
While the sound of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring may have been new and overwhelming at 
the time—seen in fact, as a starting point for 20th-century music—it can also be viewed as 
the final stage in a development because of its massive orchestra consisting of no fewer 
than 20 woodwinds, 18 brass, 2 timpanists, 4 percussionists, and a large string section. The 
music was newer than new, the rhythm percussive, yet the aim and result were still 
Beräuschung—intended to overwhelm and propel the listener to the heights of ecstasy in a 
way still rooted in works by composers like Scriabin. In that sense, the Rite of Spring can still 
be seen as "romantic." 

Yet Igor Stravinsky was ready to leave all that behind. His next work, Svadebka (also known 
as Les Noces or The Wedding), may represent the most radical step in Stravinsky's artistic 
career. But the search for a completely new, crystal-clear, and “detached” sound gave him a 
lot of headaches. In addition to the vocal parts, he considered various combinations of 
instruments. He contemplated using mechanical instruments such as the pianola (or player 
piano), but recoiled (rightly so) from the enormous practical challenges of coordinating 
singers with a machine. He also asked the Pleyel company to supply him with Luthéals—
pianos with an extra mechanism for imitating the sound of the cimbalom, a Hungarian folk 
instrument. However, as is often the case, artistic vision ran into insurmountable practical 
problems. In the end, just three months before the premiere, Stravinsky settled on an 
ensemble consisting of four pianos and seven percussionists, together with a choir and four 
vocal soloists. 

Even though this group of instruments was unprecedented and original at the time, some 
could not shake the thought that Stravinsky had also worked on other, perhaps even more 
outlandish, orchestrations of the piece. Peppie Wiersma, percussionist and artistic 
trailblazer, was one. She asked Theo Verbey to complete Stravinsky's original version, which 
included two cimbaloms and pianola. Theo was a composer uniquely suited to identifying 
and working out the rules and unique qualities of a particular style or a specific composer. 
His strategy in completing this 1919 version of Les Noces was to get under Stravinsky’s skin, 
as it were, to lean in as closely as possible to the way the master himself might have done it. 
One might think such an approach is nothing more than slavish imitation or a dry theoretical 
exercise. Yet, in fact, it is an act of imagination and vision—an attempt to listen with 
Stravinsky’s ears. It was an act born of intense study, and above all, a profound love of 
Stravinsky’s work. The 1919 version of Les Noces, as completed by Theo Verbey, links aptly 
with Stravinsky’s retort to critics who claimed he had in Pulcinella defiled the work of old 
masters by reworking it: “You respect. I love.” 
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