
THE FIREBIRD 
The Firebird ballet was composed by an inexperienced 27 year old Igor Stravinsky and 

this was his breakthrough piece that helped to make him popular as a composer. He wrote it 

for the 1910 Paris season of Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes  company.  The original 

choreography was created by Michel Fokine. He was the resident choreographer of the Ballets 

Russes from 1910 until 1912 and then returned in 1914 to choreograph a few more ballets. The 

ballet premiered at the Opera de Paris on June 25, 1910. It was instantly successful with both 

audiences and critics.  

The Firebird’s story is based off of a Russian legend of the Firebird whose feathers are 

said to be of beauty and have protection for the earth. Other characters in the ballet that are 

also from Russian lore are the brave Prince Ivan Tsarevich and the evil sorcerer, Kashchei the 

Immortal or Deathless.  Kashchei’s immortality is made possible by hiding his soul away in a 

magic egg that is kept in a secret place so that nobody can destroy it. 

The story begins with Prince Ivan, hunting in the woods, where he comes upon the 

Firebird. He is about to kill her but she begs for her life and Prince Ivan spares her. In return she 

gifts him with an enchanted feather that can be used to call her should he need her.  She also 

warns the Prince that he is very close to Kashchei’s kingdom and he should be careful. Prince 

Ivan wanders into the sorcerer’s kingdom where he meets thirteen princesses, all of whom are 

trapped and under a spell cast by Kashchei. The Prince falls in love with one of the princesses 

and he is determined to rescue her so that they can be together.  He returns the next day and 

confronts the sorcerer. A battle ensues and Kashchei unleashes his monsters to help him win. 

Prince Ivan summons the Firebird who intervenes and bewitches the monsters into dancing an 

energetic dance or the Infernal Dance.  Kashchei and the monsters fall into a deep sleep and 

the Firebird shows Prince Ivan where the egg that contains Kashchei’s soul is hidden.  Prince 

Ivan destroys the egg and this breaks the spell.  



 

Michel Fokine as Prince Ivan and Tamara Karsavina as the Firebird in the 1910 Ballets Russes 

production.  (photo courtesy of Wikipedia) 

 


