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NIKOLAI RIMSKY-KORSAKOV
(1844–1908)

Capriccio espagnol, Op. 34 
(1887)
(16mins)

Alborada
Variazioni
Alborada
Scena e canto gitano
Fandango asturiano

Rimsky-Korsakov wrote in his memoirs 
about his Capriccio espagnol: “The opinion 
of the critics and the public that this is an 
‘excellently orchestrated work’ is incorrect 
– the Capriccio is an excellent work for 
orchestra.” Rimsky-Korsakov’s gift for 
orchestration had brought its own pitfalls, 
and the composer felt obliged to defend 
himself from being viewed purely as a master 
of instrumental manipulation, rather than 
as a fine composer whose musical material 
also deserved acclaim in its own right. He 
went on: “The changing colours, the skilful 
delineation of the melodies and figuration to 
suit the character of each instrument, the 
little virtuoso solo cadenzas, the rhythmic 
treatment of the percussion and other traits 
are all essential to the nature of composition, 
and not just its outer garb, orchestration.”

The Capriccio espagnol begins in festive 
vein with the ‘Alborada’, before the 
beautiful theme of the ‘Variazioni’ builds 
to a passionate orchestral climax. A flute 
solo precedes the return of the ‘Alborada’, 
with more brilliant woodwind writing, and 
the ‘Scena e canto gitano’ opens with a 
bold snare-drum statement ushering in 
stately brass writing. A violin solo anticipates 
Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade (written 
a year later), and is answered by other 
virtuosic solos including flute, clarinet and 
harp. The ‘Fandango asturiano’, conjuring 
up the earthy flavours of Spanish folk music, 
brings the work to a scintillating close.

Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 was 
begun in 1874 at the suggestion of pianist 
Nikolai Rubinstein, whom Tchaikovsky had 
hoped to impress with the work. Rubinstein’s 
criticism was harsh, however; he sat silently 
through a private performance before 
declaring the concerto to be “banal, clumsy 
and incompetently written… poorly 
composed and unplayable”. He even 
improvised his own mocking parodies of 
the music. This came as a shock to 
Tchaikovsky, who was confident that the 
work was one of his best. Rubinstein 
yielded a little on seeing the hurt that he 
had caused, and he offered to premiere the 
concerto subject to considerable revisions. 
This proposal was resisted by Tchaikovsky 
who, in uncharacteristically defiant mood, 
declared: “I won’t change a single note.” 
Eventually Tchaikovsky compromised and 
made some alterations, including the 
addition of a more dramatic opening. The 
work was premiered in Boston in 1875, 
with Hans von Bülow at the piano; 
Tchaikovsky’s friend Sergei Taneyev gave 
the Russian premiere, and eventually 
Rubinstein himself championed the work, 
performing it on several occasions. 
Tchaikovsky further revised the concerto 
in 1879 and 1888–90.

With this concerto, Tchaikovsky redefined 
the relationship between soloist and 
orchestra. Recent examples of the piano 

concerto by the likes of Chopin had given 
the soloist free rein over a relatively 
lightweight ensemble playing a largely 
subservient role. Tchaikovsky chose 
instead to exploit the orchestra’s full 
capabilities, and on occasion the pianist 
accompanies the orchestra, reversing the 
conventional roles. 

It is possible that Rubinstein was at first 
overwhelmed by the sheer wealth of ideas 
in this concerto, and by the complexity of 
its structures. The first movement opens 
with a majestic call-to-attention from the 
horns, heralding a magnificent main 
orchestral theme punctuated by the 
pianist’s powerful chords, ascending in 
groups of three from the bottom to the top 
of the keyboard. After this introduction 
comes a Ukrainian folk theme first heard 
by Tchaikovsky in Kamenka, near Kiev, 
where it was performed by blind musicians 
busking in the marketplace. In a conventional 
concerto, this main theme would be 
contrasted with a secondary melody, but 
Tchaikovsky chose to introduce two further 
themes, one enigmatic and the other more 
lyrical. There is a stormy central passage, 
and a final section in which the soloist 
plays a cadenza – dazzling music played 
without the orchestra. 

The achingly beautiful central movement, in 
which Tchaikovsky innovatively combined 
slow movement and ‘scherzo’ (a quick, 
playful piece), is characterised by a main 
theme of enchanting simplicity. It is initially 
heard on the flute before being taken up by 
the piano, accompanied by delicate strings 
reminiscent of Tchaikovsky’s Fantasy 
Overture, Romeo and Juliet. The thrilling 
finale is remarkable for its deft manipulation 
of syncopated rhythms, its thematic 
material explored by the piano in dialogue 
with the orchestra, culminating in a 
climactic final section.

Interval  (20 mins)

PYOTR IL’YICH TCHAIKOVSKY 

(1840–1893)

Piano Concerto No. 1 in B flat 
minor, Op. 23 (1874–75;  
rev. 1879 & 1888–90)
(35mins)

Allegro non troppo e molto maestoso —  
 Allegro con spirito
Andantino semplice — Prestissimo
Allegro con fuoco

MODEST MUSSORGSKY  
(1839–1881)

In 1873 the artist Victor Hartmann died at 
the young age of 39, a loss felt keenly by his 
friend, Modest Mussorgsky. The following 
year, an exhibition of Hartmann’s paintings 
inspired Mussorgsky to compose a piano 
suite commemorating Hartmann and his 
pictures, some of which have been lost, but 
which remain enshrined in Mussorgsky’s 
music. Though often referred to as Pictures at 
an Exhibition, the more accurate translation 
of the Russian would be Pictures from  
an Exhibition. >>

Pictures at an Exhibition (1874)
orch. Maurice Ravel (1922)
(35mins)

Promenade I
1. Gnomus (Gnome)
Promenade II – Moderato commodo assai e  
 con delicatezza
2. Il vecchio castello (The Old Castle)
Promenade III – Moderato non tanto,  
 pesamente
3. Tuileries (Dispute d’enfants après jeux)  
 (Tuileries (Children’s Quarrel after  
 Games))
4. Bydło (Cattle)
Promenade IV – Tranquillo
5. Ballet des poussins dans leurs coques  
 (Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks)
6. “Samuel” Goldenberg und “Schmuÿle”
7. Limoges, le marché (La grande nouvelle)  
 (Limoges, the market (The big news))
8. Catacombæ (Sepulcrum romanum) –  
 Cum mortuis in lingua mortua 
 (Catacombs (Roman tomb) – With the  
 dead in a dead language)
9. The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yagá)
10. The Knight’s Gate (in the Old Capital of  
 Kiev) or The Great Gate of Kiev

PLEASE NOTE: a Listening Guide to Pictures 
at an Exhibition is printed on page 7
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In June 1874 Mussorgsky wrote: 
“Hartmann is boiling as Boris [Godunov, 
his opera] boiled. The sounds and the idea 
hung in the air, and now I am gulping and 
overeating. I can hardly manage to scribble 
it down on paper... I want to do it as 
quickly and reliably as possible. My own 
physiognomy can be seen in the intermezzi 
[interludes]. I consider it successful so far.”

The complete work consists of ten ‘pictures’, 
with the recurrent ‘Promenade’ theme 
representing the viewer (Mussorgsky) 
walking between each one. There is the 
clumsy ‘Gnomus’ (‘Gnome’), a troubadour 
singing outside ‘Il vecchio castello’ (‘The 
Old Castle’), and children playing in the 
Tuileries garden. ‘Bydło’ is a Polish word 
for ‘cattle’, and the music represents a 
heavy Polish cart drawn by oxen. The 
‘Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks’ was 
inspired by Hartmann’s set-design for the 
ballet Trilby, which was staged by the 
Bolshoi Theatre in 1871, and for which 
children were encased in eggshell costumes.

The next movement portrays Samuel 
Goldenberg and Schmuÿle, thought to be 
two separate portraits by Hartmann of 
Jewish men, one rich, one poor. The 
paintings were not present in the 
exhibition itself, but were probably given to 
Mussorgsky by the artist in 1868. Samuel 
and Schmuÿle are, in fact, the same first 
name, one German, the other Yiddish. 
French women converse and quarrel in the 
market at Limoges, while ‘Catacombæ’ was 
a picture of Hartmann himself exploring 
the Paris catacombs by lamp-light. Each 
articulation of the ‘Promenade’ theme was 
explicitly labelled by Mussorgsky, with the 

exception of its appearance during the 
second part of ‘Catacombæ’. Mussorgsky 
gave way to the advice of his rather 
dominant friend, the critic Vladimir Stasov, 
who argued that the theme should fall 
under the umbrella of this movement’s 
title, but the nature of the music 
demonstrates that this is an instance  
of the ‘Promenade’ theme. 

As with ‘Gnomus’, Mussorgsky relished the 
opportunity for grotesquery presented by 
Hartmann’s picture of the witch Baba- 
Yagá’s hut, mounted “on chicken’s legs”. 
Despite the fantastical nature of this 
image, the witch’s hut may have been based 
on a form of housing built on tree trunks in 
order to avoid swelling rivers. Finally, ‘The 
Knight’s Gate (in the Old Capital of Kiev)’ 
– a more exact title than the commonly 
used ‘The Great Gate of Kiev’ – is one of 
Mussorgsky’s most majestic achievements, 
alternating an expansive echo of the 
‘Promenade’ theme with a Russian 
Orthodox hymn-tune. Published in 1886, 
some time after Mussorgsky’s death, 
Pictures at an Exhibition remained in 
obscurity until 20th-century orchestrations 
of the work revived a masterpiece.

Programme notes and Feature by Joanna Wyld  
© Philharmonia Orchestra/Joanna Wyld

Pictures at an Exhibition – a Listening Guide

Promenade I The theme begins on trumpet, 
joined by a brass chorale, answered by 
softer strings. A sense of antiquity is 
created using sturdy sonorities before the 
theme is played by the full ensemble.  
1. Gnome A scurrying gesture in lower 
strings and woodwinds is heard twice, 
ending with an orchestral full stop. The 
upper woodwinds play a creepy descending 
line, taken up by the celesta (a keyboard 
using bells rather than strings) with 
swooping strings. A heavy idea in the 
winds is added to the scurrying motif, 
culminating in nightmarish shivering 
strings and a grotesque wind theme. The 
creepy idea returns, answered by muted 
brass, ending with a frantic flourish.
Promenade II The theme is played on the 
horn, decorated by woodwinds and a slow 
string descant (a higher countermelody).
2. The Old Castle Bassoons play over a cello 
drone, and the saxophone sings out the theme. 
Strings and woodwinds create a romantic 
atmosphere. The bassoon takes up the drone 
before the movement’s life-blood ebbs away, 
the saxophone uttering a defiant last gasp.
Promenade III Similar in tone to the first 
movement, this version ends with a cliff- 
hanger of slowing pizzicato (plucked) strings.
3. Tuileries Bustling woodwinds are 
punctuated by pizzicato strings. There is a 
smoother, but still animated, violin theme, 
and the movement builds until the opening 
ideas return, ending in witty understatement.
4. Cattle Ravel’s orchestration begins very 
quietly to give the impression of oxen arriving 
from afar, although we now know that 
Mussorgsky intended the movement to 
begin forcefully. A trudging texture supports 
a plangent tuba solo, building to a powerful 
climax, with snare drum adding a sense of 
doom. The animals stomp away; low harp 
and plucked double bass close the movement.
Promenade IV Blustery strings are added to 
delicate woodwinds to create an autumnal 
atmosphere, building to a brief climax before… 

5. Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks Ravel uses 
a delicate palette of woodwinds, harps and 
pizzicato strings, with colourful percussion 
adding to the playful atmosphere.
6. “Samuel” Goldenberg and “Schmuÿle”
There is a gruff unison statement (all the 
instruments playing the same material) in 
lower woodwinds and strings. Woodwind 
chords support a skittish, muted trumpet 
line, initially nervy but becoming more 
urbane before the gruff theme returns.  
A warmer idea is swiftly curtailed by the 
emphatic ending.
7. Limoges, the market A busy violin idea 
conjures up the gossipy marketplace, 
accentuated by woodwinds and percussion, 
including celesta. Horns add emphasis but 
Ravel uses the substantial ensemble with 
remarkable lightness, passing the bustling 
idea between sections.
8. Catacombes (Roman tomb) – With the dead 
in a dead language Solemn chords for brass, 
lower woodwinds and basses establish a 
sepulchral atmosphere. There are striking 
dynamic contrasts and a brief, mournful 
trumpet solo. We hear the Promenade 
theme, with ethereal strings and delicate 
woodwinds exuding a hushed, ghostly quality.
9. The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yagá) Earthy, 
quick-moving ideas are contrasted with 
high-pitched interjections, followed by a 
strident trumpet theme. Competing brass 
blasts are embelished by the urgent orchestral 
texture. Ghoulish, fluid flute and an 
enigmatic bassoon and double bass line are 
augmented by harp, celesta and shuddering 
strings. A forceful orchestral chord heralds 
the return of the strident material.
10. The Great Gate of Kiev A proud, brass-  
heavy opening and majestic orchestral theme 
are set against softer woodwinds. Cascades 
of string and wind notes decorate the brass 
melody. Lyrical woodwinds return before a 
shimmering march unveils the main theme, 
which penetrates like sunlight burning 
through mist, revealing a triumphant ending.
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