
Into the Archives

 Exploration 5 - Elegy for J.F.K.



Stravinsky resolved to compose his Elegy for J.F.K. in mid-January 1964 to voice his disapproval of what he 
felt was the public’s premature acceptance of Kennedy’s assassination.  W. H. Auden wrote the poetry, 
formally organizing it as a Japanese haiku, and delivered his text to Stravinsky in March 1964. Stravinsky 
wrote the piece in two days at the end of the same month, and it received an informal premiere on one of 
Lawrence Morton’s Monday Evening Concerts on April 6. 
  
Stravinsky was quick to disparage any sort of “serial autopsy” of the Elegy, stating that such an exploration 
would “hardly be worth the undertaking.”  On the other side of the Atlantic, this analytically unworthy work 
became the focus of Boulanger’s attention. The following Christmas, Boosey & Hawkes employee Rufina 
Ampernova presented Boulanger with a copy of the Elegy and Boulanger annotated the entire score with her 
observations shortly thereafter. 



Boulanger’s spidery handwriting 
covers her copy of the music, where she 
mapped out the serial skeleton of the 
Elegy. She identified rows and row types 
and then sketched them onto a loose 
piece of staff paper that she tucked away 
at the back of the score when she was 
finished. This composition was never 
advertised publicly as part of Boulanger’s 
courses, and there is no evidence to 
suggest she ever gave a public lecture on 
it. The conducting marks written into the 
score itself suggest that Boulanger was 
preparing it at some point for performance, 
perhaps at a memorial for Kennedy at the 
Conservatoire, but no program or other 
indication of such an event taking place 
exists in Boulanger’s diaries or collection 
of programs. 
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There is an element of the autodidactic in
Boulanger’s work. At the same time, it
reads as awkward and less elegant than
her other analyses. In certain instances,
the pedagogue labeled rows twice—
numbering retrograde row forms as 12-1
and then afterward inserting numerals in
the reverse, yet correct, order—perhaps
only latently grasping the principals behind
cataloguing Stravinsky’s cancrizans. [See
first and second systems, facing
example.] Throughout, one can also see
Boulanger’s addition of floating musical
staves where she annotated the pitch
content of row forms, almost as if they
were a collection of ground bass figures.
These floating bars attest to the lasting
primacy of pitch classes in Boulanger’s
world.
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Particularly poignant are Boulanger’s 
accompanying sketches. Here we witness the 
aging pedagogue reconciling her own 
predilection for contrapuntal thinking with 
Stravinsky’s serial music. Boulanger’s notes 
run the course of three pages. On the first she 
wrote out six of the various row forms that 
could be derived from Stravinsky’s series, only 
five of which are actually used in the piece [Ex. 
1a]. 

On the second, she worked out an abstract row 
and its inversion, as if practicing the procedure. 
The first two rows of her example are related by 
inversion, and the final row is the retrograde 
inversion of the first [Ex. 1b]. 

Then, on the third page, Boulanger wrote out 
what I find to be the most intriguing musical 
moment in her sketches. In example 1c she 
chose the opening two series from the Elegy, 
Stravinsky’s serial row and its inversion. She 
then arranged them as if they were a first-
species counterpoint exercise, sounding them 
against each another. Each pitch is then 
harmonized with a note a sixth above (top row) 
and a third below (bottom row), or as if she 
were playing the series in both treble and bass 
clefs at once.

Example 1a:

Example 1b:

Example 1c:



The contrary motion inherent in comparing 
lines related by inversion, coupled by 
Boulanger’s harmonizations, generate some 
interesting tonal moments, particularly the 
deceptive resolution of a major-minor seventh 
chord to an A-minor triad that occurs between 
the seventh and eighth notes of the row [Ex. 
2a]. Elsewhere, the two rows share many 
invariant segments, which Boulanger may 
have explained as “voice exchanges” such as 
those found between the first and second, 
fourth and fifth, sixth and seventh, and final 
two notes of the rows [Ex. 2b, red boxes]. 
Furthermore, where the counterpoint of 
Stravinsky’s rows generates a leap of a 
tritone, such as that found between the sixth 
and seventh and the eighth and ninth notes of 
the series, Stravinsky resolves it by step [Ex. 
2b, voice leading marked by lines].
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Example 2a:

Example 2b:



Boulanger’s relationship with Stravinsky’s serial music was complex, but though her familiarity with 
serial methods failed to become a part of the public discourse about her musical acumen, the 
analytical markings treated here and those found in chapter 9 highlight Boulanger’s convoluted 
relationship with Stravinsky’s late works and with serial music more generally.  I see an additional 
layer to this that speaks directly to Boulanger’s agency when formulating her public image. Clearly 
there were some aspects of her musical self that she willingly exposed to the public, and there were 
those, such as the ones expressed in this analysis, that she hid.


