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[Introduction]

     Stravinsky’s insistently exploratory creative mind never produced anything more unusual than Abraham and Isaac. Mere description is eyebrow-raising: the work is a self-styled ‘sacred ballad’, setting the biblical story for solo baritone and chamber orchestra in the original Hebrew, and composed in the highly personal serial idiom which Stravinsky had adapted from Schoenberg and Webern.

     Syntax and etymology, both verbal and musical, were Stravinskian fascinations. He possessed and liked to peruse a formidable collection of dictionaries in several languages, hunting down associations between words in the same way that his laser-like ear operated musically. (As his musical assistant Robert Craft remembered, on a recent visit to London: ‘Stravinsky could spend three days looking for one note.’) Abraham and Isaac is a remarkable example of its composer’s instinct for extreme resonance of musical thinking combined with extreme economy of means. And the technical challenge of composing something in Hebrew was clearly irresistible.

     The solo baritone’s syllabic narrative is varied and animated in a number of different ways: by shorter or longer legato phrases, smoother or spikier articulation, the contrast between narrow and wide melodic intervals, and by the asymmetric rhythms which had always been Stravinsky’s trademark – rhythms which he now found were released naturally for him by the processes of serial technique. His use of the orchestra is if anything even more striking. There is nothing resembling conventional ‘accompaniment’, let alone a conventional tutti. Instead, changing groups of instruments provide a musical commentary which is mostly melodic, although harmony and chords are deployed at strategic points. Sometimes the instruments are in dialogue with the voice part; sometimes they counterpoint it; sometimes they punctuate it; sometimes they seem to frame it like a picture. The austerity of means is undeniable, and to that extent demanding of the listener. But Stravinsky always insisted that the function of his music was ‘to present rather than to describe’. And like all the greatest artists, he knew that beauty is not true beauty unless it is bone-deep.

[Listener’s Guide]

     Even in this concentrated masterpiece of Stravinsky’s blink-and-you’ll-miss-it late style, a few landmarks are usefully prominent. In a brief introduction, violas and bassoon set the work moving (and also present the twelve-note series out of which it’s constructed). Abraham’s and his son’s approach towards the place of sacrifice is marked by the purposeful tread of an orchestral interlude for low brass and woodwind. As the angel speaks to Abraham out of heaven, a low tuba and high flute play in canon by inversion – a device perhaps signifying (rather than illustrating) divine intervention. Soon after, the ram ‘caught in a thicket by his horns’ seems to be represented (for all the composer’s apparent denial – see his quotation) by similarly tangled thickets and trills on clarinet and bassoon. And Stravinsky the supreme master of the coda never came up with more beautiful closing bars than these, as a solo viola accompanies Abraham on his journey to Beersheba.
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QUOTE:

‘Though the verses are sometimes expressed in dialogue form in the Bible, my setting does not impersonate the protagonists, but tells the whole story through the baritone-narrator…The vocal line is partly melismatic (bel-cantor), partly an interval-speech of single syllables. I do not wish the listener any luck in discovering musical descriptions or illustrations: to my knowledge none was composed, and as I see it the notes themselves are the end of the road…Of the multiple origins of every work, the most important is the least easy to describe. I must say, however, that the initial stimulus came to me with the discovery of Hebrew as sound. But there was a strong extra-musical motivation, too: I wished to leave a token of gratitude to the people of Israel, to whom the score is dedicated, for their generous hospitality during my tour of their country in 1962.’

Igor Stravinsky on Abraham and Isaac

[ends]

