised sixth scale degrees. This cluster sets the pattern 

for the cadences which follow. The cadences in the Pas de 

Furies are seldom simple triads. Stravinsky enriches them 

with added sixths, sevenths, and ninths. To intensify his 

tonal ambiguity, Stravinsky concludes the dance in ££ minor, 

adding a Q. natural to the final eight measures. The 

simultaneous minor and diminished chords on a single root 
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tone are a fitting ending for the restless dance of the 

Furies and the Tormented souls. 

Stravinsky creates further tonal ambiguity in Orohee by 

including both the major and minor third scale degrees in 

some diatonic passages and writing other passages in the 

relative major and minor keys simultaneously. Orpheus' first 

Air de Danse is a hybrid of these two techniques. To the Uh 

major/Bt2 minor of the Air de Danse. Stravinsky introduces a £ 

natural to create an ascending transposed Dorian mode. The 

motive occurs three times, each time as an introduction to 

Orpheus' lament theme and ostinato discussed above. It 

foreshadows the final Dorian mode of the Third Scene. In the 

third measure of rehearsal number 4 the first flute plays the 

mode on F while the second flute plays the same mode on £. 

The parallel modes sound over a £ sustained by the first 

horn. At rehearsal number 8 the first flute plays the mode 

on £. Here the motive follows an ascending ^ minor scale 

for the harp beginning in the previous measure and is 

disguised by the clarinet's simultaneous descending Bh minor 

scale. At one measure before rehearsal number 22, the 

original version returns. 

in ThP Music of .qt-r̂ vinskv Pieter C. Van den Toorn 

discusses what he calls the "minor-major third emphasis" in a 
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number of Stravinsky's compositions.234 He uses two examples 

from Qrplr;̂ ^ in his chapter on the "minor-major third," 

Orpheus' first Air de n̂ n.Qp and the Pas des Furies, to 

illustrate the skill with which Stravinsky uses a single, 

pivotal tone "shared as the 'third of the 'minor' and the 

root of the 'major. ' "235 

Stravinsky weaves contrapuntal passages through much of 

the ballet. The counterpoint for the first Interlude moves 

as slowly as that for the woodwinds' accompaniment to the 

violin in the First Scene. Neither is developmental. The 

subject is self-contained and repetitive. There is no 

diminution or inversion here. The subject simply slips from 

one section to another, from flutes, to clarinets, to 

strings, and finally to the bassoons. A more poignant 

counterpoint, almost entirely for the strings, simulates the 

Pas de Deux of Orpheus and Eurydice on their thwarted journey 

home. The two independent lines are as much at odds with 

each other as Orpheus' and Eurydice's opposing purposes. In 

the Third Scene two horns play in counterpoint while a single 

trumpet joins a violin in a noble cantus firmus. All of 

these contrapuntal passages initiate and maintain the feeling 

of almost perpetual motion. 

234p ie t e r C. Van den Toorn, The Music of Igor S t r a v i n s k y ( S t a n f o r d : 
Yale U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1983) , 306. 

235van den Toorn, 307. 
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Just as the spJ-CĈ tO violins call forth the Furies' 

agitated movements at the beginning of the Second Scene, the 

abrupt change from £ minor to ££ minor, with an insistent £ 

major in the violas intensifies the Souls' torment. A 

tritone relationship of the successive keys creates a feeling 

of tonal uncertainty which mirrors the Souls' lost condition. 

Throughout the ballet themes are truncated, pierced, or 

broken. The first instance, the Prologue's broken song, is 

followed immediately by the woodwinds' attempt to play the 

song. They are abruptly interrupted by the tremolos which 

herald the violin's solo. The Bacchantes' dance reflects the 

thematic dismemberment in the score. As they badger Orpheus 

and rip at his limbs, the music starts and stops in violent 

syncopation. The vehemence of their attack is portrayed by 

crunching dissonance. Eric Walter White describes the music 

as "teased, worried, and dismembered into twitching 

fragments."236 m the Third Scene the horns' fugue is 

interrupted twice by two measures of a harp solo. Finally 

the fugue fades as the harp reiterates the lyre's new song. 

In contrast to the mournful broken descending Phrygian mode 

of the Prologue, the song is transformed into an unbroken 

ascending Dorian mode which stops only at the last chord (a £ 

major seventh). 

236vjhite, 444. 
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Undoubtedly the ballet's climatic moment occurs in the Pas 

^^ ̂ ^^^ fo^ Orpheus and Eurydice. As a crescendo builds in 

the music and the dance, Eurydice's pleading exasperates 

Orpheus, when he tears his mask from his eyes, there is a 

measure of agonized silence. Eurydice slips to the floor, 

arriving just as the orchestra takes up the counterpoint 

again. In Stravinsky's words it is a "long measure of 

silence, following the tradition of the Chinese and oriental 

theater that certain things are beyond the power of human 

expression. "237 

The scenario provides the key to the constant 

interruptions in the musical score. Orpheus' solitude is 

broken by the arrival of his well-meaning friends. His rest 

after his lament is interrupted by the teasing of the Satyr 

and Nature Spirits. His song breaks the torment of the Lost 

Souls of Hades. He breaks the journey home when he tears off 

his mask, thereby losing Eurydice. The Bacchantes break 

Orpheus' body to pieces. Over and over again the theme of 

the fragmentation of human life resounds in the dance. Over 

and over again the themes and fugues which mirror that dance 

are fragmented. 

The musical and visual divisions of the production vary 

slightly. The following scenario presents the visual 

23Vcraft, 267 
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breakdown of the scenes within the larger divisions in 

Stravinsky's score. The term Prologue as applied here 

represents the seven-measure introduction for harp and 

strings. Scene Two as applied here begins at rehearsal 

number 2 in Stravinsky's score. 

Scenario 

First Scenp 

Prplgqyf̂ . The harp is first heard playing the mournful 

Phrygian mode descending again and again, accompanied by the 

five string parts in an open-voiced chorale. 

Scene Qne. As the curtain rises the lament is momentarily 

interrupted by the winds' augmented chords (Lento sostenuto). 

Orpheus stands alone at center stage, his back to the 

audience, the lyre at his feet. He is motionless. Three 

Thracians (Friends) enter bearing gifts--a golden mask, a 

wooden hunting bow, and a headdress of withered flowers and 

vines which is placed atop the bow. They offer consolation, 

but Orpheus does not respond. They exit and Orpheus begins to 

move (Andante con moto) . In anguish he hangs his lyre from 

the bow and begins his lament. His movements indicate that 

the "gifts" are really Eurydice's belongings. Again and 

again he returns weeping to bend in homage before them. At 

last he lies down, raises a heavy arm to pluck the strings of 

the lyre until he falls exhausted, his hand caught in the 

strings. 
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The Satyr and Nature Spirits enter from behind the 

monoliths. Their dance mocks Orpheus' grief with its 

sprightliness. They taunt him and exit. Orpheus then rises, 

takes up the lyre, and begins his lament once again. From up 

stage left the Dark Angel enters in shadow (L'istesso tPmno). 

There is a thick black cord looping between his legs and over 

his head. As he approaches Orpheus he steps out of the loop 

and uses it to "bind" Orpheus' hands. It is a symbolic 

binding for the similarity of their costumes already suggests 

that he is more than an Angel of Death--he is Orpheus' Death. 

He then removes the cord from Orpheus' wrists and puts the 

golden mask238 over Orpheus' face. As they dance, often in 

mirroring gestures. The Dark Angel joins hands with Orpheus 

through the strings of the lyre. With the lyre hanging from 

their clasped hands, they begin their descent to Hades. 

First Transition (corresponds to the Interlude at 

rehearsal #41). The vast curtain descends and billows, 

caught in the breezes which blow about it from the entrances 

to earth and to Hades. The lighting is dark blue. From 

behind the curtain the monoliths, "glowing like astral 

bodies, levitate."239 AS the monoliths rise, Orpheus and the 

Dark Angel struggle through the eerie "Between-worlds." 

238The mask symbolizes the "artist blinded by his vision." It is 
central to Noguchi's interpretation of the myth. Noguchi, 220. 

239Noguchi, 220. 
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Second Srenp 

Sg?n$ Ty/cp. The curtain rises on Hades as Orpheus and the 

Dark Angel appear and stand motionless. The scene is deep in 

shadows. Five Lost Souls lie about the stage as five others 

shoulder ponderous rocks. (The metaphor is of Sisyphus' 

eternal punishment.) The Furies torment the Souls (Agitato 

jn pi^pg) and the Souls respond in agony (Semore alia breve 

ma meno mosso). As their dance ends Orpheus and the Dark 

Angel enter (Grave). Under the Dark Angel's direction 

Orpheus, still masked, plays his lyre as if in a trance. But 

the song terrifies the Furies and the Souls who cower behind 

a barrier they construct of the five rocks. Again the Dark 

Angel draws Orpheus' hand through the lyre to join them (Un 

ooco meno mosso) . When Orpheus would faint, the Dark Angel 

catches him and sends him on, directing his movements and his 

song. Orpheus tries to give the lyre back to the Dark Angel 

who sends him back to play again. Finally Orpheus collapses 

on his lyre. 

The Souls plead with Orpheus to continue and the Dark 

Angel raises him to play once more (L'istesso temoo). 

Orpheus and the Dark Angel conclude their dance bowing before 

the great stone altar. The altar rotates to reveal Eurydice 

who is unaware of the earthly visitors. Standing within the 

altar is Hades himself, still as the stone. His subjects 

come out from behind their rocks and flank his altar. 
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Eurydice dances (L'istesgn tc^r^pr.\ and pays homage to Hades. 

The Dark Angel takes Orpheus to Eurydice and joins their 

hands which Hades touches in blessing. The three then move 

out through the crowd of Souls and Furies (Andantino 

l^qqj^drQ) to begin their struggle back to earth. 

Second Transition (corresponds to the Pas de Deux at 

rehearsal number 101). The silk curtain descends once more 

as they move "upward." The Dark Angel draws Orpheus' lyre 

from him, leaving him alone with Eurydice. During their Pas 

de Deux (Andante sostenuto) the three glowing monoliths 

descend slowly. Eurydice cajoles Orpheus at first. She then 

teases and tempts him, then pleads. He covers his eyes with 

his arm as extra insurance for the mask, but she persists. 

She tries to peer under the mask and leaps about playfully 

again, falling at his ankles so that he must feel about in 

the air to find her. He leads, then drags her as she becomes 

more insistent. Finally he yanks off the mask and she falls 

lifeless at his feet. He bends down to embrace her but she 

is dragged from him back into Hades. He is alone--no 

Eurydice, no Dark Angel, no lyre (Moderate assai). 

Scene Three. Orpheus grieves alone but for a moment. The 

Leader of the Bacchantes leaps onto the stage and rages at 

him, stamping her feet (Vivace). Her nine Bacchantes enter 

and "fly" at Orpheus in fury. They drag him down and 

surround him. Clutching the mask he struggles and breaks 



291 

away, but they chase and capture him. The Leader takes the 

mask and waves it about wildly. As Orpheus weakens under the 

Bacchantes' blows, they drag him to the green mound. In a 

final gesture he stretches his arms in a cruciform as they 

pummel him, ripping off his arms, first left then right, and 

finally tear off his head. They then toss his dismembered 

body behind the mound and exit leaping in triumph. 

Third Scene 

Epilogue. Apollo enters carrying a large golden head of 

Orpheus, wearing the mask, its mouth open as if in song 

(Lento sostenuto). He draws lyre music from the head's 

mouth, cradles it in his arms, then places it at the foot of 

the mound. He gestures to call forth the lyre, and from 

behind the mound it rises to take its place in the heavens. 

As Apollo exits a single spotlight illuminates the lyre. The 

final curtain falls. 

Noguchi balanced his own concept of the meaning of the 

Orpheus legend with the concept of the production as 

Balanchine and Stravinsky envisioned it. His costumes are 

body suits augmented by attributes which identify each 

character. Orpheus is in pale gold with a thick red cord of 

life twisting about his body. The Dark Angel is in darker 

gold with a thick black cord of death twisting about him. He 

also wears a close-fitting black cap with a similar black 

cord hanging in front of his face. Eurydice wears pale tan 
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with prominent white circles indicating her breasts and belly 

(primitive symbols of fertility). Her hair is long and 

crowned with two small horns. The leader of the Bacchantes 

is in reddish brown as are her followers. Her hair is long 

and red; theirs is also long, some red, some blond. Orpheus' 

Thracian friends are in beige and light brown. The man has a 

light brown cord like Orpheus' twined about him. The women 

have the same white circles for breasts and belly as 

Eurydice. The Satyr and Nature Spirits are in brown. He has 

white goat horns and a number of white protrusions like small 

phallic symbols placed seemingly at random about his chest 

and arms. The Nature Spirits wear belts of twigs to indicate 

that they are wood nymphs. 

In Hades the Furies and the Lost Souls wear grey. Their 

heads are covered in grey stocking masks. Large protrusions 

hang from their bodies--long for the Furies and somewhat 

shorter for the tormented Souls. The protrusions respond 

with every movement of their arms and legs. Their movement 

intensifies the impression of hair bristling in fear or 

excitement. The supernumberary. Hades, is in black with 

white protrusions like those of the other inhabitants of his 

realm. From his mouth there extend five red "arms" like 

flames. Apollo is in gold, a golden cord like rays of the 

sun draping his arms, legs, and waist. His head is crowned 

with a golden wreath. 
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Three elements determine the shape and dynamism of Orohee: 

darkness, motion, and interruption. The three basic elements 

weave together the dramatic tapestry of the scenario. 

Darkness pervades the stage from the initial curtain to the 

last. Noguchi's lighting is chiefly deep blues and greys. 

He uses unlighted spaces between objects and dancers to 

strengthen the effect of cosmic space. The darkness is 

broken only by shafts of light illuminating dancers, lyre, 

monoliths, and mound. For Orpheus, Apollo, and the monoliths 

that light is golden. For others it is subdued by blues and 

browns. The exception is a shaft of blue light which 

penetrates into Hades at the moment Orpheus and Eurydice 

reunite. Streaming down a slender beam is the light from 

distant earth, as if their joining suddenly opened the hidden 

entrance. 

Just as Noguchi conceived "space as sculpture"2^0 

Stravinsky conceived space between tones as important as the 

tones themselves. The wide voicing of his harmonies is of 

equal value with his choice of chord color. Melodically, the 

sudden octave displacement of the s. in the harp's opening 

Phrygian mode creates a jolt, a sharp pang. While the mode 

itself suggests lament, it is the tone displacement which 

creates the despair. 

240 Noguchi, 272 
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There is darkness in Stravinsky's choice of dynamic 

levels. The score is marked throughout with mezza voce and 

ggttO YQCg. Even in the harried dance of the Furies, the 

volume of the music is subdued. The music is punctuated by 

sudden volume at the Bacchantes' dance in Scene Three; but 

even here there are no great crashing chords in the manner of 

Le Sacre du Printemos or cymbals and snare drums as in 

L'Histoire du Soldat. Stravinsky's description of the Furies 

as "the Gestapo of Hell" explains his choice of somber, 

menacing music which he requires to be "always soft, because 

the scene is dark. "2̂ 1 in contrast the solemn moment of 

apotheosis in the Epilogue is quiet and serene with 

shimmering major chords, light which penetrates the darkness 

of the earlier minor tonalities. 

The darkness naturally affects the choreography. Dancers 

move in and out of shadows. On earth in Scene One Orpheus' 

friends move slowly as if in a funeral procession, heads 

bowed. Their consoling consists of the single gesture of 

placing a hand briefly on Orpheus' shoulder. The Dark Angel 

enters in the up stage darkness and insinuates himself into 

the light surrounding Orpheus. The black cords suggest 

shadow even as he moves in the light. In Hades the Furies 

and Souls move about in varying tones of shadow, for nowhere 

24lcraft, 267 
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is there bright light. Their movements are those of people 

lost in the darkness. Even when Orpheus and the Dark Angel 

arrive they do not bring light as in some versions of the 

ancient legend. Orpheus' mask portrays his inner blindness--

he cannot see beyond his grief. None of the characters 

appear to establish eye contact. They move as if they cannot 

see each other. Even when Orpheus looks at the Dark Angel he 

does not focus on him, but seems to gaze past him. 

Motion and its absolute antithesis govern the settings, 

the music, and the dance as fully as the darkness. Noguchi's 

monoliths, in keeping with his sculpture theory, appear at 

first heavy, recalling the great stone circles of pre

history. This is the time of shamans and sun-worship when 

the gods were young. But at the interludes these great 

weights rise. Their slow, steady levitation creates the 

illusion that the stage is descending or rising. The giant 

white silk curtain creates the "Between-worlds" passage. It 

undulates constantly as the figures struggle through the 

passage, first Orpheus and the Dark Angel, then Orpheus and 

Eurydice. Its transparency discloses the glowing monoliths 

as they rise and descend. 

Noguchi's costumes enhance the dancers' movements as well 

as they identify their characters. The Satyr's many phalli, 

the Furies' and Souls' bristly protrusions, and the 

Bacchantes' long hair contrast severely with the still cords 
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and light rays which entwine around Orpheus, the Dark Angel, 

and Apollo. Noguchi seems to have designed the costumes for 

Dionysian and Apollonian contrast, the unrestrained versus 

the rational. Though Orpheus' grief is unrestrained, he is 

nevertheless clearly identified with his father Apollo, 

dressed as he is in sun-gold. His movements, however, are 

restrained. Even in his moments of wildest grief in the 

first Air de Dan.gp his limbs seem heavy. They reflect the 

weight of the ceremonial monoliths behind him. One of the 

strongest effects in the ballet is Orpheus' stillness at the 

opening of Scene One. Balanchine reiterates the stillness 

when Orpheus and the Dark Angel enter Hades and stand 

motionless during the Pas d'Action of the Furies and the 

Souls. The final moment of stillness is the tableau at the 

ballet's end as the lyre reaches its place in the heavens and 

hangs suspended in Apollo's golden light. 

The action and inaction of the ballet derive from 

Stravinsky's ingenious score. It is not enough to state the 

tempo indications as they appear in the above scenario. 

There are many highlights which will illustrate his treatment 

of the essential element, motion--essential because both 

dance and music are temporal arts. The opening harp solo 

repeats the broken Phrygian mode over the string chorale and 

suggests the broken song of Orpheus. Just as he appears 

motionless, the repetitious motive confines the music to one 



297 

spot, one melodic idea. The woodwinds begin Orpheus' song to 

fluttering tremolos from the flutes and violins, but quickly 

stop. 

Stravinsky identifies each of his three principal 

characters musically not with Leitmotiv, but with his 

instrumentation Since medieval times the viol, later violin, 

has been a symbol of Orpheus. In Stravinsky's Orohee the 

violin is Orpheus' musical attribute. When Orpheus dances 

his first Air de Danse. a violin carries the theme. The 

trumpet is the Dark Angel's attribute. His first entrance is 

heralded by a soft trumpet call. When he and Orpheus dance 

together the violin and trumpet play in counterpoint. At the 

apotheosis, however, the two instruments play in unison above 

the horns' fugue--Orpheus and the Dark Angel are joined now 

in Death. The fugue, representing mortality, is broken by 

the harp. The harp is the lyre's attribute, for the lyre, 

not Eurydice, is the third major character in the ballet. 

Its song is first heard before the curtain rises. It lies at 

Orpheus' feet as he stands frozen in grief, but still its 

song is heard. After Orpheus' death Apollo places the lyre 

in the heavens, and when the fugue and the cantus firmus of 

the unison trumpet and violin die out, the lyre plays on. 

With their Orohee ballet Stravinsky, Balanchine, and 

Noguchi have presented the final element in the Orpheus 

legend--the oracle. Beyond the garden, beyond the song, 
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beyond the poet's immortal fame, the oracle prophesies. When 

Apollo places Orpheus' singing head on the island of Lesbos, 

here the hillock, he creates the oracle of Orpheus. Then he 

places the lyre as a constellation in the heavens. Noguchi 

raises the lyre in a garland--a frame shaped like the 

mathematical symbol of infinity. The ancient story is 

complete. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

After 2500 years Orpheus' appeal has not dimmed. It is to 

Orpheus that designers and sculptors often turn when 

commissioned to pride a fitting subject for the facade of 

courtyard of a new concert hall whether in Stockholm, Sweden, 

or Temple, Texas. In Stockholm Carl Milles' expressionistic 

fountain depicts Orpheus playing his lyre as he savagely 

manipulates the tormented figures which surround him. Among 

them is a grimacing Beethoven. In Temple Richard Hunt's 

futuristic bronze raises the lyre as if it were a cross-bow, 

challenging the heavens. 

Orpheus has been used to instigate social change. In 

Brazil Vittorio de Moraes recreated the story of Orpheus and 

Eurydice as Orfeu Negru. an ethnic tale of two lovers in the 

city of Salvadore, Bahia, during Carnaval. When Marcel Camus 

adapted de Moraes' play for film, he set the story in the 

favellas (shanty towns) above Rio de Janeiro. To his 

statement on the conditions of the poor in Brazil's old 

capitol, he added a statement about bureaucracy's inadequacy 

to help them. When Orpheus goes to the hall of records 

after Eurydice's death, he finds only a janitor sweeping a 

pile of forms along a corridor. The janitor tells him that 

people are not found there, but are lost there. 

299 
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Oscar Kokoschka wrote his play, Eurvdike und Oroheus. a 

pair of doomed contemporary lovers, during a long period of 

psychotherapy following World War I. Kokoschka had been 

severly wounded and, presumed dead, was left among the 

corpses on a frozen battlefield for three days. He had been 

emotional devastated by his lover Alma Mahler who refused to 

bear his child. The shrewish Eurydike is fashioned after 

her; the wounded Orpheus is Kokoschka himself. Ernst Krenek 

set the play as an opera in 1928. Recently Philip Glass' 

opera based upon Cocteau's screenplay for Orohee premiered in 

New York City. 

Jacques Lipschitz sculpted his dynamic bronze Orpheus as a 

celebration of the end of the German occupation of France in 

World War II and the liberation of the Jews from 

concentration camps. In contrast, Jean Lurcat and Nikolaus 

Svolinsky created traditional tapestries depicting Orpheus 

charming the animals about him. Maurice Bejart's 1952 

musique concrete ballet, Orphee, thrust into the future; the 

national ballet of Brazil adapted de Moraes' Orfeu Negru as a 

ballet reaching into the folklorisitic past of the people of 

Bahia. 

It is not so much his strength of character as the 

versatility of his many characteristics which has made 

Orpheus a fit subject for so great a variety of artworks as 

those chronicled here. One could scarcely study the history 
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of European art, music, or literature thoroughly without 

discovering some work on the subject of Orpheus. Just as 

certainly, it would be difficult to study early Christian 

history or medieval literature without encountering Orpheus. 

The ancient/contemporary character of Orpheus has bent to 

suit each new age. In the beginning he was an historical 

figure who represented the best which man might hope to 

achieve. He symbolized man's strength of will to confront 

the gods. He controlled nature with his perfected musical 

skill. Finally, he defied mortality. Orpheus was a man whom 

the ordinary Greek believed in even when Aristotle and other 

philosophers claimed he never existed. The common man seemed 

loathe to dismiss the great hero. Thus the legend persisted. 

Orpheus' connection to the gods had made him the logical 

choice as a founder with a claim to authenticity for sixth 

century B.C.E. religious reformers in Greece. Two centuries 

later it seemed just as logical for the soothsayers and 

amulet salesmen of Greece to claim that their power came from 

Orpheus. When he became the subject of literature in Rome's 

Augustan Age, he was still the center of superstitious 

practices in Alexandria and beyond. He was ready for the 

syncretism of old pagan and new Christian beliefs. The brief 

resurgence of paganism under Julian II resulted in Orphic 

worship centers in Roman Britain and on the Island of Rhodes. 

ie>v 
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As Christianity matured, medieval theologians, seeking to 

reconcile ancient philosophy with their new doctrines, 

moralized the stories in Ovid's Metamomhoĉ p.c;. Through eight 

centuries of editing, Orpheus' character was freed of his 

theological connections. He emerged from the Middle Ages a 

courtly lover, once again the symbol of man's best 

characteristics. 

Renaissance philosophers found in Orpheus the civilizer of 

man's more beastly qualities. Renaissance poets called on 

Orpheus as if it were he, and not his mother Kalliope, who 

was the Muse. Orpheus graced seventeenth century landscape 

paintings and provided the romantic subject for seventeenth 

century operas. He became a buffoon for eighteenth century 

farces and the reformer for eighteenth century opera. 

Romantic poets responded to his passion. Symbolist poets 

found in him the ideal synthesis of the arts. 

In the twentieth century, Orpheus' Protean versatility has 

served artists seeking an alter ego for self-expression in 

their works. Whether in the intensely personal, 

autobiographical film of Jean Cocteau or in the detached 

neoclassicism of Stravinsky's ballet, Orpheus expresses the 

artist's hope for immortality. Whether in the refuge of 

Klee's multicultural garden or in the agony of metamorphosis 

of Zadkine's musician-turned-lyre, Orpheus expresses the 

artist's desire for fulfillment in this life. 
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So, who is Orpheus? Is there one authentic personality or 

one authentic representation? The answer must be an 

emphatic, "no." Just as there is no single ancient source 

for all the elements of the Orpheus legend, there is no one 

authentic personality. Orpheus is whomever the artist 

envisions him to be. Each of the representations, however 

experimental or classical, personal or universal its 

approach, is an authentic representation. 

Orpheus is indeed "famous" as Ibykos said. Remarkably, 

through twenty-five centuries and more of evolution Orpheus 

is still the shaman, still the poet/musician, still the 

lover, still the oracular head. 
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