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Pictures at an Exhibition
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Modest Mussorgsky was a gifted child pianist who,
at the age of nine, gave a public performance of a
piano concerto. However, at that time music was
not considered a suitable profession for young
Russian men, so at the age of 17 he enlisted in the
Russian Imperial Army. However, he soon decided to
abandon that in order to pursue a career in music,
but his complete lack of personal organisation
meant that it proved to be a financial disaster, and
he was obliged to take a humble job as a clerk

in the Government Engineering Department. The
composer Tchaikovsky once described him as
“possessing great talent but is narrow-minded and
devoted to coarseness and untidiness for their
own sake”. That untidiness, coupled to the chronic
alcoholism from which he died at the age of 42, led
to his inability to organise his ideas and few of his
works were either completed or survived intact.

In 1874 Mussorgsky had attended a memorial
exhibition for his friend, the architect Viktor
Alexandrovich Hartmann. Some 400 of Hartmann’s
drawings, designs, watercolours and travel sketches
were displayed, and Mussorgsky hit on the idea

of depicting 10 of the pictures in music along with
a recurring “Promenade” theme as the viewer
moves from one room of the exhibition to another.
At the time of his death, however, the work had
not been completed, and it took several months
for the composer Rimsky-Korsakov to assemble



EEXFEELE BRI %
Hi 2N 4R  ZEH1922F10819REE
BEHEC

TEBR/NRRL B
AERTB TRRBETRERE
8 B AR REMER RIRD &
Lf%—@%m%miﬁwm’ﬁ
MANX E 7 B SR MG o1 %
EARMENZES 2REBERE—H
&

EEERETIENRALE
R AT 2R 5T BIFRERATSAME
K7 REAUEMHERSEZMK
A= E R

T4 208 B R AR B E
RITREZ— -EFRELTE -HE
R EERHERE - BRTEN
BERBHERERAMNAR
NEBABRESENRBRARE
RERBH -

ZETERTH
ODEBERN HFEHEREER E
B RENERBHEF-

ERRRENAREFF
B EFREMBIT BB
RIREH -

&£1871
EMBEAEHMKRERIEREE
MR ETHIB R Z— > UEFRAR/N
BAHER NBEREEHNREE

FRAZMRLIZR BB BESE o

Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition

Mussorgsky’s disorganised sketches into a
piano suite first published in 1886 under the
title Pictures at an Exhibition. Three decades
later the Russian-born conductor, Serge
Koussevitzky, commissioned Maurice Ravel
to orchestrate it for a performance in Paris on
19 October 1922.

Announced by solo trumpet,
this has been described as “Mussorgsky
roving through the exhibition, now leisurely,
now briskly in order to come close to a
picture that had attracted his attention, and,
at times sadly, thinking of his friend.” Different
sections of the orchestra take up the theme
before arriving at the first exhibit -

Hartmann’s design for an
ornamental set of nutcrackers for the
Christmas tree in the St Petersburg Artists’
Club was in the shape of a grotesque gnome-
like doll.

One of Hartmann’s travel
sketches from his journeys around Italy
depicts an old castle in front of which he has
drawn a medieval singer. Ravel has given the
singer’s melancholy song to the saxophone.

A charming picture of
children playing in the pretty gardens in the
centre of Paris called the “Tuileries”.

The name given to a Polish ox-cart
with enormous wheels. It lumbers along
heavily while the driver’s song is given out by
the tuba.

In
1871 Hartmann designed the costumes for a
production by the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow.
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One design was of eggs dancing around on
two little legs.

Mussorgsky himself loaned these two
pencil drawings to the exhibition. One is
of an old Jew, dressed in furs, leisurely in
his movements and slow of speech, while
the other is of a poor, ragged man who
continually complains.

This depicts
the gossiping, gesticulating women in the
marketplace.

The
exhibition catalogue described this picture
as: “The interior of Paris catacombs with
figures of Hartmann, the architect Kenel and
the guide holding a lamp.” And the idea of
death and the grave is carried on into the next
statement of the theme -

where it
appears in a more solemn guise.

Hartman had sketched a clock shaped like a
hut on legs. Mussorgsky, however, composed
a demonic ride inspired by the famous witch
from Russian folklore, Babi-Yaga.

One of Hartmann’s
architectural designs was for a massive arch
to be cited on the road leading into the city of
Kiev. It never got beyond the design stage but
inspired Mussorgsky to compose a majestic
and triumphant conclusion to his work.
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Three flutes (one doubling piccolo), three oboes (one doubling cor anglais), three clarinets (one doubling
bass clarinet), three bassoons (one doubling contra bassoon), four horns, three trumpets, three trombones,
tuba, alto saxophone, timpani, two harps, celesta, percussion and strings.



