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Introduction 

The Rondoletto from Stravinsky’s Sérénade en La, finished in 1925 during his 

neoclassical period, exhibits musical analogs of the visual symmetry transformations of 

neoclassical cubist painter Juan Gris. The Rondoletto contains six instances of “fracture” in 

which the ear is suddenly and unexpectedly reoriented into a different tonal space for a period of 

a few seconds. These six fractures fall into two cubist categories. Fractures 1, 3, and 5 resemble 

Gris’s use of glide reflections, in which an object is reflected over an imaginary axis and then 

moved alongside that axis to a different quadrant of the painting. Fractures 2 and 4 resemble 

Gris’s use of rotational symmetries, in which an object or group of objects appears twice, once in 

its main presentation, and again nearby in ghosted form, rotated to portray a different 

perspective. 

I will discuss these moments of fracture in detail and demonstrate how the two types of 

fracture relate to the two types of Gris’ classical cubist techniques. The purpose of this 

discussion will be to highlight structural similarities between Stravinsky’s neoclassical Serenade 

and Gris’s neoclassical cubist paintings rather than to make a case that either artist influenced the 

other, though as the two likely knew of each others’ work, such a proposition is not out of the 

question. This comparison in turn will highlight ways in which structural principles can cross 

artistic modes, and how these two artists’ approaches to fusing modernism and classicism share 

underlying similarities. 

Many critics and writers have made the comparison between Stravinsky’s music and the 

techniques of cubist painters such as Picasso. John Kraglund made one of the earliest written 

examples of this comparison when he said that “Stravinsky was to music what Picasso is to art,” 
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in an obituary published the morning after Stravinsky’s death.1 In an interview published shortly 

after his father’s death, Soulima Stravinsky also authorized such a comparison, saying: 

I took [the connection between Stravinsky’s music and Picasso] for granted for a long time, and it is still 

for me absolutely valid; because I could see, at least for a long period of time, the same evolution. Cubism 

is very close, in its simplification of forms, to certain concepts of my father's music in Le Sacre, even in 

L'Histoire du Soldat. It's no wonder that they collaborated on Pulcinella because Picasso did the same 

thing. All of a sudden all these extremely harsh lines and traits were leading, with the addition of this 

dramatic experience—traumatic, I would say—back to more ancient forms. They found in them an artistic 

re-identification and—because they were great creators—a new style which people accepted, and which 

was called neoclassicism.2 

 

The comparison is often made because Stravinsky’s juxtaposed blocks of non-goal-

oriented musical material, each highly differentiated by such musical parameters as 

instrumentation, range, pitch collection, mode, texture, etc., relate in intuitive ways to the 

fragmented, multi-dimensional yet flattened quality of cubist paintings. Also, Stravinsky and 

Picasso were close friends.  

Despite the fact that these writers have paired Stravinsky with Picasso when making the 

Cubist comparison, the Sérénade en LA shares more structural similarities with the work of Juan 

Gris. In his 2012 article, James Mai discusses Juan Gris’s symmetry-based approach to Cubist 

painting.3 He highlights several of Gris’s symmetry transformations as evidence as to why Gris 

was considered the “classical Cubist” as opposed to Picasso and Braque, whose styles reacted 

against classical symmetry more so than working within it. Juan Gris was born in Madrid and 

moved to France in 1906, taking up residency in the same building as Picasso and other artists. 

                                                
1 Tom Gordon, “The Cubist Metaphor: Picasso in Stravinsky Criticism” Current Musicology 40 (1985): 22. Gordon 
also offers several other examples of the Picasso-Stravinsky comparison in Stravinsky criticism.   
2 Soulima Stravinsky et al., “Stravinsky (1882-1971): A Composer’s Memorial” Perspectives of New Music 9.2-10.1 
(Spring/Summer-Autumn/Winter 1971): 24-25. 
3 Mai, “Juan Gris’ Compositional Symmetry Transformations” in Bridges 2012: Mathematics, Music, Art, 
Architecture, Culture, edited by Robert Bosch, Douglas McKenna, and Reza Sarhangi (Phoenix: Tessellations, 
2012), 283-90. 
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The birth of Cubism occurred right around this time, beginning with Picasso’s 1907 Les 

demoiselles d’Avignon. Mai discusses Cubism’s place as reaction against classical notions of 

perspective, proportion, and symmetry, stating,  

While some artists and art movements prior to Cubism distorted, exaggerated, flattened, or otherwise made 

that space unusual, Cubism went farther than any preceding movement in art to dismantle Renaissance 

space and replace it with not just an unfamiliar representation of objects and spaces, but ultimately an 

“impossible” two-dimensional construction of objects and spaces that cannot exist in three dimensions.4 

 

Mai goes on to discuss how such a breaking down of ordinary perspectives and 

symmetries characterized the styles of Picasso and Braque. However, by 1910 Gris was 

developing a much different Cubist style than that of either Picasso or Braque. His paintings by 

contrast were geometrically organized and exhibited complex symmetry transformations not 

practiced by any other Cubist of the time. Gris took the well established principles of reflective 

symmetry in painting and even rotational symmetry from the decorative arts and manipulated 

them to his own Cubist ends. This arguably places Gris’s modernist techniques in a more direct 

lineage from classical painting than those of Picasso or Braque.5 

 Simply based on the relationship to classical art history alone, Gris’s cubism seems a 

better analog of Stravinsky’s neoclassical period works. Stravinsky’s neoclassical style clearly 

references historical uses of tonality as well as mimicking Baroque keyboard figuration and 

historical formal structures. Upon closer study, Stravinsky’s Sérénade, and the Rondoletto 

movement in particular, also exhibit similar symmetry transformations to those of Gris. These 

ideas are supported by the fact that Stravinsky says the Sérénade operates around an axis of 

sound:  

                                                
4 Mai, “Gris’ Compositional Symmetry,” 284. 
5 Mai, Gris’ Compositional Symmetry,” 285. 
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[...] The four movements constituting the piece are united under the title Serenade, in imitation of 

the Nachtmusik of the eighteenth century, which was usually commissioned by patron princes for 

various festive occasions, and included, as did the suites, an indeterminate number of pieces.  

 
Whereas these compositions were written for ensembles of instruments of greater or less 

importance, I wanted to condense mine into a small polyphonic instrument. In these pieces I 

represented some of the most typical moments of this kind of musical fête. I began with a solemn 

entry, a sort of hymn; this I followed by a solo for ceremonial homage paid by the artist to the 

guests; the third part, rhythmical and sustained, took the place of the various kinds of dance music 

intercalated in accordance with the manner of the serenades and suites of the period; and I ended 

with a sort of epilogue which was tantamount to an ornate signature with numerous carefully 

inscribed flourishes. I had definite purpose in calling my composition Sérénade en LA. The title 

does not refer to its tonality, but to the fact that I had made all the music revolve about an axis of 

sound which happened to be the LA.6 

 

Stravinsky’s words about the piece prove a helpful entry into the following analysis. The 

comparison of moments of fracture in the Rondoletto engages the idea that the movement is 

patterns of symmetries that involve A.  

 

Analysis 

The Rondoletto is the movement of the Sérénade that is the most tonally centered on A. It 

follows the typical structure of a miniature eighteenth-century rondo thematically, though not in 

terms of key areas. There are several moments of “fracture” in the movement in which the ear is 

suddenly and unexpectedly reoriented into a new tonal space for a period of a few seconds before 

being returned without transition to the original A-major tonality as if nothing had happened.7 

                                                
6 Quoted in Bonna J. Boettcher, A Study of Stravinsky’s Sonate pour Piano (1924) and Sérénade en LA: A 
Performer’s Analysis and Comparison, (New York: Edwin Mellen, 1991), 29-30.  
7 Joseph Straus has noted the tendency of individual blocks of Stravinsky’s music to be part of larger continuous 
musical forms; for example, he argues for a large-scale motivic coherence of these blocks in the “Hymne” from the 
Sérénade. My approach is different. I do not find it necessary to explain the moments of fracture as part of a larger 
and more important continuity. See Straus, “The Problem of Coherence in Stravinsky’s Sérénade en la,” Theory and 
Practice 12 (1987): 3-10. 
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The primary reason for the immediate sensation of fracture or breakage is a sudden change in 

pitch collection. Pitches foreign to the underlying tonality are presented immediately at the outset 

of a fracture, and pitches shared between the two collections have changed tonal qualia.8 These 

sections of fracture all feature Baroque bariolage figuration, save the sixth and final fracture, 

which is unique in several regards. The fracture sections therefore fit into their surroundings as 

far as idiomatic neo-classical or neo-baroque keyboard figuration goes; it is the pitch collection 

and tonal centers that make these sections sound like something in the music has suddenly 

broken off and shifted. The formal structure is outlined as follows, with the Rondoletto’s formal 

sections in white, and the six fractures in gray: 

 

A Fr. 
1 

B A Fr. 2 Fr. 
3 

Fr. 4 C A Fr. 5 Fr. 6 

1-27 17-
19 

28-52 53-88 67 72-
74 

81.5-
84 

89-107 108-
129 

110-
112.5 

117-
122 

A 
major 

 C major, 
mod 

A 
major 

   G minor, 
mod 

A 
major 

  

 

Figure 1: Formal Diagram 

The fractures can be grouped into two categories, each corresponding to a Grisian 

symmetry transformation. The first, third, and fifth fractures correspond to glide reflections, and 

the second and fourth fractures correspond to rotational symmetry transformations. Each of these 

two types of transformations will receive its own discussion. The sixth and final fracture does not 

adequately fit either of these categories and will be treated briefly on its own at the end. 

 

                                                
8 Tonal qualia refers to the perceived scale-degree quality of pitches in tonal and neo-tonal music. See Steven Rings, 
Tonality and Transformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 41-49. 
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Glide Reflections 

The Rondoletto opens with the A-major theme, which includes the initial dotted eighth-

sixteenth melody and the following bariolage scalar motive.9 The left hand falls into a 

Stravinskian vamping arpeggiation technique consisting largely of C# minor triads in various 

inversion connected by passing B minor triads.10. Despite the fact that the left hand is not 

creating functional harmony, the A-major tonality of this first section is unmistakable because of 

the scale degree qualia of the right hand opening melody as well as the overall pitch collection, 

which the left hand never leaves during its running sixteenth notes. 

The first fracture occurs in mm. 17-19 of the Rondoletto. Whereas the tonality up until 

this point has been undeniably in A major, on the downbeat of m. 17, suddenly the collection 

changes to that of C# harmonic minor. The right hand begins with precisely the two pitches of C# 

harmonic minor that are foreign to A major: D# and B#. Examined by itself, the right hand 

bariolage figuration in mm. 17-18.1 exudes C# minor’s dominant (either V, vii, or both) and 

takes on the scale degree qualia [ ^2^7^6^7^5 ^7^4^7^4^2^2^7^5]. Instead of arpeggiating G#7, however, the left 

hand remains caught between two tonal worlds, and arpeggiates C# minor during the entirety of 

mm. 17-19. This creates the disorienting sound of simultaneous tonic and dominant triads amidst 

                                                
9 The use of such an idiomatic string figure in keyboard music recalls the early organ toccatas of Johann Sebastian 
Bach. 
10 The pairing of A major and C# minor is similar to Joseph Straus’ theory of tonal axes in Stravinsky’s music. 
Straus argues that in a number of Stravinsky’s neo-classical works, a referential sonority consisting of overlapping 
major and minor triads acts as a structural force. Individual harmonic streams confirm one or other tonality and the 
pieces generally progress from one center to another. See Straus, “Stravinsky’s Tonal Axis” Journal of Music 
Theory 26.2 (Autumn 1982): 261-90. While Straus talks about later pieces in his article, and the Sérénade does not 
meet Straus’ critera completely, the juxtaposition of A major and C# minor in the A section may represent an early 
version of the technique Strauss is talking about. 
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classic Baroque figuration. However, further disorientation results from the fact that the ear has 

not fully left the A-diatonic context of the previous sixteen measures, as C# minor is merely 

iii/A.  

 
Figure 2: Fracture 1, Sérénade en La: Rondoletto, mm. 15-21 
 
Midway through this first fracture, at the second sixteenth note of m. 18.2, there is a 

secondary break. The left hand continues its C# minor arpeggios, but the right hand slips 

downward into a white key tonality. Heard by itself, the right hand here sounds like a dominant 

function chord in A minor, but due to its placement as a secondary break and to the non-

functioning C# minor arpeggios still continuing in the left hand, it is more difficult to tell the 

scale degree qualia of the right hand. During the entirety mm. 17-19, the ear may pick up on 

some of the tonal pulls and paradoxes, especially the right hand, as it is the only part of this 

fracture that has tonal tendency qualities, but at the same time, there are so many tonal 
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contradictions that the passage stuns the ear and becomes flattened despite its 

multidimensionality.  

Upon deeper inspection, this first fracture bears a striking similarity to Juan Gris’s 

classical cubist glide reflections. Glide reflections, also known as “transflections,” are reflective 

symmetry transformations with translation. In this transformation, an object is reflected over an 

axis and then moved along that axis. Mai shows how Gris uses glide reflections in his 1917 

painting Fruit Bowl on Checkered Cloth, in the diagrams reproduced below.11 

 
Figure 3.1: Juan Gris, “Fruit 
Bowl on Checkered Cloth” 
1917. 

Figure 3.2: Checkered cloth 
and other significant 
compositional shapes.  

Figure 3.3: Shapes from 
lower half reflected and 
translated to upper half. 
 

Figure 3: Gris’s Use of Glide Reflections, from Mai 2012 

In this painting, Gris has produced a glide reflection by flipping objects from the lower 

left quadrant over the horizontal midline of the work and sliding them upward along the line into 

the upper right quadrant (or vice versa). Thus the checkered table and other objects and shadows 

                                                
11 Images and captions appear as Figures 6-8 in Mai 2012. 
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in the lower left match the fruit and other parts of the painting in the upper right. This produces a 

result that is fractured and abstract, yet settled and balanced. 

Stravinsky’s passage exhibits a similar transformation in the right hand. The left hand, 

during the transformation, remains static on C# minor arpeggios, remaining caught first between 

the previous A major material and the fracture’s opening C# minor, and then in the “wrong” key 

entirely when the fracture’s right hand switches to A minor. The beginning of the first fracture in 

m. 17’s right hand is a transformation of the portion of the Rondoletto theme that begins on E5, 

ending the bariolage scalar motive. This musical figure is iterated numerous times throughout the 

movement, including in m. 16, immediately before the fracture. At m. 17, the transformation has 

been accomplished by shifting the original pitches downward to possess qualia [ ^2^7^6^7^5^7^4^7^4^2^2^7^5] 

in C# minor. A second transformation of the figure begins on D#5 in m. 18. It opens in the same 

key as the first transformation but then begins to shift again, this time toward A minor.  

 

Figure 4: Transformation of m. 16 Motive into mm. 17-18 by Translation 

The above transformation is analogous to translation in visual art. In the medium of 

music, the analog of visual translation can be accomplished by chromatic or diatonic 

transposition of a musical object, by changing to a different mode,  and/or by transposition of 
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tonal qualia (with or without transposition of pitches). Stravinsky has created a fascinating aural 

phenomenon by forcing the pitches into a new mode (from major to harmonic minor), changing 

their qualia (from [ ^5^3^1^3^6^1] to [ ^2^7^6^7^5^7]), yet leaving the pitch A4 at least momentarily intact. 

Halfway through m. 18, the second part of the glide reflection begins. Measures 18.2-19 

are a reflected and translated mirror image of the A-major scalar motive in mm. 15-16. The 

original scalar motive iterates scale degrees 1-5 in A major, with a bariolage pedal of A. If these 

pitches were to be reflected over the A axis, maintaining the size in semitones of all scalar 

intervals, the result, descending from A, would be A, G, F, E, D, which are the first five pitches 

of the descending melodic minor scale. If these pitches are then translated diatonically down two 

scale steps, the final resulting pitches are F, E, D, B, and C, enharmonically equivalent to the 

descending pitches in mm. 18.2-19.  

 

 

Figure 5: Transformation of m. 15 Scalar Motive into m. 18 Motive by Reflection 

and Additional Translation 

A few points about this part of the transformation need to be addressed. Note that the G# 

on the second beat of 18 is not part of this transformation; it is a pivot pitch that belongs both to 
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the dominant of C# and that of A and helps establish the qualia in A minor of the following 

white-key pitches. Note also that based on the way the pitches fall on the page, it appears on first 

glance that the scalar motive has been inverted around E rather than A, followed by translation. 

However, there is no way to perform an inversion around E followed by diatonic or uniform 

chromatic transposition such that the pitches F, E, D, C, and B are produced. Neither simply 

reversing the ascending notes of the scalar motive nor treating E as an axis in the way that was 

done with A above produces this end result after translation. Also, because of the construction of 

the transformation, in order to match the contour of the ascending scalar motive, the new 

bariolage pedal needed to be B4, an octave above the final descending pitch. Thus the bariolage 

pedal does not itself participate in the same pitch transformation as the moving notes of the 

scalar motive, but rather is a product of the end result of the transformation. 

The third fracture, in mm. 72-74, behaves exactly the same way as this first fracture. The 

fifth fracture, interrupting the final return of the Rondoletto theme in mm. 110-112.1, is also very 

similar, so they will not be treated separately. 

 

Rotational Symmetry Transformations 

Fractures 2 and 4 exhibit a structural similarity to Gris’s rotational symmetry 

transformations. In the right hand of mm. 64-66, immediately preceding Fracture 2, is a tonal 

progression that falls into a type of circle-of-fifths progression by the third harmony: B minor, F# 

minor, E minor, A minor, D major, and G major (G} including the F in the bass). Here the left 

hand loosely participates in the tonal progression, outlining important pitches from the right 

hand’s harmony. Fracture 2 occurs in mm. 67, and already in m. 68 the A major scalar motive 
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has returned. This time the static bariolage pedal during the fracture is G#, which is different 

from Fracture 1, but other than that, Fracture 2 is just like m. 18.5-19 of Fracture 1, which was 

just used as an example to show the reflectional part of the glide transformation. The same 

descending notes alternate with the bariolage pedal: F, E, D, C, and B, and the left hand is stuck 

on C# minor arpeggios.  

 

Figure 6: Fracture 2 and Preceding Circle-of-Fifths Progression 

Even though it is so similar to a portion of Fracture 1, however, because of its function 

and the different way it interrupts and causes the feeling of sudden hard-lined breakage, this 

fracture exhibits the musical corollary to Grisian rotational symmetry transformations rather than 

glide reflections. If the quasi-modal circle of fifths progression were to have been permitted to 

continue, the harmony that would have followed G major or G} would have been C, but instead 

we have a fracture. The right hand in m. 67 is, like mm. 18.2-19, exuding dominant function in A 
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minor. This time that perceived function is even stronger because of the use of G# as the 

bariolage pedal; every note of the Vii[} chord in A minor is present and prominently featured. 

Stravinsky has basically copied and pasted a slightly altered version of mm. 18.2-19 here to 

interrupt this otherwise fairly traditional circle-of-fifths progression. 

Fracture 4 similarly interrupts a circle-of-fifths progression. At the end of the 

Rondoletto’s central A section, the right hand begins in m. 79.2 the skeleton of a miniature 

diatonic circle of fifths progression. Meanwhile, the left hand merely continues the previous 

texture with a static alternation between B minor and C# minor arpeggiated triads. In order for it 

to be a true circle of fifths progression, the A in the right hand of m. 79.2 would either need to be 

a G#, resulting in C# rather than A major harmony, but the contour would be the same. The 

harmonies in mm. 80-81.1 are F# minor, B minor, and E major. 

The fourth fracture begins suddenly halfway through m. 81.2 and lasts until 86. This 

fracture is different than the others discussed so far, although it does use the same bariolage 

technique as those previous examples. However, whereas the first four fractures at best exuded 

dominant harmony while at the same time being flattened and static, the fifth fracture is, 

paradoxically, both harmonically active and static at the same time. The right hand contains 

another skeleton of a circle-of-fifths progression, though with slightly different keyboard 

figuration as that in mm. 80-81. Also, the progression inside the fracture is a chromatic falling 

fifths sequence with a shifting tonal center instead of the diatonic falling fifths progression of 80-

81.  
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Figure 7: Fracture 4 and Preceding Circle-of-Fifths Progression 

The first branch of this sequence uses E, with a quale of ^6 in G# minor, as the bariolage 

pedal. The falling accented notes have qualia of [ ^4^3^2^1^7] in G# minor. The second leg of the 

sequence uses D#, quale ^6 in F# major, as the bariolage pedal, and [ ^4^3^2^1^7] in F# major as the 

falling pitches. The resolution of the implied D# dominant harmony of the first leg of the 
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sequence is virtually skipped; we may hear something like the hint of a resolution only in the 

first two sixteenths of m. 83: B and D# in the right hand and G# and B in the left (even though the 

left hand harmony for the entire beat is C# dominant). The second leg of the sequence clearly 

implies C# dominant seventh, with the [ ^4^3^2^1^7] falling pitches framing the tritone followed by 

C#} arpeggiation in m. 84. Even the left hand chimes in with a couple of glimpses of functional 

harmony with its C# dominant arpeggios in 83.1 and 84.2. In m. 85, suddenly we are in 

something like C major. Stravinsky used the C# dominant harmony to do a tritone substitution, a 

common jazz technique, to end up in C instead of F#.   

This fifth fracture sounds similar to the others because of the similar bariolage figuration, 

but in addition to its more active harmonic implications, it is also noteworthy if one examines 

where the original pre-fracture falling fifths progression would have gone had it not been broken 

by this fracture moment. This diatonic progression had ended up on E major in the first half of 

81. From there, imagine if the progression had continued through A}, D}, and G} instead of a 

tritone away on D#}, (G#m), and C#}. The sequence would have ended up naturally in C major in 

measure 85, sans tritone substitution.  

The tritone substitution technique is often used in jazz to either replace an expected 

dominant harmony (functional or not) with one whose root is a tritone away in order to 

reharmonize a melody, or to resolve an existing dominant harmony to the key a tritone away. In 

a way, Stravinsky has done the reverse of the former. Instead of using the tritone substitution to 



Komschlies 16 

reharmonize part of a melody as in jazz, he has forced the melody to do the substitution while the 

left hand remains statically caught between both tonal worlds. The right hand takes on the role, 

as it has been doing for the entire movement, of implying the underlying harmonies, and over the 

84-85 barline, Stravinsky uses a tritone substitution in the second manner, to resolve to the key a 

tritone away. Ironically in this case, it is to the key the music would have ended up in in the first 

place. It is as if Stravinsky had held up a broken mirror to the “correct” music of mm. 81.2-84, 

resulting in the right hand being shifted a tritone away from where they were supposed to be, 

while the left hand remained in its same barely-functional A-diatonic space.  

In mm. 85-86, Stravinsky seems to simply be mimicking the same right hand bariolage 

figuration used in 81.2-83 but without regard to function at all. He implements the tritone 

substitution over the 84-85 barline by making the thumb of the right hand’s E# in m. 84 walk 

downward by semitone to E natural, bringing the G# down with it to G natural. From there he 

lets the hands fall into a natural white-key descending bariolage pattern through m. 85. Over the 

85-86 barline, it seems Stravinsky wanted to continue the same mock-18th-c. descending 

bariolage pattern while simultaneously implementing another feeling of fracture. Logically, the 

easiest way to accomplish both feats would be to begin the same figuration anew on the nearest 

black key pitches that would continue the voice leading correctly, so he chooses to begin on C# 

and D# in m. 85.  

What both of these fractures have in common is that they each interrupt a circle-of-fifths 

progression as abruptly as possible in terms of right hand implied harmony while still 

maintaining recognizable Baroque keyboard figuration in that hand as well as being partially 
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caught in the previous tonal world in the left hand. The fourth fracture is more elaborate than the 

second because it itself creates its own tonal world embedded with functional harmony.  

One of cubist art’s most instantly recognizable features is its common presentation of 

objects from multiple fragmented angles at once. This can result in disorientingly abstract 

renditions of the objects on the canvass, marked by a plethora of tiny disjointed pieces. As Mai 

points out, Juan Gris’s artwork, especially beginning around 1913 when he began to develop his 

rotational symmetry method, was by contrast much less fragmented and abstract, with more 

depth, shading, and clearly recognizable objects. 

Mai uses Gris’s 1914 painting Flowers as an example of rotational symmetry. He 

explains how in this painting, Gris has consistently applied the technique of presenting groups of 

objects twice, once in a fully pigmented, solid state adhering to the main perspective of the work, 

and a second time nearby as rotated, shaded but transparent ghosts of the original objects. These 

rotated iterations appear to be sitting at a different angle than the first. Instead of a 

conglomeration of fragmented angles, Gris has simply presented the table of objects twice, once 

each from two different perspectives.12 Interestingly, in this painting, the cup and vase’s rotated 

counterparts keep the shading of the originals, but not the pigment or texture, yet the rotated 

table has stolen the marble right off of the “real” table. This give-and-take (the real objects sit on 

the ghost table, and the ghost objects sit on the real table) gives the work a balanced, static result, 

much like the music of Stravinsky’s Sérénade.  

                                                
12 Mai, “Gris’ Compositional Symmetry,” 286. 
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Figure 8.1: Juan Gris,  
“Flowers,” 1914 

Figure 8.2: Newspaper, cup 
& saucer, wave, and table 
in original positions 
 

Figure 8.3: Same objects 
as Figure 8.2, rotated as 
a group to new positions. 

Figure 8: Gris’s Use of Rotational Symmetry Transformations, from Mai 201213 

Like Gris’s Flowers, Fractures 2 and 4 each present an object, in Stravinsky’s case a 

circle-of-fifths progression (however short and skeletal), and juxtapose it with a rotated version 

of that object. Fracture 2 is the weaker case of the two fractures for this transformation. In 

Fracture 2 the circle-of-fifths progression simply breaks off because the next expected harmony 

in the progression around the imaginary circle, C, does not arrive but is instead replaced by a 

harmony much farther rotated along this circle. The fracture is only one measure long and does 

not progress anywhere. In other words, the unexpected breaking of the fifths progression is 

analogous to an unexpected rotation of an object, but the second ghosted version of the primary 

object really is not present. Fracture 4 is the better example of a rotational symmetry 

transformation because the circle of fifths progression actually breaks off and is suddenly 

“rotated” a tritone away from where it is supposed to be, and yet it continues, before breaking off 

                                                
13 Images and captions appear as Figures 3-5 in Mai 2012. 
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again and returning to C major via tritone substitution. Therefore the circle of fifths progression 

found within the fracture is the rotated, ghosted version of the primary object (the original circle 

of fifths progression). 

 

Fracture 6 

The sixth and final fracture of the movement is aurally similar to the previous five, but it 

is unique in its expanded length, figuration, pitch content, as well as in its placement and role at 

the very end of the piece. It comes partway through m. 117, after the final two iterations of the 

A-major scalar motive in mm. 113-116. This fracture plays the role of the final Bachian 

“spinning-out” and rallantando (built-in rhythmically in mm. 123 and following because of the 

triplets) before the final cadence. The sensation of break begins on the fourth sixteenth note of m. 

117, D#, followed by B#. This extended section of fracture lasts all the way until the strange 

resolution which ends the movement. Instead of using bariolage figuration, Stravinsky uses a 

variety of triadic arpeggiation patterns. Similar to the left hand in mm. 79-82, the left hand here 

is merely alternating between C# minor and B minor arpeggios. The chaotic chromaticism and 

feeling of infinite modulation is all carried by the right hand in 117.2-124; the left hand merely 

fills in the texture. In this section, Stravinsky has chosen the ultimate symmetry around the A 

axis: every chromatic pitch is present in this fracture except for A.  

The music at 116.2 through the opening of the fracture strongly resembles the music at 

m. 79.2 through the first part of m. 81, except that here at the end he has allowed the six-note 

hemiola avoided in the earlier section by use of repetition. It seems as though Stravinsky has  

“copied and pasted” again, but has added sharps to the previous version of the music in order to 
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begin the fracture. From here, he moves the right hand through a variety of arpeggiation patterns 

all modeled on that opening ^5- ^3- ^1- ^3- ^6- ^4 motive that originally came from the Rondoletto theme. 

 

Figure 9: Fracture 6 

This fracture does not directly relate to either of the two symmetry transformations 

discussed in this paper, except that the right hand’s arpeggiation patterns can be traced back to 

the aforementioned Rondoletto motive. One can find several instances of units that are 

inversionally related, such as the four-note unit at 117.2 and that at 119.1 (shown in boxes in 
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Figure 9), but it is adequate to leave the treatment of this final fracture at this. It is likely that 

Stravinsky was aiming to use recognizable Baroque arpeggiation patterns amidst heavy 

chromaticism to make the passage sound like Bach, yet utterly modern. One clue that Stravinsky 

is simply filling in the texture here with any chromatic pitch except A is that the fourteen pitches 

starting with the last sixteenth the right hand of m. 122 through the first note of m. 125 are an 

exact repetition of the fourteen pitches beginning with the third sixteenth of m. 120.  

 

Conclusion 

 Many have made the comparison between Stravinsky and Picasso intuitively because of 

salient characteristics of their respective works as well as because of their personal relationship. 

As this paper has attempted to reveal, a comparison between many of Stravinsky’s pieces and 

Cubist art in general may be warranted on a deeper structural level as well. When undertaking 

this comparison between Stravinsky and Cubism, I first began by aurally identifying moments in 

the Rondoletto that seemed to share some structural similarity with visual Cubist art, and thus 

settled upon the six moments I termed “fractures.” Juan Gris’s symmetry techniques proved a 

fruitful visual analog to an explanation as to why these moments seemed Cubist in nature. The 

discussion has centered on these moments of fracture and their relationship to symmetry 

transformations, but these moments do not even constitute all of the ways in which geometrical 

symmetries play into the Rondoletto, let alone the entire Sérénade. Stravinsky himself talks 

about the Sérénade en La revolving around A as an axis of sound, so the use of such an axis in 

analysis is certainly justified. I anticipate that further study may reveal other structural 

similarities between Stravinsky’s works and Cubist art. 


