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Abstract. This article deals with the magical power attributed to music in the text of the Preparatory
Act, by the Russian composer and pianist Aleksandr Skrjabin (1872-1915). The “leitmotif” of magical
music can also be found in the myth of Orpheus, and in this article we discuss whether the contents of
the Preparatory Act can be considered mythical or fantastic.
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[es] La musica mégica de Scriabin: ;solamente una fantasia?

Resumen. Este articulo examina el poder magico atribuido a la musica en el texto del Acto preparatorio,
del compositor y pianista ruso Aleksandr Skrjabin (1872-1915). Ese motivo central (la miisica magica)
se halla también en el mito de Orfeo, y en este trabajo nos preguntamos si el contenido de dicho texto
puede ser considerado mitico o fantéstico.
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1. Introduction®

In the early stages of his career, the Russian composer and pianist Aleksandr
Nikolaevi¢ Skrjabin (1872-1915) was considered a romantic artist along the lines of
Chopin, Liszt, Schumann, and Wagner. From 1903 onwards, however, and as his

' Universidad Complutense de Madrid
frmolina@filol.ucm.es
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1775-3909
2 Our special thanks to Christina Cain for proofreading our English manuscript.

Amaltea 10, 2018: 35-53 35



36 Molina Moreno, F. Amaltea 10, 2018: 35-53

intellectual curiosity in philosophy and theosophy grew, Skrjabin quickly developed
a highly innovative style - especially in the field of harmony, which put him at the
forefront of musical modernism (cf. Schloezer, Macdonald, Bowers, Kelkel, and
Verdi). Around 1902, Skrjabin began drafting a Gesamtkunstwerk (total artwork)
which would ultimately be entitled Mysterium and involve not only music, poetry,
drama, and dance (which could remind us of the musical dramas by Wagner, whom
Skrjabin admired), but also coloured lights, flavours, caresses, and tastes.® Undaunt-
ed in the face of his own unbridled fantasies, the composer planned to gather all
humankind for the premicre of his Mysterium in a temple built on a lake in India,
where the limits between performers and audience would disappear, with everyone
taking part in the action (CabaneeB, Cxpsboun 34-5, 95-6; Cabanees, Bocnomunanus
249; Schloezer 127, and Morrison 195 and 197). Thus, a purifying ecstasy would
surface, leading to the dissolution of the universe and humankind in their current
material states, and to their transformation and elevation to a higher level in the hi-
erarchy of being.*

Whatever Skrjabin’s achievements might have been with such a visionary pro-
ject, they would always have fallen short of the composer’s grandiose goals. In 1913,
Skrjabin began composing a Preparatory Act (IIpedsapumenvroe deticmeue, in Rus-
sian), not only as an introduction, but also as a summary of what the whole Mysteri-
um would be (Inemep 102 and 114; CabGaneeB, Ckpsaoun 103-5; Cabanees,
Bocnomunanus 197-8 and 249, and Schloezer, 207-18). Skrjabin wrote a first version
of the libretto for the Preparatory Act in the summer of 1914, and by year-end, had
read it aloud for his friends, the Symbolist poets Vjaceslav Ivanov, Jurgis Baltrusai-
tis, and Konstantin Bal’mont. Perhaps following the suggestions of such qualified
listeners, the composer started a second, revised version that remained unfinished at
his untimely death in 1915 (Ilneuep 102-3; Bowers 2: 253-4; Kelkel 225-6, and
Verdi 72 and 138).° The basis of this article will be the first version of the Prepara-
tory Act, which - despite not being the definitive one - is the only one that presents
the ‘narratives’ we will be addressing here - namely those which can represent a re-
turn, under a new guise, of the myth of Orpheus’ magical music.®

3 Cf. Cabanees (Crpsoun 85-97), and Morrison (190-2 and 194). Despite Skrjabin’s admiration for Wagner (Ca-
6anees, Bocnomunanus 119-20 and 238-9; Mopo3zosa 48, and Durens 51) and the latter’s influence on Skrjabin’s
harmony, orchestration, and self-perception, the respective composers’ artistic goals differed (Cabanees, Cxps-
oun 255; Durens 56, and Schloezer 49-51). Generally speaking, Skrjabin did not want his Mysterium to be
represented, but rather enacted (Cabanees, Cxpsa6un 34-5 and 88, about the Preparatory Act; ct. also Cabanees,
Bocnomunanus 186-7; Schloezer 124-31, and Morrison 197).

4 About Skrjabin’s Mysterium, cf. Cabanees (“IIpomereii...” 287-8), Cabaunees (Crkpabun 12-3, 37-84, 97-103,

and 228-9), Durens (50, 56, 67, 71, and 88-92), Riesemann (11-19), CabaneeB (Bocnomunarnus 24, 51-3, 67,

95-6, 99, 124-8, 139-40, 142-3, 173-5, 186-7, 198-9, 239-40, 249-51, 266, 271, 310-5, and 329-30), Schloezer

(121-206), Scriabine (“Introduction” 14 and 17), Bowers (2: 49-50), quoting Durens (56-7); Mopososa (49 and

54), Kelkel (225-6 and 351), Morrison 184-241; Kumuna (173, for whom Scriabin conceived his Mysterium in

1907-8), and Verdi (66, 72, 126, 128-42, 190, and 319). In his p. 131, Verdi quotes p. 150 of the German version

of Cabanees (“TIpomereii...”); but the actual citation is CabaneeB, Bocnomunanus 175.

Skrjabin revised just the first 425 verses of his first version. The original Russian text of the second, revised

version of the Preparatory Act can be found in Ckpsbun (235-47); cf. Bowers (2: 271-6) and Morrison (313-

26).

The original Russian text of the first version of the Preparatory Act can be found in Cxps6un (202-35). So far

as we know, there are no full translations of the first version of the Preparatory Act into English; instead of 11.

1-425 of the first version, Morrison (313-26) translated the text of the second, revised version (having 332

verses), followed by the text of the first one from 1. 426 (Morrison 326-47). Here we shall follow the verse

numbering of the first version.
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In his Preparatory Act, Skrjabin presented the spirit’s descent into matter, and the
return of both to unity (LLneuep 114).” The process would involve the origin of the
universe, the birth of the male and female principles (represented by the Wave and
Lightning images), the birth of creatures and humankind, the fall of humankind into
the abyss of evil, and the intervention of a ‘prophet’ whose sacrifice brings a liberat-
ing truth to humankind (PoBuep 27-9).

As we aim to show in this article, Skrjabin, quite modestly, identified - at least in
part - with the said prophet.® We shall, in due course, examine the extent of similarities
between Skrjabin and the prophet in the Preparatory Act. At this point, though, we
can say that the liberation, carried out by the new “messiah” Skrjabin thought himself
to be, would consist in leading humankind and the entire universe to a purifying ec-
stasy and an immaterial state of being by means of the artwork to which the Prepara-
tory Act would be the introduction (Ckpsioun 154; Cabanees, Cxpsoun 3-4, 49, 57,
and 88; CabaneeB, Bocnomunanus 140 and 212, and Molina-Moreno, “Scriabin y el
misticismo...” 220, and “Scriabin and Plato’s...” 22). Yearning for that ontological
transformation of the universe and humankind to be accomplished through art,” Skr-
jabin was placing himself - perhaps even consciously - above Orpheus, who through
his music - according to the sources about him in ancient Greek and Roman literature
and art - also exerted a magical influence over nature, humankind, and the gods."?

In the last section of this article, we will examine whether Skrjabin’s conception
about magical music can, stricto sensu, be considered a myth, or just a fantasy. To do
so, we will be using one of the most complete and comprehensive definitions of myth
known to us - namely, the one proposed by Losada. This definition is particularly
useful when seeking to differentiate between myth and fantasy (something Losada
sought to do in one of the most recent studies on the issue).

2. Sound in Skrjabin’s cosmogony and cosmology

The Preparatory Act begins with a cosmogony and a cosmology (ll. 1-430, in
Ckpsibun 202-15, and Morrison 313-26), according to which “the whole poem of
creation” was contained in an initial burst or thunder, in a fiery breathing (1l. 5-8, in
Ckpsioun 202, and Molina-Moreno, “Scriabin and Plato’s...” 22):

B®b aTomB B31€TH, BB 3TOMB B3pEIBB 5
B® sToMB MONHUITHOME TIOPEIBE

B® orueBoM®b €ro JpIXxaHbH

Bcest mosma Mipo3iaHbs.

CabaneeB (Bocnomunanusa 123) remembers a talk in which Skrjabin attributed the same “programme” to his
symphonic poem Prometheus, the Poem of Fire.

Skrjabin even established analogies between Jesus Christ and himself, on the basis that he was born on Decem-
ber 25th, according to the Julian calendar still in use at the time in Russia (Macdonald 51; Cabanees,
Bocnomunanus 336; Bowers 2: 49-50, quoting Dureinb 56-7, and Kununa 166).

The transformation Skrjabin sought to achieve went far beyond the goals of the main revolutionary movement
of his time, namely Marxism. Despite occasional interest in the movement, and having read, known, and fre-
quently spoken with Plekhanov, Skrjabin did not believe in the materialistic foundations of Marxism and was
never a convinced Marxist (cf. Verdi 47-50).

About the myth of Orpheus, cf. Riedweg, “Orfeo” and “Orpheus...;” Bremmer, 56-8, and, more specifically for
the aspects dealt with in this article, Molina-Moreno, “La musica...” and “El orfismo...”
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In this flight, in this thunder, 5
In this lightning impulse,

In its fiery breathing

Is the whole poem of the world’s creation.

That is, there is a raw sound phenomenon at the very beginning of cosmogony.

The presence of a fiery breathing can be explained as a translation to the cosmos of
a fact of animal physiology: breathing is the basis of voice. And, as a consequence of
that primordial sound phenomenon, when that breathing of the infinite brings about
worlds, “chimes envelop silence,” as we read in 11. 9-12 (Ckps6un 202, and Moli-
na-Moreno, “Scriabin and Plato’s...” 22):

U murs mo6Bu poxaaers BbuHOCTH

W npocrpancTBa niyonny 10
Mipamu AbIeTs 6e3KOHEUHOCTh
OOBbeMITIOTH 3BOHBI THUIINHY.

A moment of love sires eternity

And the depths of space; 10
Infinity breathes worlds,

Chimes envelop silence.

In later parts of the poem, we will see that the raw thunder of the beginning of cos-

mogony will be transformed into harmonious sounds. In 11. 496-7, the prophet we men-
tioned in the introduction, is teaching his audience (Ckpsioun 217, and Morrison 328-9):

CwmepTHBIe, BaMb s 1oBbato TaliHbl HEOECHBIXD TapMOHIH
Jla pa3naroTcst TMMHBI U CJIaBbl Ha COJTHEYHOH uph!

Mortals, I will reveal to you the secret of celestial harmonies
May hymns and praises resound on the sun lyre!

When the prophet promises to teach “the mystery of celestial harmonies” (1. 496),

he is alluding to cosmic music, also hinted at in 1l. 428-30 (Ckpsibun 215, and Mor-
rison 326):

Ceii xpaMb — Kakb CBBTIBINA TUMHB, Cell Mipb — Kakb 3BB31HBIH XpaMb
O¢upb HAMOIHEHD 30JI0THIMb 3a3bIBHOMb 3BOHOMb
Yro mymu emIIeTh Kb HEOCTYITHBIMB HEOeCaMb. 430

This cathedral is like a bright hymn, this world is like a starry cathedral
The ether reverberates with a golden summons
That takes souls into the inaccessible heavens. 430

This cosmic music was already anticipated in 1. 63 of the first version (“the har-

monious choirs of the worlds”; cf. Ckpsibun 204; our translation). Thereafter, the
wish that hymns of glory would resound on the sun lyre (1. 497), brings to mind the
fact that the ancient Greeks - at least from the fifth century BCE, and later on also the
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Romans - associated the Sun with Apollo, who was imagined ruling the universe
with his lyre."

After those words of the anonymous prophet, promising he would teach human-
kind the mystery of celestial harmonies, the narrator in the Preparatory Act tells how
“the people, searching for consonant sonorities, touch the strings that are alien to
them” (1. 498, in Ckpsi6un 217, and Morrison 329). Humankind falls into the abyss
of evil, described in a section of the poem entitled Song—Dance of the Fallen Ones
(1. 581-616, in Ckpsioun 220-1, and Morrison 331-2). In that passage, the verses
607-8 are especially meaningful (“ITbcusimb HeOa, HaMb JOKyuHBIMB / Hamm mbcHu
He co3By4HbI,” in Ckpsioun 221 = “Our songs are not consonant / With the songs of
heaven, which are tedious to us,” in Morrison 332). That is an appropriate way to
express the conflict between wayward humankind, and the rest of the universe: if, as
we had seen, the latter consists of harmonious choirs (1. 63 of the first version), “not
to be in harmony” can mean “to disagree”.

In another dialogue with humankind, the prophet describes the universe with
sumptuous references to the Pythagorean doctrine of the music of the spheres (lL.
844-59):

Onb — co3eprianie rapMoHii

U BceenuHCcTBa Mipa CHOBB 845
A Mipb — pocKomIHasi ciMQOHis

Ero pa3ziu4HBIXb roJIoCOBB

3eMHBISI HCTHHBI CO3BYYHBISI

A cb HUMM UCTHHBI HeOeCh

Cnunucs Bb aKKOP/IbI TOJTHO3BYYHBIE 850
W3b cTpyHD UCTOPTHYBITXD Yy/IECh

EMmy rpsiayiist MTHOBEHis

HecyTb co3Byuiii HOBBII cTpOl

OHB BeCh — CBATOC YIIOCHIE

CBoeli 00KeCTBEHHOI UTPOi 855
U noxs necHunero 60)XeCTBEHHOM

[ocnynHa kaxxaas CTpyHa

Ha connue-muph rumus TOp)KeCTBEHHBIN

Urpaers niiamenu BoiHa (Ckpsionn 228-9).

He'? is the contemplation of harmony
And of the all-unity of the world of dreams 845

On the association or even identification between the Sun and Apollo, cf. Molina- Moreno, Winged 147-8 with
the notes on pp. 163-4. Apollo appeared playing the cithara already in Homer’s l/iad, 1, 602; as for his ruling
the universe with his instrument, cf. Molina-Moreno, Winged 155-60. Lastly, cf. Proclus, Hymn to Helios, 11.
15-23 (and specifically 18-20, to which we will be reverting later in this article).

The pronoun used makes it difficult to determine who is being alluded to here. At first glance in the Russian
original, the pronoun “ons” (= “he””) would seem to refer to the prophet’s own universe (Mipb, grammatically
masculine in Russian) - the latter alluded to in 1l. 840-1; if that is the case, though, “it” would be a more fitting
translation. However, the passage seems a bit awkward, since two verses later (846-7), the universe is mentioned
again as something contrasted to what is described in 11. 844-5. Perhaps Skrjabin had in mind an “alternative”
god, distinct from that of established religions; this, however, would then beg the question w/y he wrote “onp”
(=“he”/ “it”), instead of the metrically equivalent “6ors” (= “god”). Despite being raised as an Orthodox Chris-
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And the world is a splendid symphony

of his various voices

Earthly consonant truths

And heavenly truths

Combined in sonorous chords 850
Of wonders emanating from strings

The coming moments

Bring a new order of consonance to him

He is engulfed in holy ecstasy

By his divine playing 855
And each dutiful string

Is under his divine right hand

A flaming wave performs

A solemn hymn on the sun lyre (Morrison 341).

The prophet’s statement that his world is contemplation of harmony reminds us that
Skrjabin told his friend the Russian musicologist, music critic, composer, and scientist
Leonid Leonidovi¢ Sabaneev that the contemplation of harmony was mandatory to
achieve dematerialization, and that this was a logical consequence of the principle of
unity (CabaneeB, Bocnomunanusi 49, 57, and 99). This, however, begs the question of
what “the principle of unity” meant for Skrjabin, exactly. According to Sabaneev:

Ero TBOpYECTBO MPEJICTABISIIOCH €My TOYHBIM ITOJOOMEM MUPOBOTO MPOLECca—
TaK JI0JIKHO OBLIIO OBITh U [0 €ro TeOpHU. MUKPOKOCM YeJIOBEKA OTPAYKAI B CBOEM
TBOPYECTBE MHKPOKOCM MHUpa—H 3aKOHBI ObUIH OJHU U Te-ke. B 3ToM u ObLI
«rpuHImn EquHCTBAY, KOTOPBIM OH TaK JIFOOKMI U B KOTOPBIM BEPHIT TaK JOTMATH-
yecku (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus 257-8).

His work seemed to him an exact image of the cosmic process — and had to be so,
according to his theory. The microcosm of Man reflected, in his own work, the
microcosm of the universe; their laws were identical. The ‘principle of unity’ lay
just in that fact (that principle of unity which he so cherished and so dogmatically
believed in [our translation]."

The connection between Skrjabin’s longing for dematerialization and for unity
can be understood if we remember that, in the cosmogony of the Preparatory Act,
the genesis of the material world was due to differentiation (1. 11-2, 143, 503-10'4);
so, if primordial unity could be restored, dematerialization would follow. We must

tian and having read the Bible (Cxps6un 120) assiduously, Skrjabin, was far from “official” Christianity, given
the influence of theosophy (JIoces 299 and 301).

3 It may seem a bit strange that Sabaneev wrote “microcosm” when he referred to both the human being and the
universe, instead of referring to the “microcosm of human beings” and the “macrocosm of the universe”; per-
haps we are dealing with a lapsus calami here. About Skrjabin’s view of the principle of unity, cf. JloGanosa
(31-5): Skrjabin could owe this concept to Blavatsky’s Secret doctrine (cf. Blavatsky 157, 299 and 378).

14 Certain passages in Skrjabin’s notebooks show that the composer was well aware of the relationship between
creation, differentiation, multiplicity, space, and time; cf. Cxpsoun (136, 147, 149, 161, and 166-7), Scriabine
(Alexandre... 12,27, 29, 44, and 50-2), and Schloezer (136).
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realize that, for bringing the universe back to its primordial unity, a synthesis of all
arts was analogically required (CabaneeB, Ckpabun 58 and 95-6; cf. Kununa 167,
and JlobanoBa 115-9). According to Sabaneev, Skrjabin believed that music - like
everything else - should be dematerialized, and held his own music as a gigantic step
towards dematerialization.'s

Besides the statement that his world is contemplation of harmony, the passage we
quoted above (Il. 844-59) offers a dazzling description of the universe that is in line
with other passages of the Preparatory Act. Take, for example, the “harmonious
choirs of the worlds” (1. 63, in Ckpsioun 204) and the “golden summons” of ether (11.
429-30, in CkpsiOun 215, and Morrison 326). In 1. 496 as well, the prophet had prom-
ised to teach humankind the mystery of celestial harmonies (a promise he seems to
be fulfilling in 11. 844-59); in 1. 497, he wished that glorious hymns would resound on
the sun lyre. Now it seems that one of those hymns is actually resounding on the sun
lyre. Skrjabin did not specify whose divine right hand was playing the hymn, but his
lines recall Apollo’s at the Orphic hymn No. 34 (cf. Molina-Moreno, Winged 155-
60). That celestial lyre, identified with the Sun in Skrjabin’s poem (1. 858), is remi-
niscent of Jean Delville’s drawing for the cover of the score of Skrjabin’s Prometheus,
the Poem of Fire (cf., for example, Kelkel 265). On it, we see a lyre, the arms of
which hold a large flower or star with a human face in the middle; the lyre’s strings
go through the flower and reappear above it, reaching the lower half of a Sun which
occupies the upper part of the sheet.

After describing that splendid and musical universe, the prophet invites his audi-
ence to a cosmic celebration (1. 860-3):

Bce nHanpspkeHHbI cTpYHBI JIMPHBIS 860
Bce mryGxe cMOTPHUTD Bb AyIly B30Pb

Jlo 1Ha ucrieiite yamy MUpHbIT

3Byun, cBbruCs, 38b31HbIH X0pb (CpsiOuH 229).

Ever tighter the lyre strings 860
Ever deeper the glance into the soul

Empty the ceremonial chalices

Sound, shine, starry chorus (Morrison 341).

3. The Eschatology of the Preparatory Act

After humankind’s acceptance of the prophet’s message (1. 941-50), the narrator (or
perhaps the whole of humanity, including the narrator) describes the temple where
the great cosmic celebration would take place (1. 951-68):

CrbHBI XpaMa Kakb THMHEI CBOOOTh TOPSTH
U cBepkaeTh CTONITOBD OCHBINTENBHBINA PATb.
Kaxmeiii kamens BonmeOHo-moromnen 38b3m0i

15 CabaneeB (Bocnomunanus 119 and 265-6), and Durens (85); as for how that ideal was reflected in Skrjabin’s

music, cf. Cabanees, Ckpabun 206-7. Lastly, in atomic decay, Skrjabin saw proof that dematerialization was
possible (CabaneeB, Bocnomunanus 176).
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Co cTpyHBI COJIHIE-TUPHON yIalb OTHEBO.

Onb OIIaXXeHHO ynainb 955
Kakb 3BeHsiil Kpucranb

Kaksb cBepkatoniii 3ByKb

[TonHbIl CT1aOCTHBIXb MYKB

W GrecTuTh Kakb TONA3b,

lMamueTh, XpU30IMpash 960
Kakb kapOyHKy.1b, OTIaJB,

CapioHHKCa KPUCTAITh

Kaxs cmaparns, Maprapurs

Xankeq0Hb, XPU30IUTh

Kakb HeOecHbli candupb 965
Kaksb nackaromiit Mipb

Onb ropuTh, Kakb €MHBINA BCceBBTHBIN aaMazb

OTOTH XpaMb — Hallla )KHU3Hb, HAllb pacuBbTh, Halrb 9kcTazb (Ckpsaoun 232).

The walls of the cathedral burn as hymns to freedom
And the dazzling row of columns sparkle

Each stone, as a magical singing star

Fell from a burning string of the sun lyre.

It blissfully fell 955
Like chiming crystal

Like sparkling sound

Full of sweet torments

And they glitter like topaz,

Hyacinth, chrysoprase, 960
Like carbuncle, opal,

Crystal of sardonyx

Like emerald, margarite

Chalcedony, chrysolite

Like heavenly sapphire 965
Like the caressing world

It burns, like a single multicolored diamond

This cathedral—our life, our blooming, our ecstasy (Morrison 344-5).

The whole passage recalls what Skrjabin had anticipated in the preceding parts of
the poem: the walls that glow like hymns to freedom (1. 951) bring to mind that - ac-
cording to 1. 428 - the temple would be “like a hymn of light”; we may also remem-
ber the prophet’s wish that hymns of glory would resound on the sun lyre (1. 497).
Now it seems that all those wishes are coming true. Last, the multi-coloured precious
gems with which the temple is being built (1l. 959-65) join all its colours into a
“unique, all-coloured diamond,” and the temple is compared with the glowing of that
diamond in 1. 967-8. This makes us remember Skrjabin’s longing for a recovered
unity of all beings, and the text adds that such a temple is the life, the flower, and the
ecstasy of all humankind.

After describing the temple where the final cosmic celebration will take place, the
prophet invites humankind to it and to receive a “father” (I1l. 969-72) who seems to
sing the following verses in which he appears as a liberating deity (1. 973-1004):
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51 cnerbBuiii ¢b HEOeCh

Bors J1t00BUIHBIXE YyIECh.

He yuurts, a nackatsb 975
Jy1mrs BOCKpBUIBHYIO PaTh

Wxb no3Basuiiii Ha MUPH

51 mpumiens Ha 3TOTh Mipb!

Kaxnoii »xaxnb Bb orBbTH

[TpuHomy s pacupbTs. 980
To He UCTUHBI THETS,

Kb Bamb cBOOONA IpsineTd!

51 yTBepxKIeHIe BCEOKHBIISIOLIEE,
51 orpunanie Bceco3paomiee

Pasnbisiitecs, pacusbraiite, 985
Ha BrICcOTEI BO3IeTaliTe,

W no6bny Haxs cruxiei

B misicks npasnHyiite cBsIIEHHOM

Bw kpacort Iepapxiu

Bs kpacorb nenzpbuennoi 990

[Tnsicka — mepBast npu4yrHa
U cyna Bepuuresns npaBbli
Bce conbnaers enxnHoi

U cBepkaromieii geprxaBoit!

Kro cBbmbe, kb cepuiy Onmke 995
Ybwmsb Tyckibe, ThMb Bce HIKe

Kro nep3aeTs Bb COKPOBEHHBIH

JIukb 0OKECTBEHHBIH B3IVISIHYTh

ToTs B31eTal, 6J1aroCIOBEHHBIIH

JJ1 TOro OTKPBITHIN MyTh! 1000

S mocbauHee cepiieHie
51 GnaskeHCTBO pacTBOPEHIs
51 Bcezb3aHOCTH anMaszb

51 cBoOona, s skcTaszs! (Ckpsoun 232-3)

I am descended from the heavens

The god of loving wonders.

Not to teach, but to caress 975
The winged army of souls

Having invited them to the feast

I came to this world!

In answer to each craving

I offer blooming. 980
Not the oppression of truth,

43
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Freedom will come to you!

I am the all reviving confirmation,
I am the all creating negation

Divide, bloom, 985
Soar to the heights,

Celebrate in sacred dance

In the beauty of the hierarchy

In unspeakable beauty

The victory over the primal state 990

The dance is the first order

And the righteous executor of judgment
Will transform everything into a united
And sparkling kingdom!

He who is brighter is closer to the heart 995
The dimmer, that much lower

He who dares to look

Into the hidden, divine face

Then take wing, blessed one

For you the path is open! 1000

I am the final achievement,
I am the bliss of dissolution
I am the diamond of the galaxy,

I am freedom, I am ecstasy! (Morrison 345-6)

In that fragment, notice that the passage 11. 979-80 (“In answer to each craving /
I offer blooming”) can be compared with this note by Skrjabin:

51 npumend cnactu Mipb OTh TUPAHOBb-IIAPEH, Kakb M OTh THpaHa-Hapozaa. S
NpUHECHh OE3rpaHUYHYIO CBOOOIY M CIPaBEJIMBOCTb, NPUHECH IOJHBIA pac-
uBbTH, O0KECTBEHHYIO panocTh TBopuecTBa (CkpsiouH 154).

I have come to save the world from the tyrants-tsars and from the tyrant-people. I
have brought boundless freedom and justice to the world, I have brought full blos-
soming, the divine joy of creation [our translation].

Likewise, the passage 11. 983-4 (“I am the all reviving confirmation, / I am the
all creating negation”) can be compared with another passage of Skrjabin’s note-
books:

51 coznaro KaxJplii MUT'b, YTOOBI OTPULIATH €ro Bb cirbayromtii. S Bcerna mpote-
CTB, BCEIJIA JKeJlaHie HoBaro, Jipyroro. Sl BbuHoe oTpuuanie nponuiaro, st Bbunas
10008k, BbuHEI pacusbTs (Cxpsioun 158-9)
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I create every moment, only to deny it in the next. I am always Protest, always
Desire of the new, the other. I am the eternal negation of the past, I am eternal love,
the eternal blossoming [our translation].

Those passages suggest that Skrjabin identified himself with the liberating deity
of the Preparatory Act.'®

If we come back now to the Preparatory Act, we see that humankind responds to
the prophet’s words (in the above quoted 11. 973-1004) enthusiastically (11. 1005-8, in
Ckpsioun 233-4; cf. Morrison 346), and - after a transition - the work concludes with
a splendid dematerialization of the world (1. 1021-42):

Mpl, yBJICUCHHBIS
Cwmepru BubHIEMB
Mpl, yBJICUCHHBIS

Bt Haiemsb IBHKEHIN

3aXruch, CBSILIEHHBIN XpaMb OTh IJIaMeHu cepaens 1025
3aXTUCh U CTaHb CBATHIMD MTOKaPOMb

Cwmbceuch 6makeHHO Bb HAaCh, O CJIaJJOCTHBIN OTEIb,
Cwmbencs co cMepThio Bb TaHIh SpoMb!

B® o101 MocbaHii MUT'b COBIIEUEHbBS

BOpocumb Mbl BBUHOCTH HAIIMXB MTHOBEHIH 1030
B sTomMb nocibanbmb 3Bydin TMPHOMB

Bctb mb1 pactaems Bb Buxph ahupHomMb

Pomumcs B Buxph!

[Ipocuemcs Bb HEOO!

Cwmbiraemsb 4yBcTBa Bb BONIHE euHOi! 1035
U Bb Giieckh pockomiHOMB

Pacupbra nocabausro

SIBnsisich APYTB APYTY

B® kpach ooHaxeHHOI

CaepKaromuxs Jylrb 1040
HcuesHems. ..

Pacraems. .. (Ckpsoun 234-5).

We are carried away
By the vision of death
We are calmed

In our motion

Ignite, sacred temple from hearts’ flame 1025
Ignite and become a sacred fire
Merge blessedly in us, o ravishing father,

1 According to Morrison (185 and 195, quoting Durens 90), Skrjabin gave himself the role of the Narrator in the

Preparatory Act. However, we did not find this in Engel’s paper. On the other hand, Skrjabin himself told Saba-
neev about his wish to be the conductor for the Preparatory Act (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus 333).
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Merge with death in a heated dance!

In this final moment of divestment

We will cast off the eternities of our instants 1030
Into this final lyre consonance

We will dissolve in the ethereal whirlwind

We will be born in the whirlwind!

We will awaken in heaven!

We will merge emotions in a united wave! 1035
And in the splendid luster

Of the final flourish

Appearing to each other

In the exposed beauty

Of sparkling souls 1040
We will disappear...

Dissolve... (Morrison 347)

As we can see, dematerialization and restoration of primordial unity are linked in the
expected end of this world as described in the Preparatory Act. But perhaps the most
alluring aspect of Skrjabin’s eschatology is that, according to 1. 1031 of the Preparatory
Act, dematerialization and ecstasy will be fulfilled in the “final lyre consonance.” We
believe this lyre is the one identified with the Sun in 1. 497 and 856-9 of the Preparatory
Act. That is, the universe and humankind, in their current disastrous state, would disap-
pear with the sound of that lyre, or - more precisely: the current state of loss of cosmic
harmony would end and be replaced by a new, restored harmony. This makes sense if we
remember that, according to 1. 5 of both versions of the Preparatory Act, the universe had
originated with an explosion (Ckpsioun 202 and 235, and Morrison 313). Opposite to that
initial, ill-attuned, chaotic bang, there will be, at the end of the current era, the tuned
sound of a lyre, an instrument that, at human level, is a fruit of civilization. Moreover, for
the ancient Greeks, the lyre belonged to Apollo, the god of most rational and orderly ar-
tistic manifestations. It was also the instrument with which Orpheus calmed storms and
wild beasts (cf., on this topic, Molina-Moreno, “La musica...” 40-1). It was also this very
instrument - endowed with a cosmic dimension through its association with the Sun -
which would raise the world and humankind to a higher state in the scale of being.!”

It is obvious that Skrjabin achieved a high degree of logical consistency by plac-
ing sound at the core of his cosmogony, cosmology, and eschatology. This can be due
not only to his being a musician, but - more specifically - by virtue of being one,
Skrjabin wanted sound to have a magical, enchanting power. To support this belief,
it was necessary to admit that sound was at the very origin and constitution of the
universe, according to a psychological “law” governing magical beliefs: similia si-
milibus, similar things are influenced by similar things.!® Indeed, Sabaneev remem-

17 Cf. Proclus (fifth century C. E.), Hymn to Helios, 11. 18-20: “Apollo, singing inspired songs to the accompani-
ment of the kithara, calms the great wave of deep-roaring becoming” (cf. Berg 148, 150, and 168-9).

18 Vid. Combarieu 12, Schneider 141-3, Miiller, and Molina-Moreno, “El orfismo...”, as well as FBanos 11-2. In
particular, Schloezer (164) says that Combarieu’s theory on the origins of music being found in magic spells
seemed to Skrjabin the confirmation of his own ideas by a scientist who was far-removed from mysticism. Cf.
also Cabanees (Cxpaoun 30-1 and 38-40), with the critical remarks from Schloezer (166-75).
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bers how Skrjabin admired Hans von Biilow’s saying “in the beginning was rhythm,”
which the author of the Preparatory Act quickly saw as the world having arisen
through rhythm. Moreover, Skrjabin saw in rhythm the basis of all magic, and in
music the highest magic."

Skrjabin’s concern with magic, especially in connection with his Mysterium, is
also obvious in Sabaneev’s memories. For Skrjabin, he wrote, established forms of
religious cult were degenerate descendants of what was before, when there was true
magicin cult-and Skrjabin wanted to see that magic reborn (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus
139; cf. ibid., 333-4; CabaneeB, Ckpsaoun 59, 8§9-92 and 228-30). Indeed, like the
poets of his time, Skrjabin sought to use alliteration in his verses in such a way that
those very alliterations would actlike a spell - like hypnosis (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus
291; all this is reminiscent of Baudelaire’s statement about the wise use of language
being like evocative witchcraft; cf. Baudelaire 165). Likewise, according to Saba-
neev, Skrjabin stated that the first theme of his Ninth Sonata was neither music nor
melody, but “a spell in sounds,” and that it could not simply be played; indeed, one
had to enchant when playing it (CabaneeB, Bocnomunarnus 161). Moreover, Skrjabin
told Sabaneev that he was convinced that with the help of the “light symphony” (that
is, his Prometheus or the Poem of Fire) it was possible to heal anyone from whatso-
ever disease (CabaneeB, Bocnomunanus 239; cf. Cabanees, Cxpsoun 79, 213, and
228-30). Sabaneev also points out that harmony was the aspect of music where the
magic effect Skrjabin sought can most easily be achieved, and that it was namely in
the field of harmony that Skrjabin was most innovative (Cabanees, Cxpsoun 144-5,
187, 190-2, and 213, and Bocnomunanusi 323).

4. Skrjabin, the Prophet of the Preparatory Act, Orpheus... anybody else?

If we look again at the prophet in the Preparatory Act, we will see that he had brought
humankind a religious revelation (ll. 492-7); more specifically, he had promised to
reveal the mysteries of celestial harmonies to humankind (1. 496). This in turn imme-
diately brings to mind Orpheus, who - according to the Latin grammarian Servius, in
his scholium to Vergil’s Aeneid, 6, 645 - had first listened to the harmony of the
spheres, and, since there were seven spheres, used a seven-stringed lyre. More gen-
erally, Orpheus was held to be the founder of mystery cults (cf. Jiménez San Cris-
tobal, and Bremmer 55-80).

Conversely, the prophet in the Preparatory Act echoes the statements of the com-
poser himself. According to his notes from 1904-5, Skrjabin wanted to captivate the
world by means of the marvellous beauty of his work, to attract the world to a divine
flight without destiny, to his free play (Ckps6un 139 and 146; cf. also Ckps6un 191;

19 Cabanees (Bocnomunanus 130); cf. the quotation from Hans von Biilow in Walker (175). The primal character
of rhythm is also obvious in this note by Skrjabin: “IlepBoe ycuiie, nepBblii MOPBIBL Kb OCBOOOKICHIIO €CTh
nepsasi puTMuuecKkasi pUrypa BpeMeHH, IepBast KU3Hb, IIEPBOC CO3HAHIC, MPOHHU3ABIICE Xa0Ch U CO3IaBIICE
2-10 creneHs (craniro), nepsylio rpans” (Cxpsoun 153), i.e., “The first effort, the first impetus towards libera-
tion, is the first rhythmic figure of time, the first life, the first conscience that went through chaos and that creat-
ed the second period (the second stage), the first limit.” Although there are no clear allusions to rhythm in the
cosmogony of the Preparatory Act, both versions of the poem mention sound phenomena in 11. 5-12 (Cxps6un
202 and 235, and Morrison 313). Cf. also Cabanees (Cxpaoun 57), Cabanees (Bocnomunanusa 309-10 and 57,
where he remembers Skrjabin saying that music bewitches time, and that the creative spirit - through rhythms
- brings forth time itself and directs it), and JloGanosa (94-9).
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Cabanees, Cxkpsoun 75, and Mopo3sosa 52). This desire can be connected with Skr-
jabin’s goal of the audience of his Mysterium also enacting it.* Then again, Skrjabin
also wrote that the highest power was the power of charm, power without violence,
and therefore to destroy the enemy could not give any satisfaction; for our composer,
to dominate meant to include in the own self (Ckpsoun 146). Besides the emphasis
on attraction and charm, it is important to note that Skrjabin wished to attract the
world to his “free play” - what he called his own creative activity (Ckpsioun 139-43).
Also worth noting is the Russian word «urpa», which means both “play” and “mu-
sic-making on an instrument” (just as it does in the English word, “play”). All this
reminds us again of the effects of Orpheus’ music on nature, humankind, and the
gods (cf. Molina-Moreno, “La musica...”). Perhaps without being entirely aware of
it, Skrjabin wished to be a new Orpheus: in this connection, Bowers states that Skr-
jabin got acquainted with ancient Greek myths through the translations of ancient
Greek literature by Sergej Trubeckoj and Vladimir Solov’év (and here, let us not
forget Skrjabin’s talks with Vjaceslav Ivanov), and that he often alluded to Orpheus
and Amphion. As for Orpheus, Bowers’ statement is confirmed by Skrjabin’s broth-
er-in-law, Boris de Schloezer (Bowers 1: 319; Schloezer 118, 163-6, and Cabanees,
Ckpsaobun 7, 11, 18, and especially 38-40, with the critical remarks by Schloezer 166-
75; cf. also CabaneeB, Ckpsoun 47 and 98).

Did Skrjabin see himself as the prophet of his Preparatory Act? We believe he did
- but only in part. Actually, the prophet does not bring about, but only foresees dema-
terialization and ecstasy. Skrjabin’s real desire was to elicit that dematerialization -
in other words, an ontological transformation of reality (Cabanees, Ckpsibun 75;
CabaneeB, Bocnomunanus 116; MopozoBa 52). That metaphysical revolution is
brought about, at the end of the Preparatory Act, by a “final lyre consonance” (v.
1031, in Cxpsioun 234; cf. Morrison 347), and, judging from vv. 854-9, one can sur-
mise that a deity in human form is playing that lyre:

OHnb Bech — CBATOE yIOCHIE

CBoceit 00)KeCTBEHHOI HTpOi 855
W noxp necHunero 60)XeCTBEHHOM

[ocnyniHa Kaxxaas cTpyHa

Ha comuue-nuph ruMHB TOPXKECTBEHHBII
Urpaers niamenu Boina (Ckpsionn 229).

He is engulfed in holy ecstasy

By his divine playing 855
And each dutiful string

Is under his divine right hand

A flaming wave performs

A solemn hymn on the sun lyre (Morrison 341).

20 Skrjabin could owe this idea of “communal art” to his friend Vjac¢eslav Ivanov, the Symbolist poet and classical
scholar. Deeply influenced by Nietzsche, Ivanov paid special attention to the phenomenon of Dionysian rites,
with which he connected that concept of communal art (cf. JlobanoBa 115-64). This idea interested other artists
like Fédor Kuz’mi¢ Sologub, in Skrjabin’s times; cf. Kununa 174-5.
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It would seem, therefore, that Skrjabin would rather identify himself with that
deity than he would with the prophet. As a matter of fact, the end of this world - ac-
cording to the Preparatory Act - coincides with what Skrjabin wanted his Mysterium
to be. In particular, when our composer wanted the audience to take part in the enact-
ment of the Mysterium, that meant not only the suppression of limits and the restora-
tion of primordial unity (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus 120), but also the transformation
of the entire universe into a work of art or - perhaps better yet - into artistic activity
(CabaneeB, Cxkpsoun 58; cf. IanoB 31, and Nietzsche’s justification of existence
and of the world as an aesthetic phenomenon, in Nietzsche 25). In this respect, fol-
lowing a performance of The Poem of Ecstasy, an exultant Skrjabin said:

A s, paBza, Tak JIFOOII0 3TO MPa3IHMYHOE HACTPOCHHE IOCie KoHLepTa... Hu-
KOIJIa HE XOYeTCs AOMOM, XOUeTCsl MPOJOJDKCHHUS MPA3IHHUKA. .. XOUESTCs, YTOOBI
MPa3IHECTBO LIMPUIIOCH, POCIO, YMHOKAIOCh, YTOOBI OHO CTAJI0 BEYHBIM, YTOOBI
OHO 3aXBaTUIIO MUP. DTO U €CTh MOSI MUCTEPHS, KOT/[a 3TOT MPa3IHUK OXBATHUT BCE
yesoBeuecTBo... (Cabanees, Bocnomunanus 77).

I really love this festive mood after the concert... I never want to go back home, 1
want the celebration to continue. .. I would like for the celebration to spread, grow,
multiply, become eternal, encompass the world. That is my Mysterium - when this
celebration embraces all humankind [our translation].

Related to that wish of identification between life and art, we must remember
that Skrjabin did not want his Mysterium to be a performance - no, he wanted it to
be an effective enactment of universal ecstasy (Schloezer 124-31; cf. CabaHees,
Cxpsaoun 88). Therefore, we can say that the universe’s ontological transforma-
tion (which Skrjabin sought to achieve through his artwork) was a superhuman
feat (cf. Ckpsi6un 191; by the way, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra was among Skrjabin’s
favourite books; cf. Verdi 37, 105, and 121; Wagner’s portentous self-perception
also seems to have influenced Skrjabin). A superhuman feat like the one he sought
was even greater than those of Orpheus. For Skrjabin, it was a metaphysical rev-
olution, through which he endowed himself with the traits of a mythical hero or
deity. Thus, Skrjabin’s self-mythification, as we can trace it in the Preparatory
Act and in the composer’s notebooks, represents a return of the myth of Orpheus’
magical music, elevated to a new dimension of incredible audacity, consistency,
and beauty.

5. Myth or fantasy?

So, given Skrjabin’s conception of magical music in the Preparatory Act, should we
consider it a myth or just fantasy? Here, we shall start from Losada’s definition of a
myth as an explanatory, symbolic, and dynamic narrative about one or several ex-
traordinary events, referring to persons and to a supernatural reality; further, accord-
ing to Losada, myth lacks historical evidence, consists of invariable elements that
can be reduced to topics and are crisis-bound, show a conflict with an emotional,
functional, and ritual character, and involve an absolute beginning and/or end that
can be individual or universal (Losada 70).
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Since, according to Losada’s definition, a myth involves one or several extraordi-
nary events, one might think that magic has excellent potential to turn any narrative
into a myth. Skrjabin’s Preparatory Act certainly meets this requirement, because it
addresses the magical power of music. This trait alone, however, is not enough for
the Preparatory Act to be considered a myth: the magical power of music also ap-
pears in fairy tales like the well-known Pied Piper of Hamelin. We must, therefore,
also take the other elements of the definition into consideration.

It is obvious that the Preparatory Act offers a symbolic explanation of the origins
of the universe, of humankind, and - more specifically - of the power of music to
elicit an ontological transformation of reality. Besides symbolic characters like the
personifications of the female and male principles, the plot involves actual people,
and can be reduced to topics (mythemes) that reappear in other narratives: the origin
of the universe from a primordial sound; the wedding of a female and a male princi-
ple, represented by a wave and a beam of light; the pursuit and martyrdom of a
prophet; the magical power of music. What Losada calls the “dynamic” character of
myth - that is, the possibility of modifying certain mythemes - could seem doubtful
in the case of the Preparatory Act, since - so far as we know - no “mythical tradition”
has arisen from it. However, such “mythical tradition” was on the brink of starting
when Skrjabin himself began to write a second version of his text (nonetheless, the
differences between the unfinished second version and the first one pertain more to
expression than to content, making them irrelevant for our topic).

While historical evidence might seem lacking in the Preparatory Act, this is per-
haps true only in part: although the prophet does not bring about dematerialization,
Skrjabin believed he himself would cause it. One could therefore argue that the his-
torical basis for the narrative about dematerialization through music consisted of an
actually-existing person: Skrjabin himself. Such historical basis did not belong to the
past, but would belong to the future (at least according to Skrjabin). The aim of the
Preparatory Act, then, would not be to merely explain what happened, but to fore-
cast what would happen. The narrative about the origin of the universe and human-
kind was there to provide the foundation for the one about music’s magical power.
Furthermore, we have seen that the Preparatory Act contains a cosmogony and a
cosmology, an anthropogony and an anthropology, as well as an eschatology. The
Preparatory Act manages to somehow meet a requirement pointed out by Losada for
fairy tales — that of incorporating a certain amount of reality to make an extraordi-
nary event credible (Losada 73).

However, rather than building credible spatial and temporal coordinates for his
desired extraordinary event, Skrjabin built a conceptual, ideological background (the
presence of sound at the very beginning of cosmogony). This, nevertheless, is just a
petitio principii, because nothing demonstrates that the universe and the humankind
were born in the way the Preparatory Act tells. On the other hand, studying the
“amount of reality” of Skrjabin’s cosmogony and anthropogony would lead us too
far from our topic (music’s magical power). That said, the importance of cosmogony
and eschatology, and the logical connection between the two in the Preparatory Act
strongly suggests that we are dealing with a myth here.

Nevertheless, this now begs the question as to whether or not a conflict exists in
the Preparatory Act. 1t obviously does, and involves strong emotions: first, the fe-
male and male principles struggle to meet; then, humankind falls into the abyss of
evil. Lastly, the prophet attempts to free humankind and lead it towards demateriali-
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zation and ecstasy despite enduring pursuit and martyrdom. Further, the whole con-
tents of the Preparatory Act was conceived for being enacted - that is: it was meant
to serve a ritual function.

Last but not least, let us examine whether the Preparatory Act refers to a super-
natural, divine person that interacts with the human characters - an element which,
according to Losada, defines the kind of transcendence we find in myths (Losada 98).
Bearing this in mind, it is important to remember that, at the end of the Preparatory
Act, dematerialization and ecstasy are brought about by a “final lyre consonance” (v.
1031, in Cxpsidbun 234; cf. Morrison 347), and that, judging from vv. 854-9 (CkpsiOuu
229; Morrison 341), one would assume that a divine person is playing that lyre.

Therefore, we think that the text of the Preparatory Act meets all requirements for
it to be considered not just a fantasy, but a myth. Skrjabin would no doubt have been
delighted with this conclusion, since philosophy professor Boris Aleksandrovi¢ Vogt
(1875-1946) recalls that Skrjabin told him the following words, showing the impor-
tance he afforded to myths:

Sl mymaro, 94T0 OCTUTHYTH 3TO CYIIECTBO OBITHS KaK IMEPBOHAYAIBLHOU JICATCIIb-
HOCTH HEJb3s MHAYe, KaK OCTABUB 32 CO00I BCe OOBIYHOC U TICPEHIS K upe3sbluati-
HOMY, B U3BECTHOM CMBICIIC, €CITH XOTUTE, K ¥)dy, BO BCIKOM CIIy4ae, K uemy-mo,
JUTS OOBIYHBIX TVIa3 H HCH3OIIPECHHOTO 3PCHUS HEGUOUMOMY, OKKYIbIHOMY, TOIBKO
4yepes 0coboe nocesujerue U yupaXHEHUE CTAHOBSIIEMYCsl IOCTYITHBIM. .. 3/1eCh
Heo0XoIruMa, KaK MHE KajKeTCsI, yoKe He IpocTast primocodust, HO Teocopus ¢ mo-
MOTAIONIMMHU € OKKYJIBTHBIMH 3HAHWSIMH WJIA HayKaMH, HEOOXOIHUM OCOOBIA
MTOJTBEM JTyXa, IKCIMA3 U TIOCBSIICHUE B TAWHBL, Muguxa, eciau xotute! (Doxt 208,
and JlobanoBa 77).

I think that you cannot reach that essence of being as primordial activity except by
leaving behind you everything ordinary and proceeding to the extraordinary, in a
certain sense, to miracle if you will; anyway, to something that is invisible, occult
for ordinary eyes and for an unrefined vision; something that only becomes acces-
sible through a special initiation and exercises... To me, what is necessary, here,
is not just philosophy, but theosophy with its auxiliary occult knowledge and
sciences; a special eagerness of the spirit is required, ecstasy and the initiation into
mystery - myths, if you will! [our translation].
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