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“Histoire Du Soldat”:
the Original Setup

By David Valdés

espite “Histoire Du Soldat” being one of the master-

pieces of the 20th century and a milestone in the

percussion repertoire, it is still surprising how little

percussionists know about this work, Stravinsky’s
concept, or even the instruments (he owned many drums at the
time of writing “Histoire”) and the techniques involved in this
pioneering chef-d’oeuvre (he described them very precisely in
the part).

In 1917 Stravinsky was working together with André Gide in
“Antony and Cleopatra,” a project commissioned by Ida Rubin-
stein, but he abandoned that project after several months. Some
of that already written music was “recycled” and re-used in a
new work together with Ramuz: “Histoire Du Soldat.”

The manuscript of the score of “Histoire” (the irrelevant de-
bate regarding the L” in the title would give rise to another ar-
ticle), which is also the score used on the premiere night (and,
because of that, it contains many valuable and interesting anno-
tations by both the composer and Ernest Ansemet, the conduc-
tor on Sept. 28, 1918), was presented by Stravinsky to Werner
Reinhart, a rich philanthropist who funded the composer very
generously. This manuscript was kept by Reinhart and was do-
nated to the Rychenberg-Stiftung on Feb. 13, 1949. Since May 10,
1977, it is kept (but still belonging to the Rychenberg-Stiftung) at
the Stadtbibliothek Wintertur under the code Dep RS 75.

Dep RS 75 contains loads of useful information clarifying the
total mess that the 1924 score and part are (and, therefore, also
the subsequent editions based on those very unreliable sourc-
es). Sadly, none of the percussionists who have written their
own edition of the percussion part (including William Kraft and
James Blades, or even Robert Craft, Stravinsky’s assistant during
his American years!) have ever seen or even mention studying
the crucial Dep RS 75. I was granted permission by the Rychen-
berg-Stiftung to get a copy of this invaluable source.

Only Morris Arnold Lang went to the trouble, way before the
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internet era, to travel to Winterthur (in May 1974) to check this
manuscript. He then wrote “A Journey to the Source” on “L'His-
toire du Soldat,” which was published in Vol. 12, No. 2, Winter
1975, of the PAS magazine Percussionist. In this article he points
out very interesting issues and solves them in a definitive way
but, decades after, percussionists are still asking the same ques-
tions and answering them wrongly (they just had to read that
article!). Sadly, Lang never published his own edition.

Dep RS 75 is a clean copy (except for the annotations made
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during the rehearsals), the culmination of Stravinsky’s com-
positional process. We would be nothing short of naive if we
thought that Stravinsky wrote “Histoire” directly as a tidy, al-
most ready-to-print, work. Of course, many proofs and sketches
exist, and as far as I know, no other percussionist has ever dived
into them.

The Rychenberg-Stiftung and the Paul Sacher Stiftung keep
more than 250 pages of sketches for “Histoire Du Soldat.” I was
granted permission from both institutions to check them and to
reproduce the relevant ones in my own critical edition of the
percussion part.

While studying the sketches (I checked all of them), I came
across this wonderful page:

Figure 1. Sketch 1.33. (recto, 23 cm. x 17.9 cm.) Reproduced with permission
of the Paul Sacher Foundation, Basel, Igor Strawinsky Collection
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The upper part of the page and the center contains a fragment
of the “Marche triomphale du Diable,” with some ideas regard-
ing the percussion and a couple of rebarrings. The bottom part
includes some ideas for the “Petit Concert.

It is the drawing on the right-center that made me scream
with excitement in the library. (I had to give some explanations
to the librarian, but she immediately understood my joyfulness!)
Let us zoom in.

Figure 2. Sketch 1.33. (detail) Reproduced with permission of the Paul Sacher
Foundation, Basel, Igor Strawinsky Collection
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We can clearly see four drums, drawn by Stravinsky’s own
hand! They are in a north-south, east-west configuration, exact-
ly as indicated in the 1924 score and part.

To the west we can see a bassdrum, to the east the largest snare
drum (military drum). Both feature triangles on their shells, but
do not get fooled by appearances. Those are not rope-tensioned
drums. Those lines are triangles drawn on the shell, exactly like
the drums that Stravinsky owned (his eldest son, Théodore, de-
scribed them precisely in his memoires). During my PASIC pre-
sentation you will be able to see photos and other iconography
(by Théodore Stravinsky and Auberjonois, the artist in charge of
the stage and costumes) proving that Stravinsky, while sketch-
ing “Histoire,” drew his own drums, representing the setup that
he wanted for the percussion.

North of the sketch we can see the middle snare drum. South
we can find the small one. This drawing matches perfectly the
disposition of the drums in the 1924 part and score.

Figure 3. Disposition of the percussion instruments in their set. JWC 43a -
JW(C44. Public domain in the U.S.A.
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The drawing in sketch 1.33 explains everything regarding
the percussion part because the drums are set edgeways — that
is, the largest surface in a vertical position (pose de champ in
French). We will also see during my presentation that this dis-
position is not something Stravinsky draw at random, as other
sources (by his eldest son and Auberjonois) perfectly match it.
This vertical disposition of the drum:s is totally intentional and
has been confirmed by other sources.

The problem with the 1924 edition is that it took for granted
that the drums would be set edgeways. The “aerial” plan-view in
Figure 3 shows the drums in that north-south, east-west config-
uration, but drawing them edgeways would entail the use of per-
spective (or rectangles, making things more confusing), which is
complicated for the engravers. So, the edgeway disposition was
taken for granted, as that is how the drums were played before
the publication of the 1924 part and score (JWC 44 and JWC43a
respectively). Note that there were no performances after the
premiere due to the 1918 Influenza. The Suite was played in
London in 1920 and a few performances took place in 1923, all
of them under the close supervision of Stravinsky. The vertical
disposition of the drums was used by the composer himself and
by Monsieur Jacobi, the percussionist for the premiere.

Note also that this is not a “simplified drawing,” as no stand
would have allowed the drums to be set vertically, so the verti-
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cal-on-the-floor disposition of the drums is intentional and was
adopted by Stravinsky since the very early stages of the com-
positional process (so early that this particular set of sketches —
those named with “1.X” — still contains music for the abandoned
“Anthony and Cleopatra”). This may seem weird, but we have
to take into account that “Histoire” was a pioneering work fea-
turing multipercussion. Remember, too, that Stravinsky owned
many drums, and that he used them to try the part while writ-
ing his masterpiece. Many other drawings and paintings corrob-
orate that the drums were intended to be played on the floor.

Not only the iconography proves that this is the setup that
Stravinsky had in mind; his own instructions confirm it. We can
find this at the beginning of the “Ragtime”: All this percussion is
(lightly) struck with the triangle beater. The triangle is held by the
Lh. of the performer, to his right can be found very close and facing
each other the S.D. and the tambourine (both edgeways), to his left
the B. Drum.

Figure 4. Photo by David Valdés.

Note that this setup perfectly matches his own drawing. Note
also a key expression: “both edgeways” (poses de champ in the
original French). This entails putting the drums vertically, and
that can only be accomplished by setting them on the floor. Note
also how he instructs the performer to put them “facing each
other”

We can also find these instructions in figure 33, again, in the
“Ragtime”: The B.D. is on the left and the two snare drums right in
front of the performer and very close to each other [...]

Note also that the setup in Figure 5 allows playing following
these “obscure” instructions: Play with the sponge-headed stick,
which the performer will take care to hold with the head turned
down, and to manipulate it only with the fingers (the arm remain-
ing perfectly motionless) so as to provide a mechanical and precise
character.

They are not that obscure once we understand Stravinsky’s
original setup.
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Figure 5. Photo by David Valdés.

At the beginning of the “Danse du Diable,” Stravinsky indi-
cated the following: Place these two instruments edgeways [de
champ in the original French] very close to each other [...]

Figure 6. Photo by David Valdés.

These instructions allow one to play in the manner that the
composer indicated: [...] very close to each other so as to be able to
easily handle the stick (r.h.) between their membranes in the indi-
cated movement.

In the “Marche Triomphale du Diable,” the manuscript pres-
ents these instructions: The notes featuring upward stems belong
to the right hand; those featuring downward stems to the left hand.
The B.D. is to the left and the large S.D. to the right of the performer;
before him the other two S.D. can be found, both turning their faces
(the drumhead) towards the performer — the small one closer and
the medium one further away |...]

All of these instructions perfectly match the disposition of
the drums drawn by Stravinsky himself and printed in the 1924
score and part. Check, again, Figure 5. Surprisingly, the edition
by William Kraft includes as a “bonus feature” on page 6, a repli-
ca of sketch 1.39, the one featuring the instructions in the para-



graph above, but that has never triggered Kraft’s or any other
percussionist’s curiosity. Everything was there, right before our
noses, in the form of Stravinsky’s manuscript, sketches, and
instructions; also, in Théodore Stravinsky’s watercolor, Auber-
jonois sketches and drawings for the stage and even in photos of
early performances, where percussion instruments can be seen
on the floor.

Please join me at PASIC 2024 for my presentation “Histoire du
Soldat Revisited: The Original Concept,” where I will introduce
you to never-before-published information regarding this won-
derful percussion part.
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