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The Firebird ballet was the first of Sergei Diaghilev's Ballets Russes productions to have an 
all-original score composed for it. Alexandre Benois wrote in 1910 that he had two years 
earlier suggested to Diaghilev the production of a Russian nationalist ballet an idea all the 
more attractive given both the newly awakened French passion for Russian dance and also 
the ruinously expensive costs of staging opera. The inspiration of mixing the mythical Firebird 
with the unrelated Russian tale of Koschei the Deathless possibly came from a popular 
child's verse by Yakov Polonsky, "A Winter's Journey" (Zimniy put, 1844), which includes the 
lines:
    And in my dreams I see myself on a wolf's back
    Riding along a forest path
    To do battle with a sorcerer-tsar (Koschei)
    In that land where a princess sits under lock and key,
    Pining behind massive walls.
    There gardens surround a palace all of glass;
    There Firebirds sing by night
    And peck at golden fruit.
Benois collaborated with the choreographer Michel Fokine, drawing from several books of 
Russian fairy tales including the collection of Alexander Afanasyev, to concoct a story 
involving the Firebird and the evil magician Koschei.
Diaghilev approached the Russian composer Anatoly Lyadov (1855–1914) to write the music. 
There is no evidence, however, despite the much-repeated story that Lyadov was slow to 
start composing the work, that he ever accepted the commission to begin with.There is 
evidence to suggest that Nikolai Tcherepnin had previously started composing music for the 
ballet—music which became The Enchanted Kingdom—but that Tcherepnin, for reasons 
unexplained, withdrew from the project after completing only one scene.Diaghilev eventually 
transferred the commission to the 28-year-old Stravinsky.
The ballet was premiered by the Ballets Russes in Paris on 25 June 1910, conducted by 
Gabriel Pierné.Even before the first performance, the company sensed a huge success in the 
making, and every performance of the ballet in that first production, as Karsavina recalled, 
met a "crescendo" of success.The critics were ecstatic, praising the ballet for what they saw 
as an ideal symbiosis between decor, choreography and music: "The old-gold vermiculatino 
of the fantastic back-cloth seems to have been invented to a formula identical with that of 
the shimmering web of the orchestra" enthused Henri Ghéon in Nouvelle revue française 
(1910). The scenery was designed by Alexander Golovine and the costumes by Léon Bakst. 

For Stravinsky, it was a major breakthrough 
both with the public and with the critics, 
Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi in particular 
hailing Stravinsky as the legitimate heir to 
The Mighty Handful.The Firebird's success 
also secured Stravinsky's position as 
Diaghilev's star composer, and there were 
immediate talks of a sequel, leading to the 
composition of Petrushka and The Rite of 
Spring. "Mark him well—said Sergei 
Diaghilev to Tamara Karsavina, who was 
dancing the title role—he is a man on the 
eve of celebrity..."
Stravinsky used several ideas from works by 
Rimsky-Korsakov in his score. Koschei's 
"Infernal Dance" borrows the highly 
chromatic scale Rimsky-Korsakov created 
for the character Chernobog in his opera 
Mlada. The Khorovod, meanwhile, uses the 
same folk tune Rimsky-Korsakov presented 
in his Sinfonietta, Op. 31.
The Firebird has been restaged by many choreographers, including George Balanchine 
and Jerome Robbins (co-coreographers), Graeme Murphy, Alexei Ratmansky, and Yuri 
Possokhov.
The ballet was revived in 1934 by Colonel Wassily de Basil's company, the Ballets 
Russes de Monte-Carlo, in a production staged in London, using the original decor and 
costumes from Diaghilev's company. The company subsequently performed the ballet in 
Australia, during the 1936–37 tour.
The work was staged by George Balanchine for the New York City Ballet in 1949 with 
Maria Tallchief as the Firebird, with scenery and costumes by Marc Chagall, and was 
kept in the repertory until 1965. The ballet was restaged by George Balanchine and 
Jerome Robbins in 1970 for the New York City Ballet with elaborated scenery by Chagall, 
and with new costumes by Karinska based on Chagall's for the 1972 Stravinsky Festival 
that introduced Gelsey Kirkland as the Firebird.

Stravinsky, sketched by Picasso
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Round Dance of the Princesses
Daybreak
Magic Carillon, Appearance of Kashchei's Guardian Monsters and Capture of Ivan Tsarevich
Dance of Kashchei's Retinue Under the Spell of the Firebird
Infernal Dance of All Kashchei's Subjects
Lullaby of the Firebird
Collapse of Kashchei's Palace and Dissolution of All Enchantments - 
Reanimation of the Petrified Prisoners - General Rejoicing

Introduction
Kashchei's Enchanted Garden
Appearance of the Firebird Pursued By Ivan Tsarevich
Dance of the Firebird
Ivan Tsarevich Captures the Firebird
Supplication of the Firebird
Game of the Princesses With the Golden Apples
Sudden Appearance of Ivan Tsarevich


