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Picture this ... 
The opening concert of the CPO Autumn Symphony Season will present three works 
of which two will be dedicated to music inspired by visual art works. Both 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition and Rachmaninov’s Isle of the Dead 
belong to the genre of programme music. Ottorino Respighi’s first piano concerto 
does not fit into the same picture, but his programmatic trilogy of Roman Fountains, 
Festivals and Pines would soon make him as an important contributor to the genre. 

The idea of music depicting concrete objects, texts or sounds of nature (and of 
course, human emotions) is not that new. Many examples from the history of music 
from at least the 16th century (‘Battel Music’) can be found, culminating in the 19th 
century obsession with extra-musical themes (Liszt, Strauss, Tchaikovsky and 
others). There are also instances of the topic turned upside down: Russian novelist 
Leo Tolstoy’s novel The Kreutzer Sonata was inspired (!) by Beethoven’s violin 
sonata op. 47, with a plot concerning an unstable marriage which ends in murder. 
This plot really thickened with time: Czech composer Janácek wrote a string quartet 
with the same title, in its turn based on Tolstoy’s novel...  

Rachmaninov’s tone poem The Isle of the Dead is but one of several attempts by 
composers to translate Arnold Böcklin’s famous painting (1880) into music. The grim 
picture depicts a small island, virtually a rock in the dark ocean, with a grove of 
equally dark cypresses and a small boat carrying a person, and, what most people 
seem to believe, a coffin. The popularity of the painting led to at least six copies by 
the painter himself, between 1880 and 1886 (and countless further copies by lesser 
gifted painters), one of which was bought by Adolf Hitler. (The photograph shows one 
of Böcklin’s own versions.) 

Rachmaninov’s interest in the painting may be 
explained by his (conscious or unconscious) 
“romantic” views. Accordingly the interest in better 
“other worlds” than the real world could be imagined 
– as Schumann did – by antique relics such as 
medieval castles, ruins, and even death as the final 
solution. The painting may be seen as reminiscent 
of these: the dark sky surrounding the isolated 

island, with towering castle-like rocks and cypresses – those timeless symbols of 
death – all point in this direction. Rachmaninov first saw Arnold Böcklin’s painting as 
a black-and-white reproduction in 1907, and he was haunted by this mysterious 



image. When he later saw a version in full colour, he was quoted that nothing could 
match his first impression — he even suggested that he might never have composed 
The Isle of the Dead had he seen the real painting first. He wrote the piece early 
1909, and conducted the first performance on May 1 of that year, in Moscow.  

By using the subdued strings, harp and timpani the sombre beginning of the piece 
suggests oars moving in the water. Gradually glimpses of melodic material become 
audible, and a sense of urgency appears. One even recognises the first notes of that 
favourite melody of Rachmaninov’s, the Dies irae (Day of Wrath) from the Gregorian 
Mass for the Dead. (He employed it elsewhere as well, as in the Paganini variations.) 
The music becomes more urgent, even passionate. But the Dies irae fragment 
reappears, and the music is again clouded in shadows. The ending is quiet, and the 
listener is left with the sound of ceaseless rowing.  

As indicated above, the average concert-goer will be more familiar with Respighi’s 
symphonic orchestral music than his concertos. Writing vocal music in the 18th and 
19th centuries almost exclusively meant composing Italian opera: from Paris to St 
Petersburg opera composers were either imported from Italy or taught there. A wide 
variety of European composers, such as Handel, Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, 
Liszt and many more spent time in Italy, if not as music students, then at least “to 
drink from the source of all art ....” At the time of the giants of opera, such as 
Donizetti, Verdi and Puccini, “pure” instrumental genres practically ceased to exist in 
Italy – in favour of the national musical pastime of the opera. Whereas the symphony 
had its origins in the Italian opera sinfonia (= overture), Italian composers of the 19th 
century were either not interested in the genre, or their endeavours were bent to the 
artistic will of their Northern neighbours, such as Brahms or Wagner.  

At the turn of the century musical practices all over Europe were subjected to radical 
changes, and the search for renewal – if only to get away from Wagner – resulted in 
renewals which for the French meant “impressionism” and “neo-classicism”, and in 
Germany the beginnings what would eventually become atonal music of some or 
other kind emerged. In similar vein the Italian generazione d’ottanti, i.e. composers 
born in the eighties, such as Respighi, Malipiero, Pizzetti and Casella aimed towards 
“correcting” the Italian situation by returning to their Italian roots. As a result Malipiero 
reworked Monteverdi’s music, and Casella became famous for his orchestral 
versions of Scarlatti’s sonatas. Significantly, Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) too had 
devoted time and dedicated efforts to the transcription and arrangement of early 
Italian keyboard and lute music – stile antche – from as early as 1902, at the time of 
his First Piano Concerto. He had already produced several orchestral pastiches of 
old masters works (such as the well-known Antiche Danze ed Arie), and was thus in 
an ideal position to exploit the growing trend of age-inspired music. He found 
inspiration in Gregorian chant and Medieval church modes, as illustrated by works 
such as his Concerto gregoriano for violin, and Concerto misolidio for piano and 
orchestra.  



 

After completion of his studies in Bologna in 1899 as both accomplished string player 
and pianist, Respighi spent some time in Russia as violist in the imperial orchestra, 
where he gained valuable experience in his orchestration studies with the master 
Rimsky-Korsakov. His own mastering of the art came to fruition especially with his 
famous orchestral trilogy of Roman programme pieces from 1917 onwards: The 
Pines of Rome, The Festivals of Rome, and The Fountains of Rome. He also studied 
briefly with Max Bruch in Berlin.  

Respighi’s Concerto in A minor (1902) is one of several works for piano and 
orchestra. Trained pianists could neither resist the challenge of contributing their own 
concertos, nor the pianistic novelties introduced by past piano celebrities such as 
Liszt. The first concerto is not as well-known as the later works, but offers one of the 
most interesting examples of the virtuoso piano concerto of the early 20th century. 
The piano reigns supreme throughout the piece, with the orchestra minimised to 
introductory function and (sometimes barely noticeable) accompaniment for the solo 
instrument. The work is cast in the customary three (but linked) movements (Allegro 
– Andante – Presto), all of which contain longer and shorter sections approaching 
cadenza-like flourishes of all imaginable textures and techniques. The first movement 
does contain the customary two main themes and development, but true melodic 
moments are short-lived, and often eclipsed by pianistic rhetoric. The lyrical Andante 
(that even slows down further to Adagio molto) reaches a feverish fortissimo before 
moving into the Presto- finale. If the previous movements suggest a mixture of Liszt’s 
(and some measure of Saint-Saëns’?) piano idiom, the finale is an almost undiluted 
frantic Tchaikovskian dance, reminiscent of the latter’s concerto finales. A brief 
Andante interlude soon leads back to the Presto, giving rise to the Cadenza proper, 
and a rousing and noisy Piú presto as Coda. 

Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881) qualifies as the main representative of the 
Russian Group of Five who strove for a Russian music culture emancipated from 
Western European influences. He passes as the most important Russian master 
before Tchaikovsky. His life was characterised by a constant awareness of fate and 
injustice in the world around him, and has been identified with the world of pre-
revolutionary thinking in Russia. Besides elementary training as pianist, and 
friendship with Balakirev (himself a self-taught composer) Mussorgsky had no official 
training, and had to resort to menial office jobs to support himself. His last years were 
miserable: given the dissolution of The Five and public lack of understanding of his 
nationalist musical ideals, the composer was left virtually penniless after certain 
financial reforms. The resultant alcohol abuse worsened his health, and Mussorgsky 
died on the morning of his 42nd birthday.  

As a musician he had contact with Western individuals such as Berlioz, but never 
became an imitator of any style, striving instead to create a musical art equal to that 
of the West. His opera based on the life and ideals of Tsar Boris Godunov (1868) 
was an early testimony to that end. The work had several stagings, but there were 



also critical voices. Only after the composer’s death, and with considerable reworking 
by Rimsky-Korsakov, would the opera become an international success. His natural 
gift and restless search for his own musical language even led researchers to the 
conclusion that it was exactly this lack of proper training that moulded his unique 
style. 

After the death of a close friend, the architect-painter Viktor Hartmann in 1873, the 
grief-stricken composer visited a commemorative exhibition of the late painter’s work, 
which struck a unique creative spark. Mussorgsky’s piano suite Pictures at an 
Exhibition was composed in 1874 over a short time span, but was largely ignored by 
musicians, no doubt in part because of its immense technical difficulties. The work 
only became a worldwide success in the orchestrated version by Maurice Ravel 
(1922) – in itself a commission by conductor Koussevitsky. Besides the pieces’ 
technical difficulties one may well wonder why the innate fantasies of the original 
piano pieces, with their imaginative pure Russian sense of melody, harmony and 
rhythm did not attract any attention. Or: are we only willing to admire Ravel’s craft, 
but not Mussorgsky’s art ...? To some extent the “necessity” of orchestral versions of 
“unplayable” piano music still remains largely an enigma. (The first attempts at 
reworking the suite as an orchestral work appeared shortly after the composer’s 
death, and there are currently at least 25 known orchestrations of the work.) 

The paintings (of which most have 
since been lost) are closer to 
architectural designs than 
“proper” artistic outpourings. This 
quality, coupled with the painter’s 
unique imagination (and sense of 
humour) ensured pictures of a 
different kind. The first of the two 
pictures at the left, for instance, 
shows the “unhatched chickens” 
of his Pictures – a costume 

design for a ballet in Hartmann’s time, and the second his architectural design for the 
Great Gate of Kiev. (http://www.geocities.jp/tatsuyabanno/Bilderausstellung/Public 
Domain) 

Avoiding the possible end result of ten isolated musical “pictures” the composer 
invented the idea of the unifying recurring Promenade theme, which represents the 
visitor strolling through the exhibition (Mussorgsky allegedly saw the Promenade 
theme as a personalisation of himself strolling between paintings...) The theme 
appears five times in full (see marked list below), and also forms part of item 8, and it 
concludes the suite at the end of The Bogatyr Gate of Kiev.  

The entire composition thus consists of the following 15 items: 

Promenade (1st appearance) 
1. Gnomus (The Gnome) 

http://www.geocities.jp/tatsuyabanno/Bilderausstellung/Public
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#Promenade
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._1_%22The_Gnome%22


Promenade (2nd appearance) 
2. Il vecchio castello (The old Castle) 

Promenade (3rd appearance) 
3. Tuileries (Children's Quarrel after Games) 
4. Bydlo (Cattle) 

Promenade (4th appearance) 
5. Ballet of unhatched Chicks 
6. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle 

Promenade (5th appearance) 
7. Limoges (At the Market)  
8. Catacombs (with the Promenade as postlude) 
9. The Hut on Hen's Legs (Baba Yaga) 
10. The Bogatyr Gate of Kiev (with the Promenade at the end) 
 

Since music is not capable of “reproducing” paintings, Mussorgsky’s music cannot, 
and was not attempting to duplicate them in any way. The best way to hear and enjoy 
them is to realise what kind of meaning the pictures could have for an artist such as 
Mussorgsky’s own means of expression. At least some of the paintings are based on 
a kind musical “continuation” of the pictures. After the first return of the Promenade 
the very first picture (The Gnome) – an interesting design for a nutcracker in the form 
of an evil little dwarf – appears in the music by means of its clumsy, jumpy 
“movements”, and with no. 2 (The old Castle) one is aware of a “romantic” 
atmosphere of a troubadour singing towards one of the windows of the old Italian 
building, for which the Ravel employs the saxophone. The famous French gardens, 
the Tuileries (no. 3) is less about the garden than about the children enjoying 
themselves with games. Musically speaking it is a wispy and gentle little scherzo. The 
slow-moving no. 4, called Bydło – the Polish word for “cattle” – conveys the 
impression of the trundling old ox wagon; in Mussorgsky / Ravel’s version the driver 
is apparently singing an equally sad song, enhanced by the solo tuba. The Ballet of 
the unhatched Chickens in their Shells, to quote the full title of the fifth item, is 
based on Hartmann’s serious sketch for ballet costumes. It is a rapid, "chirpy" little 
scherzo. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle (no. 6) is Mussorgsky’s own title for a 
sketch of Hartmann’s, depicting the characteristic opposites of two inhabitants of the 
ghetto – a rich one and a poor one. The pompous, self important Goldenberg speaks 
in measured tones (strings in unison), in stark contrast to Schmuyle’s anxious 
chattering, aptly expressed by Ravel’s choice of a piercing and nervous staccatos on 
the muted trumpet. Like the earlier Tuileries, the movement titled Limoges: At the 
Market (no. 7) is a lively scherzo. Here it is not children at play, but housewives 
arguing in the marketplace. Ravel uses the whole orchestra for Mussorgsky’s 
attractive chromatic theme. Catacombs (no. 8) depicts the painter himself, with 
lantern in hand, exploring the catacombs of Paris. The ominous sounds of the brass 
section paints an eerie experience. For the second section of the movement 
Mussorgsky added the words Cum mortuis in lingua mortua – with the dead in a dead 
language. Here an equally eerie version of the Promenade recurs. The Hut on 
Fowl’s Legs (no. 9) is based on Hartmann's design for a giant clock – in the shape 
of the hut of the legendary Russian witch Baba yaga! Here again the composer’s 
creative mind is occupied with witch’s mode of flying, not with the hut nor the clock. 
According to the story the witch travels through the air on a mortar of glowing iron. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#Promenade_(2nd)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._2_%22The_Old_Castle%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#Promenade_(3rd)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._3_%22Tuileries_(Children's_Quarrel_after_Games)%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._4_%22Cattle%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#Promenade_(4th)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._5_%22Ballet_of_Unhatched_Chicks%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._6_%22Samuel_Goldenberg_and_Schmu%C3%BFle%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#Promenade_(5th)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._7_%22Limoges._The_Market_(The_Great_News)%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._8_%22Catacombs_(Roman_Tomb)%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._9_%22The_Hut_on_Hen's_Legs_(Baba_Yaga)%22
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictures_at_an_Exhibition#No._10_%22The_Bogatyr_Gates_(In_the_Capital_in_Kiev)%22


The full orchestra participates in the depiction of her adventurous journey. The Great 
Bogatyr Gate of Kiev (no. 10) is the closing finale of the suite, and is based on an 
architectural sketch for the building. As the final – and longest – item it boasts a 
gradual and solemn build-up of all orchestral forces into an overwhelming and 
powerful close. The effect of grandeur is of such proportions that Tchaikovsky 
probably used it as inspiration for the final bars of his 1812 Overture, written a mere 
four years after Mussorgsky’s Pictures.  

Forthcoming on 7 June: Sibelius’ First... and Tchaikovsky’s Only... 


