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According to ancient Greek legend, Prometheus stole sparks from the gods’ chariot wheels
as they rumbled through the firmament and gave the fire to man down on earth below, in
strict defiance of the gods’ proscription. Zeus chained him to Mount Caucasus and com-
manded a vulture to peck at his liver daily until a human volunteered to die in his stead.

Scriabin adored the Prometheus story. Prometheus was the arch-rebel who brought fire or
*the flame of wisdom’. Scriabin was also fascinated by Satan, the Talmudic archangel cast
out of heaven for pride and disobedience. Flung from God’s right hand in the sky, Satan
made a streak of lightning as he hurtled earthward. There was also Lucifer, the luce-ferre,
bringer of light, expelled from heaven for defying God. He became the Morning Star or
Venus.

Prometheus, Satan and Lucifer were all concerned with light or fire, and so was Scriabin.
From an early age Scriabin had associated colours with tonalities, and in Prometheus: The
Poem of Fire he included at the top of the score a part for a clavier & luce, or keyboard of
lights, an instrument which did not even exist at the time. Although nowadays light-show
performances of Prometheus are frequently given, Scriabin never saw a realization of his
roncept. He contented himself with his inner vision of shafts of 11ght sheets of ﬁames,
tongues of fire which filled his head as hfe wrote and heard his musw i

The notation for the clavier d luce consists of two parts. The lower part is the organ point,
the colour base or background, an atmosphere of light intended to bathe the hall. This
lower part moves in whole tones or steps and denotes Scriabin’s idea of ‘race changes’,
the spiritual evolution undergone by listeners as they hear the music. The upper part is
the active, constantly moving change of colour spots. It indicates a new colour for each
new chord or key. The intensity of the lights follows the dynamics of the music.

Scriabin’s symbolism in Prometheus is virtually inexhaustible. He invested his notes, scales
and chords with exact and precise magical purpose. Prometheus is the most densely
Theosophical piece of music ever written. To those of us living at the end of the twentieth
century, it is difficult to realise how widespread and captivating the ideas of Theosophy
were to people in the beginning of the twentieth century. Scriabin was never actually a
member of the Theosophical Society, though he did attend a few meetings in Switzerland.

Prometheus opens with a sustained six-note chord in fourths (perfect, augmented and
diminished) : A-D#, G-C#, F#-B. This sound represents Original Chaos, the beginning
before all. Dimly rising from this chord of cosmic mists, horns intone the theme ‘Creative
Principle’, establishing the unity of harmony and melody.

At plus animé (bar 21) muted trumpets in a down-up progression of chords in open fourths
announce the instant of fire-giving. Immediately fire takes flame and a solo trumpet
1mpenous1y sounds the theme of Will, a short ascending melody composed of arithmetically
increasing intervals. The muted trumpets repeat their spur to action and their seesaw
avrh lizea the descent of spmt mto matter followed by the ascent of earth into heaven or
the soul inte atrariife  ue oy Goadh o1 gnds with a sk % s ..n, carcety o Lhere, ok
chromatic steps indicating suffering. A§in Bach, the soul awakens ** "w i loiineg.
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At bar 26, marked contemplatlf the Exposition begms and the tonality stabilizes on F4.
Scriabin called this theme ‘Dawn of Human Consuousness Latel (bar 370), at the end of
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At bar 30 the entry of the piano represents Man or the Microcosm while the orchestra
becomes the Cosmos or Macrocosm. The soprano melody is the theme of Will, and its
utterance is instantly followed by rippled arpeggios indicating fright or flight. At bar 99
Scriabin’s eroticism appears. Trills suggest sexual ecstasy, ravishment, pleasure and
delight - in this instance Man’s self-discovery. The solo violin in bar 107 announces the
human voice of feeling and passion. At bar 131 the piano takes over the Creative Principle
theme (a perfect fourth higher to show that Matter has ascended into Spirit) and Scriabin
marked the melody here as “majestic’ while the accompanying figures in the bass are
fougueux meaning ‘ardent and passionate’. He now names the theme ‘Ego’.

Shortly before bar 145 (marked limpide) the piano Ego theme ends with a motto of

‘sweetness’, ‘tenderness’, ‘softness’. At sourd, menacant (muted and menacing) two {
trumpets play a fragmentary interval — a perfect fourth — which says ya yesm (I am). This
self-assertion is followed by passages which Scriabin considered pure magicin the sense of

mystical or exorcising charms.

The Development begins at bar 193. Here the piano builds the ‘I am’ trumpet fragment into
a full- ﬁedged ascension of perfect fourths and a mathematically rhythmic mcrease of
. _;wnu.l,uuiSLo *x‘ Jaaa bnlb\.. wuw 2, 'M'W*Q%Sﬂ'mw%ﬂi@*O“g Yoo m y
“throughdefiance’. Gradually-all- themes are tra ﬁ%ormed in-pitch, volume,.o
enlargement or abbreviation symbolic of the manifold chang#s man ‘n‘cféi"g‘m Vyviv-a ~-
his now discovered possibilities. Finally, at bar 355, Man is truly victorious over hxmself ’
and God through action, activity, self-discovery, experience and mystical ritual.

At bar 393 the piano begins the waltz-like Dance of Life theme. The orchestra becomes
gradually more luminous and flaming with waves of shimmering sonorities. At bar 449 the
Coda begins and the chorus enters singing or humming. Man has now become Mankind,
unity turned into multiplicity, and Scriabin’s ecstatic possession is complete. At bar 510
the Cosmic Dance of Atoms begins. All contours of themes shatter and splinter. The world
of men is dematerialized and disintegrated into the cosmic dust of Nirvana. Man’s incar-
nated Spirit is re-released into the ether as pure disembodiment. Wind- and star-swept it is
blown by solar winds and galactic orgasms of ecstasy into the blue nothingness of the void.

Despite the heavy overlay of instructions and explanations regarding Prometheus’ symbol-
ism that Scriabin left to us - in all their contradictions and changed afterthoughts - and
recognizing Scriabin’s lifetime desire to write music ‘which is no longer music but that
something else’, meaning ‘revelation’, he still sometimes said he preferred the uninitiated
audience to approach his music first as music. He may have called his music ‘demonstra-
tions’ or ‘manifestations’, but he still felt music to be self-sufficient unto itself. He even
once deplored the fact that Prometheus’ enormously successful reception in London in the
spring of 1914 (with Bernard Shaw, John Sargent, Osbert Sltwell inter alia applauding in
the audience) was due to its ‘mysticism over and above its music’.

Yet he insisted when the score was first pubhshed on having a cover plcture by Jean
& w.,“""*“zf LS umgmn ffiena, paanicr ana ,m ,Wr“-_ \ y
wiin the Flame of 'Wisdoin burigug fvin-lis.
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music springing up from the lotus or womb-mind of Asia. At the base two interlocked black
and white tnangles make a five-pointed star, ancient symbol of Lucifer. Over all i is the
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Scriabin’s Key-Colour Scheme

A - .
- g e e e DR

/ will H\
$ C Wod opmmany %

F ]Blex;;r%lggatmn of Will G Creative Play
Orange

/ \
4 ==

Bb Lust or Passion
Rose (or Steel) D dJoy
: Yellow

] 4
_—
[]

Humanity
Eb Flesh (Glint of Steel)

\

e

Movement of Spirit
Ap Movementof E Dreams
Violet or Lilac (Moonshine or Frost)

Db‘\@ﬁ —_ Cbgﬁ /

. .. / Contemplation
Will (of the Creative Spirit) Gb Blue (or Pearly Blue)
(),

Violet or Purple

C# %rr:;%ltvg%’ue or Violet B i;%
\ F# i% /




OE RIMTEADCTBO | nap7w1ypa | RUSSISCHER MUSIKVERLAG GM B
MOCKBA- - PARTITIUR "TBERLIN MOSKAL-




PROMETHEUS

: Alexander Scriabin, Op. 60
The Poem of Fire 1915
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