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PICTURES AT AN EXHIBITION
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 since been lost, but which remain enshrined in Mussorgsky’s music. Though often

referred to as Pictures at an Exhibition, a more accurate translation from the Russian title would

be Pictures from an Exhibition.

Mussorgsky’s complete work consists of ten ‘pictures’, with the recurrent ‘promenade’ theme

representing the viewer (Mussorgsky himself) walking between each picture. There is the

clumsy Gnomus (‘Gnome’), a troubadour singing outside Il vecchio castello (‘The Old Castle’),

and children playing in the Tuileries garden. Bydlo is a Polish word for ‘cattle’, and the music

represents a heavy Polish cart drawn by oxen. Ravel’s orchestration of this movement begins

pianissimo, probably because either Rimsky-Korsakov or the work’s publisher assumed that the

pianissimo ending the previous movement should be carried over. The resultant impression is

of oxen arriving from afar. Eventually it was acknowledged, in 1931, that Mussorgsky’s

manuscript in fact indicated that Bydlo should begin fortissimo; Gorchakev’s orchestration, as

heard in this recording, follows this original indication. The unhatched chicks scene (Ballet des
poussins dans leurs coques) was inspired by Hartmann’s set-design for the ballet Trilby, which was

staged by the Bolshoi Theatre in 1871, for which children were encased in eggshell costumes.

The next movement portrays ‘Samuel’ Goldenberg und ‘Schmuÿle’, thought to be two separate

portraits by Hartmann of Jewish men, one rich and the other 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, versions of the same first name, one German, the other

Yiddish. French women converse and quarrel in Le marché at Limoges, while Catacombae is a
picture of Hartmann exploring the Paris catacombs by lamp-light. The ‘promenade’ theme is
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generally explicitly labelled, with the exception of its appearance during the second part of

Catacombae. 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 Mussorgsky’s scoring and the nature of the music itself demonstrate that it is, indeed,

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 fowl’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.

The final movement is La Grande Porte de Kiev – usually known as ‘The Great Gate of Kiev’

although a more exact English translation of the movement title would perhaps be ‘The

Heroes’ Gate (in the capital city of Kiev)’. This is one of Mussorgsky’s most majestic

achievements, alternating the ‘promenade’ theme with a Russian Orthodox hymn-tune.

Published in 1886, some time after Mussorgsky’s death, Pictures from an Exhibition remained in

obscurity until 20th-century orchestrations of the work revived a masterpiece.

NIGHT ON THE BARE MOUNTAIN
Mussorgsky initially contemplated writing an opera to Gogol’s St John’s Eve in 1858, and alluded

in his letters to another work about witches two years later. It was not until 1867 that the

music materialised, in the form of Night on the Bare Mountain which, as he wrote to Rimsky-

Korsakov, deals with the same ghoulish subject-matter:

‘At the head of the score I’ve put its contents: assembly of the witches, their talk and

gossip; Satan’s procession; obscene glorification of Satan; sabbath. The form and character

of my work are Russian and original. Its general tone is hot-blooded and disordered.’
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Orchestra continues to enjoy the support of high-ranking conductors such as Pinchas

Zukerman, Grzegorz Nowak, Dirk Joeres and Daniele Gatti. 

Central to the RPO’s thriving concert schedule is its prestigious annual series at Southbank

Centre’s Royal Festival Hall. At the Orchestra’s London home Cadogan Hall, the intimate and

luxurious surroundings provide the perfect concert atmosphere in an idyllic location.

Completing the Orchestra’s London programme of concerts, the iconic Royal Albert Hall

provides the ideal setting for a varied series of monumental performances, ranging from large-

scale choral and orchestral works to themed evenings of familiar repertoire. 

The Orchestra offers a comprehensive regional touring programme, with established

residencies in Croydon, Northampton, Lowestoft, Reading, Crawley, Ipswich, High Wycombe,

Aylesbury and Dartford. Internationally the Orchestra is in high demand, undertaking several

major tours each season. Recent tours have included performances in the USA, Canada, China,

Russia, Azerbaijan, Spain, Italy, Germany and Japan. 

The Orchestra’s vibrant community and education programme, RPO resound, involves

specially trained musicians from the Orchestra, alongside accomplished project leaders,

delivering pioneering projects where music is used as a powerful and inspirational force. 

Frequently found in the recording studio, the Orchestra records extensively for film and

television as well as for all the major commercial record companies. 

www.rpo.co.uk
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ROYAL PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA
Artistic Director and Principal Conductor: Charles Dutoit

Formed in 1946 by Sir Thomas Beecham, the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra (RPO) has enjoyed

more than sixty-five years of success, giving first-class performances of a wide range of musical

repertoire all over the world with artists of the highest calibre. Under the inspired leadership

of Artistic Director and Principal Conductor Charles Dutoit, the Orchestra maintains and

builds on a demanding schedule of performances, tours, community and education work, and

recordings.

Throughout its history, the Orchestra has been directed by distinguished conductors including

Rudolf Kempe, Antal Doráti, André Previn, Vladimir Ashkenazy and Daniele Gatti. Today the
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Mussorgsky’s use of the word ‘disordered’ here is telling; in later letters he would refer to

himself with exactly the same word. But whatever forces drove him to drink in the 1870s were

yet to possess him fully. Still intact was his ability to channel that inner turbulence into music;

the result is a stunning score, coherent, vivid, and with an ending that is as surprising as it is

exquisite: the demons are driven away, and peace reigns. If only Musorgksy’s own life had

followed the same pattern.

In July 1872, Mussorgsky wrote to Stasov:

‘I lived Boris in Boris [Godunov] ... Now the new work, your work, will boil, I am already

beginning to live in it.’

KHOVANSHCHINA
Stasov had suggested that Mussorgsky write an opera about the crumbling of the old Russian

culture, which was falling about their ears amid the political unrest of the 1870s. Some of

Mussorgsky’s most memorable work deals with loss: with Pictures at an Exhibition, it was the

loss of a dear friend, and with the opera Khovanschchina, to which Mussorgsky referred in his

letter, it was about the death of an entire culture. Mussorgsky went on to write to Stasov about

the themes of old and new Russia in several ecstatic, extraordinary letters about

Khovanshchina, in which the composer’s almost paganistic images anticipate Stravinsky’s The Rite
of Spring, as well as revealing aspects of his own character, including a desire for friendship, a

sense of frustrated passion, isolation and – bearing in mind that Mussorgsky never left “Mother

Russia” – inertia:

‘... I want to plough the unfertilized, virgin earth; not merely to be acquainted with the

people, but I thirst to be their brother... The power of the black earth will make itself

manifest, when you plough to the very bottom. It is possible to plough the black earth with



CTP Template: CD_DPS1
Compact Disc Booklet: Double Page Spread

Customer  RPO

Catalogue No.  SP-039

Job Title  Mussorgsky Page Nos. 8/9

8

marvellous…tremendous recording”. The Gramophone Magazine praised his ASV recording

with the London Symphony Orchestra as “outstanding…superbly caught.”

Grzegorz Nowak’s career propelled to international level after he’s won the prestigious Ernest

Ansermet Conducting Competition in Geneva, winning the first prize and all special prizes,

including the Grand Prix Patek Philippe, Rolex Prize, Swiss Prize and American Patronage Prize,

and received in Basel the Europäische Förderpreis für Musik for the European Musician of the

Year by a committee chaired by Pierre Boulez. He is Artist-in-Residence at the Florida

International University in Miami, was honoured with the Distinguished Teacher Award during

his tenure as Professor at the BGSU University in Ohio, and the University of Alberta

honoured him with the title of Honorary Professor.

As a recipient of the Serge Koussevitzky Fellowship at Tanglewood, Nowak honed his skills with

such masters as Leonard Bernstein, Seiji Ozawa, Erich Leinsdorf, Maurice Abravanel and Igor

Markevitch, before assisting Kurt Masur with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. Since

then, he has conducted the world’s finest orchestras and served as Music Director for such

orchestras as the Edmonton Symphony Orchestra, Polish National Opera in Warsaw, SWR

Radio Orchestra in Germany, Sinfonia Helvetica and Festival Musique & Amitié Festival in

Switzerland. He performed alongside many of the most widely respected soloists of our time,

including: Krystian Zimerman, Mstislav Rostropovich, Martha Argerich, Henryk Szeryng, 

Anne-Sophie Mutter, Pinchas Zukerman, Midori, Yefim Bronfman, Gil Shaham, Nigel Kennedy,

and has worked with such singers as Marilyn Horne, Kathleen Battle, Gwyneth Jones, Anja Silja,

Janet Baker, Wilhelmenia Fernandez, Ewa Podles, Kristjàn Johannsson, Sherrill Milnes, Wieslaw

Ochman and Ben Heppner.
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tools wrought of alien materials. And at the end of the seventeenth century they did

plough Mother Russia with such tools, and she could not immediately discern with what

they were ploughing, and how the black earth opened up and began to breathe... Public

benefactors will seek to glorify themselves and shore up their glory in documents, but the

people groan, and to stifle their groans they drink like the devil, and groan worse than

ever: haven’t moved!’

As the expression ‘drink like the devil’ hints, the work’s composition was troubled by

Mussorgsky’s own decline, brought on by his increasing dependence on alcohol. This was

something he attempted to laugh off in his correspondence:

‘Khovanschchina is boiling, but it’s too soon to commit it to paper. I’ve become so severe

with myself that it’s laughable, and the more severe I become, the more disorderly I

behave.’

Mussorgsky’s friends were concerned. In 1873 Borodin wrote to his wife:

‘Here is pitiful and sorrowful news about the author of Boris. He has been drinking heavily.

Nearly every day he sits in the Maly Yaroslavets restaurant on Morskaya Street, often

drinking himself stiff. This summer the Sorokins saw him completely drunk in Pavlovsk; he

caused a disturbance there; the affair reached the police... This is horribly sad! Such a

talented man sinking so low morally. Now he periodically disappears...’

Rimsky-Korsakov also lamented:

‘Flashes of powerful creativeness continued in him for a long time, but his mental logic

was growing dim, slowly and gradually.’

It was Rimsky-Korsakov who completed Khovanschchina when its composer died in 1881.
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Later editions were made by Stravinsky, Ravel and Shostakovich. Mussorgsky’s decline is made

all the more poignant by the beauty of those ‘flashes of powerful creativeness’, of which the

opera’s Prelude, Dawn on the Moscow River – with its beautiful melodic shaping, and a delicacy

not always associated with Mussorgsky – is a prime example. The Prelude depicts a gradual

sunrise, evoked through five variants of a folk theme. The Dance of the Persian Maidens is, rather

like Borodin’s Polovtsian Dances, a mixture of seductive, sinuous melodies and festive dancing,

but with a more turbulent undercurrent. As with Dawn, the structure is episodic in feel, which

can impede the sense of truly fluid and coherent aural narrative. Prince Golitsin’s Journey into Exile
is an intensely moving movement, with piercing brass and a tolling bell creating a sense of

anguish that may reveal more of the darkness within Mussorgsky than some of his other, more

famous, compositions.

Mussorgsky worked on his comic opera Sorochinsky Fair or Yarmarka between 1874 and 1880;

but, like Khovanshchina, it remained incomplete at his death. Mussorgsky used Ukrainian folk

melodies throughout, and, as usual, sought advice from Stasov, writing in 1880:

‘But tell me, what should I do with my devils in Sorochinsky – what clothes should I dress

them in? ... What would a drunken Ukrainian village lad see in his dream?’

At first, Mussorgsky shoe-horned his Night on the Bare Mountain into the opera as part of a

dream-sequence, but in later versions it was removed. There are other notable moments which

remain, however, including the rollicking Gopak, a Ukrainian dance brimming with melodic flair

and festive atmosphere – revealing few indications of the complexities of the man who wrote

this music.

Notes © Joanna Wyld.

GRZEGORZ NOWAK
Conductor

Grzegorz Nowak is the Principal Associate Conductor of

the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in London. He has led the

orchestra on tours to Switzerland, Turkey, Armenia, and in

numerous appearances throughout the UK. Among his

numerous recordings with the RPO are Mendelssohn

Scottish and Italian Symphonies, Shostakovich Symphony

No.5, Dvoř ák symphonies No. 6-9, the world first recording

of Kletzki Violin Concerto with Robert Davidovici and all symphonies of Schumann, Brahms

and Tchaikovsky. He is also ‘Director Titular’ of the Orquesta Clásica Santa Cecilia in Madrid.

Recordings of Grzegorz Nowak have been highly acclaimed by the press and public alike,

winning many awards. Diapason in Paris praised his KOS live recording with Martha Argerich

and Sinfonia Varsovia as “indispensable…un must”, and its second edition won the Fryderyk
Award. His recording of The Polish Symphonic Music of the XIX Century with Sinfonia

Varsovia won the CD of the Year Award, the Bronze Bell Award in Singapore and Fryderyk
Award nomination; the American Record Guide praised it as “uncommonly rewarding… 

67 minutes of pure gold” and hailed his Gallo disc of Frank Martin with Biel Symphony as 

“by far the best”. Hänssler Classic disc with Czerny Symphonies No.2 and No.6 (world

premiere recording) was praised as “delightful…marvelously colorful…memorable” by

Classics Today and as a “great musical discovery” by the Musical Heritage Society, while 

Weill’s music with Anja Silja won two Classical Internet Awards and Classics Today wrote “

this is the finest recording of The Seven Deadly Sins currently available…simply
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Pictures at an Exhibition recorded live at Cadogan Hall, London on 25 November 2009
Night on the Bare Mountain recorded at Cadogan Hall, London on 15 February 2010
Khovanshchina recorded at Henry Wood Hall, London on 5 April 2012
Sorochinsky Fair recorded at Cadogan Hall, London on 15 February 2010 and at Henry Wood Hall, London on 5 April 2012 
Producer: Anna Barry. Engineer: Mike Hatch.  
All rights in this recording are the property of Royal Philharmonic Orchestra Ltd.
℗ 2009, 2010 and 2012 Royal Philharmonic Orchestra © 2013 Royal Philharmonic Orchestra.  All rights reserved.  
Unauthorised copying, reproduction, hiring, lending, public performance and broadcasting prohibited. www.rpo.co.uk
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MODEST MUSSORGSKY
ROYAL PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA • CONDUCTOR: GRZEGORZ NOWAK

Pictures at an Exhibition (orch. Gorchakov)

Promenade I 01:45

Gnomus (Gnome) 02:28

Promenade II 00:52

Il vecchio castello (The Old Castle) 04:42

Promenade III 00:28

Tuileries (Children Quarrelling at Play) 00:58

Bydlo (Cattle) 02:46

Promenade IV 00:45

Ballet des poussins dans leur coques 01:21
(Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks) 

‘Samuel’ Goldenberg und ‘Schmuÿle’ 02:12

Promenade V 01:19

Limoges – Le Marché (Limoges – The Market) 01:26

Catacombae – Sepulcrum romanum 01:52
(Catacombs – Roman Burial)

Promenade VI. Cum mortuis in lingua mortua 01:48
(With the Dead in a Dead Language) 

La Cabane sur des Pattes de Poule 
(The Hut on Fowl’s Legs – Baba-Yaga) 03:44

‘The Heroes’ Gate 04:54
(in the capital city of Kiev)

Total: 32:55

Night on the Bare Mountain 10:43

Khovanshchina (orch. Rimsky-Korsakov)

Prelude: Dawn over the Moscow River 06:09

Dance of the Persian Maidens 06:20

Prince Golitsyn’s Journey into Exile 04:25

Sorochinsky Fair (orch. Liadov)

Introduction 06:37

Gopak 01:52

CD Total Running Time 68:58
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