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ABSTRACT 
 

This research is consecrated to Mussorgsky’s famous cycle of character pieces, 

Pictures at an Exhibition.  The author of this study examines, analyzes, and compares 

divergent perceptions about Mussorgsky’s renowned cycle that have emerged among 

Mussorgsky scholars in Russia and abroad.  Due to the fact that there is such an array of 

diverse viewpoints about Pictures at an Exhibition, some of which are conflicting or even 

contradictory, there is a need to collect, expose, and discuss these findings.  The purpose 

of this study, therefore, is to come to a better understanding of the meaning of 

Mussorgsky’s composition through a thorough examination of internal evidence and 

through studying the various insights presented by numerous Mussorgsky researchers.  

The discoveries shared by Western and Russian scholars will then help performers create 

a more authentic interpretation of Pictures at an Exhibition based on a solid foundation of 

knowledge.  The other goal of this study is to introduce viewpoints and ideas shared by 

Russian researchers in the materials that are unavailable in English.  These perspectives 

shared by Russian scholars may help popularize and promote Mussorgsky’s work among 

non-Russian readers and performers, as well as introduce Russian perceptions about 

Mussorgsky’s cycle.  Another objective of this document is to study and analyze the 

composer’s score markings, in order to draw performers’ attention to this important link 

between a performer and the composer.  Mussorgsky’s detailed score markings represent 

a unique message, in which the composer gives direct and explicit instructions toward 

interpretation.   A wise performer, therefore, will choose to pay close attention to these 

suggestions in order to create a meaningful performance.   
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This document is organized in three chapters.  Chapter I represents an overview of 

the life and traditions of Russian society in the 18th and 19th centuries; it describes the 

beginning of the nationalistic movement in Russian music and outlines some significant 

facts from Mussorgsky’s life.  Chapter II is dedicated to the genesis and structural 

analysis of Pictures at an Exhibition.  Chapter III explores divergent perceptions about 

Mussorgsky’s suite expressed by Russian and Western researchers.  Illustrations by 

Victor Hartmann and other Russian painters accompany this document as well as a many 

musical examples.    
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INTRODUCTION 

Mussorgsky’s 1 (1839-1881) Pictures at an Exhibition 2 is a well-known 

programmatic cycle of character pieces beloved of audiences throughout the world.  

During Mussorgsky’s life, however, Pictures was almost completely ignored.  The cycle 

first appeared in print five years after the composer’s death, but continued to receive little 

attention in European musical circles.  Vladimir Stasov was an influential music critic 

and art historian who decided to promote Mussorgsky’s cycle.  He added his own 

program notes to the first edition of Pictures because he wanted to explain Mussorgsky’s 

musical intent in a simple and comprehensible way.  Unfortunately, Stasov’s program 

notes may have been too simplistic to adequately describe the inner message of 

Mussorgsky’s music.  Rimsky-Korsakov also decided to popularize Mussorgsky’s 

Pictures.  Apparently, Rimsky-Korsakov was not completely satisfied with Mussorgsky’s 

cycle because in his edition of Pictures he tried to change Mussorgsky’s dynamic 

markings and re-work the harmony.3  These artificial modifications resulted in 

performances that perpetuated an inauthentic view of Mussorgsky’s work.  Luckily, 

modern editions of Pictures at an Exhibition offer a return to the composer’s original 

                                                 
1 There are several spelling versions of the composer’s last name.  Russian original spelling is: 

Musorgsky.  The French version reads: Moussorgsky (due to the specific French pronunciation of “s” as 
“z” when being placed between two vowels, there had to appear an extra “s” in the composer’s last name).  
In this study, the composer’s last name will be spelled in a traditional western version: Mussorgsky.  
However, in quotations and reference notes the composer’s last name will be spelled according with the 
original source.  

 
2 The author of this document sometimes refers to Pictures at an Exhibition simply as Pictures. 
 
3 David Brown, Musorgsky. His Life and Works (Oxford: University Press, 2002), 237. 
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intention and, therefore, a performer may enjoy the raw originality of Mussorgsky’s 

music.   

During the subsequent seventy-year long isolation of the former USSR from 

much of the cultural life of the West, two independent perceptions about Pictures quite 

naturally emerged: a Russian view and a Western perspective.  Russian researchers in the 

20th century understood and conveyed a consistent understanding of Pictures at an 

Exhibition due to the fact that during the Soviet regime there was a centralized system of 

music schools.  The most influential of these music schools was located in Moscow.  This 

unified perception emerged from the specifics of the culture, traditions, and mentality of 

the Russian people.  For instance, Russian researchers express similar opinions regarding 

the musical value of the cycle and its programmatic content.  Western researchers, on the 

contrary, did not develop a single perception about the cycle.  Instead, Western scholars 

offered their individual, original, and subjective ideas about the titles and the 

programmatic content of the cycle naturally filtered through the lens of their foreign 

experience and environment.  One particularly obvious way in which these perspectives 

contrast is with respect to the titles of the movements.  A deeper understanding of the 

interrelationship of the titles and musical content of Pictures may be essential for an 

accurate perception of Mussorgsky’s musical ideas.  Any misunderstanding of 

Mussorgsky’s intent may lead to shallow performances and miscalculations of the 

dramatic depth of his work.  This study, therefore, aims to broadly survey the known and 

probable sources of Mussorgsky’s inspiration and to expose and correct 

misunderstandings and erroneously held perceptions that have emerged.    
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The Russian people have enjoyed comparatively little democracy and freedom of 

speech.  Russian writers, poets, and musicians, therefore, who generally preferred to 

forbear from openly speaking the truth as they understood it, chose instead to express 

their thoughts and opinions through verbal or musical metaphors.  Russian artists in the 

19th century may be divided into two general categories, political and apolitical. In the 

20th century, Dmitri Shostakovich, a “political” composer, who lived and worked under 

enormous pressure from Stalin’s regime, had to invent numerous musical monograms and 

include various musical quotations in his works, all intended to reveal forbidden truth.  In 

the words of the Soviet poet, Evgeniy Evtushenko 4 “. . . a poet in Russia is more than a 

poet,” meaning that a poet is meant to declaim the conscience of the Nation.  The same 

expression is true for composers and other artists.  Thus, Russian audiences learned to 

read between the lines and listen beyond the sound in an attempt to fathom the underlying 

meaning of artistic expressions.  

Mussorgsky, who was Shostakovich’s role model, also belonged to the category 

of “politically charged” composers.  He wanted to proclaim the truth about the real life of 

simple people and their social position in the country.  In Russia, Mussorgsky’s music is 

often compared to Dostoevsky’s novels.  Both the composer and the writer were 

primarily interested in expressing the sufferings and the pain of the “little” people, the 

poor and oppressed.   

If we look at the titles of the Pictures, we won’t find many noble or romantic 

subjects, which would be characteristic of the mid-19th century period of Romanticism in 

                                                 
4 Shostakovich wrote his famous 13th symphony “Babiy Yar” on Evtushenko’s poem. 
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art.  Mussorgsky’s characters are simple and “small” people: nurses and children in 

Tuileries, peasants in Bydlo, poor Schmuyle against rich Samuel Goldenberg in the Two 

Jews, and French peasants and cooks gossiping in The Market Place in Limoges.  The 

titles suggest that Mussorgsky felt a deep connection with, and affection for, the lowest 

classes.  Moreover, he wanted to be associated with them. 5   

Another focus of this study is the remarkable specificity of performance 

instructions the composer provides through detailed score markings.  Mussorgsky 

followed the example of Aleksandr Dargomïzhsky (1813-1869), who was his role model 

and one of the advocates for Russian Nationalism in music, a movement designated to 

restore the value of Russia’s cultural heritage.  Dargomïzhsky paid scrupulous attention 

to details.  His art song scores are annotated with instructions reminiscent of a stage 

director, e.g., “to screw up one’s eyes,” “smiling and stumbling” and “sighing.” 6   

Regrettably, none of the numerous sources for Pictures at an Exhibition provides 

any serious examination or evaluation of such a significant aspect of Pictures as 

Mussorgsky’s score markings; significant because of the precise and detailed instructions 

they provide concerning the interpretation of these character pieces.  Moreover, the 

descriptive tempo indications, slurs, fermatas, tenutos, and sforzandos of all variety 

suggest vividly specific meaning, subtext and programmatic imperatives.  The wise 

performer will reflect on why the mark is there, what it means, how it contributes toward 

                                                 
5 Alfred Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 

Voprosy Muzykoznaniya, 1st ed. (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1954), 329. 
 
6 Solomon Volkov, The History of Saint Petersburg (Moscow: Exmo Press, 2004), 106. 
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a bold and realistic portrayal of musical character, thus increasing the likelihood of a 

meaningful performance.  

A final intention of this study is to enrich the experience of the readers and 

performers by sharing insights gleaned from materials that are unavailable in English. 

The numerous viewpoints and ideas shared by Russian researchers may provoke the 

performers’ interest and kindle their inspiration to study and play Mussorgsky’s Pictures 

at an Exhibition, as well as serve as an important source of information for those readers 

who are interested in studying Russian culture, but did not necessarily have the 

experience of living in Russia.     
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I.  RUSSIAN SOCIETY AND CULTURE IN THE 18TH AND 19TH CENTURIES 

 A. Saint Petersburg: The Great City and Its Children 
 

The city of St. Petersburg was artificially created by the despotic will of Russian 

Tsar Peter the Great (1662-1725) who decided to build a new city that would be designed 

by the best Western architects.7  The construction began in 1703.  The city was literally 

built on human bones, since its geographical position could not be any worse: the climate 

was too cold and humid, and the place itself was exposed to repeated and severe floods 

due to the numerous large and small rivers that surrounded its location. Thousands of the 

workers brought by force and compelled to participate in the creation of the city, died of 

cold, infections, and unbearable working and living conditions.  However, in spite of 

these tragic events, the city was built, and over the years it became the architectural 

masterpiece of Eastern Europe, often called the Northern Venice.  It also became a capital 

city of Russia, taking this privilege from ancient Moscow, and holding it for about two 

hundred years (until after the Russian October Revolution of 1917).    

St. Petersburg became a center of cultural life, attracting the most talented 

Russian and West European writers, poets, artists, architects and musicians.  This 

powerful Western “cultural invasion” initiated by Peter the Great had an enormous 

impact on Russia. 8   

                                                 
  

7 Solomon Volkov, The History of Saint Petersburg, 37. 
  

8 Ibid., 45. 
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In order to solidify political alliances, beginning in 1761, Russian emperors began 

to marry princesses exclusively from Western Europe.  These immigrant monarchs 

brought their cultural preferences with them thus further reinforcing Western music, 

literature, art and theatre in Russia. 9 Although the 18h century brought an immense 

Germanic and Dutch influence into Russia, the beginning of the 19th century brought the 

chaos of the Napoleonic invasions.  By 1812, the year of Russia’s great victory over 

Napoleon’s army, Russian interest in French culture had expanded significantly.  French 

language became a preference of the elite.  Gradually, Russian nobility found it shameful 

and mauvais tone 10 to speak or write in Russian.  The language itself was considered 

suitable for servants and peasants only.  Russian aristocracy began to “import” tutors and 

governesses directly from Western Europe and especially from France, so that the 

youngest generation and the “golden youth” would be brought up in authentic French 

traditions.   

 

 

                                                 
9 Here is the list of Russian Emperors who married European Princesses.  In parentheses will be 

indicated the years of the Emperors’ reign: 
Peter III (1761-1762) married German princess Sophia-Frederica-Augusta who became Catherine II the    
Great.  After her husband’s assassination she solely reined the country untill her death in 1796. 
Paul I (1796-1801) married Wurttemberg duchess Sophia-Dorothy-Augusta-Luisa. 
Alexander I (1801-1825) married Baden princess Luisa-Maria-Augusta. 
Nicolas I (1825-1855) married Prussian princess Frederica-Luisa-Charlot-Wilhelmina. 
Alexander II (1855-1881) married Darmstadt princess Maximiliana-Augusta-Sophia-Maria. 
Alexander III (1881-1894) married Dutch princess Sophia-Frederica-Dagmar.  
Nikolas II (1894-1918) married Darmstadt princess Alice-Wictoria-Helen-Luisa-Beatrice (who assumed 
the name Alexandra upon baptism in Russian Orthodox Church.  The last Russian Emperor and his family 
were killed shortly after the October Revolution of 1917).  Argumenty i Facty (International edition) no.7 
(2007). 
 

10 Bad taste (French). 
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The population of Saint Petersburg consisted of Russian, Ukrainian, Tartar, 

Jewish, Polish, German, Dutch, Italian, and French inhabitants.  This atmosphere of 

multinational alliances was a unique and particular trait of Saint Petersburg for the 

majority of other Russian cities were more or less homogenous.  

The construction of Saint Petersburg, which by this time had become Russia’s 

“crown jewel,” was aggravated by tragic circumstances, such as numerous natural 

disasters and an extremely high death rate.  Out of these particular difficulties grew a 

special tradition that became characteristic of Saint Petersburg, namely the idea of 

preserving and accomplishing the unfinished work of a master.  The appearance of this 

tradition might have a psychological explanation.  Due to the fact that this majestic 

monster-city required efforts beyond endurance and constant sacrifices, its new citizen-

children could not remain ignorant and unappreciative of one another’s colossal work.   

Therefore, if a project remained unfinished due to its author’s death, his friends, students, 

or teachers would accomplish it.  A noteworthy example of this tradition is the creation of 

the impressive monument to Peter the Great designed by French sculptor Etienne 

Falcone.   Due to the fact that Falcone left Russia when the monument was half-finished, 

Falcone’s student Marie Collo completed his project.11  Francesco Rastrelli, an ingenious 

Italian architect, began the famous Hermitage or “Zimnii” palace, but did not live long 

enough to finish the work.  Subsequently, his work was preserved and brought to life by 

other masters.12   

                                                 
11 Volkov, The History of Saint Petersburg, 48. 
 
12 Wikipedia.  The Free Enciclopedia, “Bartolomeo Rastrelli” [article on-line]; available from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bartolomeo_Rastrelli; date accessed 4/10/2007. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bartolomeo_Rastrelli
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Saint Petersburg’s composers also followed this wonderful tradition.  They 

completed, re-worked, or orchestrated some of the unfinished compositions by their 

friends and colleagues.  For instance, two of the Mighty Five, Rimsky-Korsakov and Cui, 

orchestrated Dargomїzhsky’s opera The Stone Guest, a work that was incomplete at the 

time of the composer’s demise.13  Mussorgsky expressed his admiration for Hartmann’s 

paintings through his cycle Pictures at an Exhibition; the composition that immortalized 

Hartmann’s name.  Mussorgsky’s own unfinished opera The Fair at Sorochinsk was 

completed over the years by César Cui, Alexander Tcherepnin, and Vissarion Shebalin.14  

Rimsky-Korsakov re-worked and re-orchestrated Mussorgsky’s operas Boris Godunov 

and Khovanshchina.15  Also, Rimsky-Korsakov and Glazunov completed and presented 

Borodin’s half-written opera Prince Igor along with his other compositions, since 

Borodin, due to his sudden death, left a number of unfinished works.16  This great 

tradition of preserving and completing the works of other masters continued in the 20th 

century with Dmitri Shostakovich, who re-orchestrated and re-edited Mussorgsky’s 

operas.  Shostakovich also completed the unfinished opera Rothschild’s Violin written by 

his student Veniamin Fleishman who was killed on the front in the first days of the 

Second World War. 17 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
13 D.K. Samin, A Hundred of the Great Composers (Moscow: Veche Press, 2004), 189. 
 
14 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1968), 177. 
 
15 S. Shlifshtein, Musorgsky: Artist. Time. Destiny (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1975), 213. 
 
16 Samin, A Hundred Of the Great Composers, 265. 
 
17 Volkov, The History of Saint Petersburg, 138. 
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 B. The Nationalistic Movement in Russian Music 
  

As a result of such a significant cultural transformation, Russia’s own culture, 

though abundant, was neglected.  By the beginning of the 19th century Russia’s 

progressive minds began to realize that this was an abnormal and dangerous situation for 

a country that possessed its own rich spiritual and cultural heritage.  

 The first Russian composer who protested this situation was Mikhail Glinka 

(1804-1857).  In 1836 he created his celebrated opera Life for a Tsar that turned out to be 

a masterpiece and the first opera written by a Russian nationalist composer.  For the first 

time in the history of Russian opera the main characters of the plot were simple Russian 

peasants. One of them, a peasant named Ivan Susanin, sacrificed his life for a tsar.  

However, the opera was resented by the high society as unsuitable and brutal.  Even its 

pro-monarchist and patriotic plot was not taken into consideration.  The nobility rejected 

the idea of representing on stage the simple people and showing their life and suffering. 

The beautiful folk melodies adopted and arranged by Glinka for this opera were criticized 

as simplistic.  1842 marked the premier of Glinka’s other opera Ruslan and Ludmila. The 

result was still the same: sharp and unbearable criticism.18   

 Many years later, in 1853 the master of Russian literature count Leo Tolstoy 

expressed his painful thoughts concerning the lack of interest for Russian music in 

Russia.  He claimed that in Italy even a simple person understands and enjoys arias by 

                                                 
18 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 13. 
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Donizetti or Rossini; in Russia, however, the Russian bourgeoisie just stare at the stage 

when they listen to Life for the Tsar.19   

Although Glinka’s operas were proclaimed a fiasco, there was a small group of 

open-minded and highly educated people on whom Glinka’s work produced an enormous 

impression.  Among them were the composers Dargomïzhsky, Balakirev and the art 

historian and music critic Stasov.  These men were deeply moved by the idea of a 

Russian national revival and impressed with the realistic truth of the scenes and the pure 

beauty of the folk tunes.  This was the beginning of the movement, which later received 

the name of musical nationalism. 20 

Aleksandr Dargomïzhsky (1813-1869) became Glinka’s ardent follower. In 1856 

he completed his opera Rusalka (‘Mermaid’), in which the main character is a simple 

peasant girl who, being seduced and abandoned by a nobleman, throws herself into the 

river.  As with Glinka’s operas, Russian nobility rejected Dargomizhsky’s Rusalka.21  

But, unlike Glinka, who fled the country in bitter disappointment, Dargomïzhsky founded 

a musical circle for young professional musicians and amateurs.  During their social 

gatherings, Dargomïzhsky could proclaim his thoughts about the new direction of 

Russian music.  At one of these musical soirées the two military officers, Modest 

                                                 
19 Leo Tolstoy, Sviatochnaya Noch (Moscow: State Press of the Art Literature, 1960), 424. 
 
20 Musical nationalism refers to the use of musical ideas or motifs that are identified with a 

specific country, region, or ethnicity, such as folk tunes and melodies, rhythms, and harmonies inspired by 
them.  Musical nationalism can also include the use or folklore as a basis for programmatic works including 
operas.  Wikipedia.  The Free Encyclopedia [article on-line]; available from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_nationalism; date accessed 16/10/2007. 

 
21 Samin, One Hundred Great Composers, 187. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_nationalism
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Mussorgsky and César Cui, met for the first time.  Cui (1835-1918), who was an amateur 

musician, introduced Mussorgsky to the young composer Mily Balakirev. 22  

Balakirev (1837-1910) was discovered by Glinka, who had noticed Balakirev’s 

striking musical talent. 23  Guided by his best friend, a remarkable music critic Vladimir 

Stasov (1824-1906), Balakirev recruited young intellectual music lovers, like Cui and 

Mussorgsky, and encouraged them to compose pieces in a distinctively Russian style.  

Shortly after, the three young composers welcomed a medical officer, Aleksandr Borodin 

(1833-1887), and a marine officer, Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908), into their 

circle.24  This was the beginning of a fruitful friendship between the five men that 

ultimately played an enormous role in the development of Russian musical nationalism. 

In his turn, Stasov, who possessed an enormous knowledge of Russian history, literature, 

folklore, and art, suggested the plots for their compositions.  He also became a 

spokesman for this group, which he named the Mighty Handful or the Mighty Five. 25  

The circle was opposed to the newly formed Saint Petersburg Conservatory under Anton 

Rubinstein (1829-1894) because the purpose of the conservatory was to educate young 

Russian musicians using traditional Western techniques, but the goal of the Mighty Five 

                                                 
22 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 26. 
 
23 Ibid., 22. 
 
24 Richard Taruskin, Musorgsky. Eight Essays and an Epilogue (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1993), xxxiv.  
 
25 Richard Taruskin, Musorgsky. Eight Essays and an Epilogue, xxxiii.  
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was to revive Russian folk music, insert it into their compositions, and introduce it to a 

large concert audience.26   

The members of the Mighty Five produced a number of significant nationalistic  

works.   

By carrying the folk song elements into their art music, the Russian composers 
developed a unique idiom which contained the following: the cell development 
technique (a short motif or phrase repeated exactly or slightly varied), pronounced 
interest in orchestral colour, variety of dynamics, use of (inverted) pedal points, 
drone basses, dominant hovering, use of exotic harmony (chromatic or modal), 
pentatonic or modal tunes and their associated harmonies, and additive structures 
resulting from the cell development on a big scale, small melodic compass, 
recurring intervallic shapes . . .  By the second half of the nineteenth century, 
original Russian tunes could almost be mistaken for folk songs as the folk idiom 
had been assimilated so successfully. 27 
 

Balakirev ignited interest in Middle Eastern folk music.  He created a marvelous concert 

piece for piano, Islamey, an Oriental Fantasy based on the rhythms and melodies 

collected from the Caucasus mountain region.  Borodin integrated oriental Polovtzian 

Dances into his opera Prince Igor written on a subject from Russian history.  Borodin’s 

Second Bogatyrskaya symphony and his Second string quartet are based on musical 

themes associated with Russian folklore.  In Russia, these compositions are considered 

masterpieces of Russian instrumental music. 28  Rimsky-Korsakov enriched Russian 

orientalism with his exotic symphonic poem Scheherazade.  Rimsky-Korsakov’s operas 

Maid of Pskov, The Tsar’s Bride, and Vera Sheloga are written on realistic subjects from 

                                                 
26 Volkov, The History of Saint Petersburg, 110. 
 
27 M. Tevfic Dorak, “Russian Nationalism in Music” [article on-line]; available from 

http://www.dorak.info/music/national.html; date accessed 16/10/2007. 
 
28 Samin, One Hundred of the Great Composers, 265. 
 

http://www.dorak.info/music/national.html


 31

Russian history; May Night (after Gogol) and Mozart and Salieri (after Pushkin) are 

based on the plots from Russian literature; Snowmaiden, Sadko, Mlada, The Tale of Tsar 

Saltan, Kashchey the Immortal, The Legend of the Invisible City of Kitezh, and The 

Golden Cockerel are inspired by stories from Russian fairy tales and legends.   

César Cui wrote a number of works of lesser value that have never become part of 

the standard repertoire.   

. . .  Cui had never shown in his songs or operas any ideological influence, nor did 
he strive to break new path for future Russian music.  His main and important 
contribution to the Mighty Five cause lay in his literary popularization of their 
ideas. 29   
 
Mussorgsky, although less prolific than Rimsky Korsakov, contributed a great 

deal to the development of musical nationalism and realism. 30   In 1868 he began 

composing his opera The Marriage.  He planned to set to music Gogol’s novel, which 

was written in prose rather than poetry.  This was a brave experiment; Mussorgsky went 

further than Dargomïzhsky, who in 1866 started to work on his opera The Stone Guest, 

setting Pushkin’s unchanged verses to music.  Unfortunately, The Stone Guest remained 

unfinished due to Dargomïzhsky’s death. Dargomїzhsky had attempted to compose an 

opera “. . . in a manner that abolished the ‘unrealistic’ division between aria and recitative 

in favor of continuous mode of syllabic but lyrically heightened declamation somewhere 

                                                 
29 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 104. 
 
30 “Realism was another feature of the Russian music (opera) in the nineteenth century.  The plots 

were true to contemporary life. . .”   M. Tevfic Dorak, “Russian Nationalism in Music” [article on-line]; 
available from http://www.dorak.info/music/national.html; date accessed 16/10/2007. 
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between the two.” 31  Mussorgsky, in turn, was fascinated by the idea of naturalistic 

imitation of human speech. 32  Eventually, Mussorgsky lost interest in working on his 

opera, leaving The Marriage unfinished.   The composer was much more successful with 

his other two operas: Boris Godunov and Khovanshchina, both of which became his 

masterpieces.  Mussorgsky’s three song-cycles The Nursery, Sunless, and Songs and 

Dances of Death, along with his numerous art songs made an important contribution to 

the Russian vocal repertoire. “Musorgsky strived for naturalism in his compositions, so 

much that many of his songs include street language and peasant expressions.” 33  One of 

the daring examples of such songs is a song named You Drunken Sot! written in 1866.  

The title and lyrics in this song demonstrate that Mussorgsky felt the “necessity of 

subordinating art to life.” 34 

Mussorgsky’s piano cycle Pictures at an Exhibition represents the cornerstone of 

his instrumental music.  This composition perhaps overshadows Balakirev’s brilliant and 

impressive piano fantasy Islamey.  Therefore, Pictures may be considered the most 

significant and important achievement of the Mighty Five in the domain of piano music. 

 

                                                 
31 Wikipedia. The Free Enciclopedia, “ Modest Mussorgsky” [article on-line]; available from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modest_Mussorgsky; date accessed 10/04/2007. 
 
32 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 80. 
 
33  Eurasian Studies 201 Handouts: Music, “Russian Music” [article on-line]; available from 

http://pandora.cii.wwu.edu/vajda/russ110/handout_p2_music.htm; date accessed 10/16/2007. 
 
34 Gerald Abraham, “Musorgsky,” in Stanly Sadie, ed., New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians, (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 1980), XII, 866. 
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  C. Mussorgsky and the Abolition Manifesto of 1861 

Until the middle of the 19th century, Russia was a feudal country, in which the 

peasants belonged to their masters.  Pressured by open-minded and progressive 

opposition from inside the country and abroad, the Russian Emperor Alexander II signed 

the Abolition Manifesto, freeing the serfs on February 19th 1861.  This act completely 

changed the social system, demolishing the old one and leaving a void for the new one to 

come.  It had a tremendous impact on all Russians, poor and rich.  Some had gained 

freedom and opportunities, while others lost their permanent source of income.  

Mussorgsky found himself in the latter category.   

He was born into a family of rich landowners and, consequently, never received 

training in how to make a living.  He was brought up by a governess who taught him 

French and German.35  The fact that Mussorgsky learned several languages at an early 

age may have played an important role in his professional life.  For instance, Mussorgsky 

showed a significant interest in various languages, including the spoken and written 

word.  The composer wrote the titles and programmatic notes to some of the pieces in 

Pictures at an Exhibition in several languages.  Moreover, Mussorgsky had a deep 

affection for poetry.  He wrote his own lyrics for a number of his art songs such as the 

song cycle, The Nursery.  The composer incorporated the nuances and intonations of 

human speech in his melodies to further enhance the lyrics.     

There is an interesting detail about the way Mussorgsky used to spell his last 

name.  Before 1861 (the year of the Abolition Manifesto), the composer signed his name 

                                                 
35 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 5. 
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as Modest Musorsky, omitting the “g” in his last name. 36  This spelling accentuates the 

root of his last name “musor,” which means ‘trash’ in Russian.  Once, the composer was 

somewhat proud of his last name, since his noble family descended from the first Russian 

tsars, the Ruriks, who ruled the country for several centuries. 37  It was perhaps a fun 

game for Mussorgsky to call himself “trash” knowing that he was rich and powerful.  

However, from the end of 1861 and on, the composer started to sign his last name with a 

letter “g” in it: Musorgsky, thus eliminating the association with “trash.” 38 Apparently, 

once the young composer had lost his wealth and was made one with the “trash,” he 

preferred not to be associated with “trash” any longer.   

The Abolition Manifesto brought horrible consequences for Mussorgsky. 39  His 

financial situation deteriorated precipitously, and in a very short period of time he 

experienced the whole spectrum of financial life from wealth to profound poverty. In the 

year of the Abolition Manifesto Mussorgsky was just 23 years old.  By that time he had 

already retired from military service and had dedicated himself to the career of a 

composer.  His friends forming the Mighty Five along with Vladimir Stasov tried to help 

him find manageable jobs.  However, Mussorgsky could not keep these positions for very 

long because he considered his work at the various office departments a useless waste of 

                                                 
36 A. N. Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents (Moscow-Leningrad: State 

Muzyka Press, 1932), 26. 
 
37 Wikipedia. The Free Enciclopedia, “Modest Mussorgsky” [article on-line]; available from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modest_Mussorgsky; date accessed 10/04/2007. 
 
38 A. N. Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents,75. 
 
39 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 50. 
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life.  He was broke, desperate, and disappointed.  Thus, he attempted to soothe his 

frustrations by drinking.  From 1862-75 Mussorgsky succumbed to alcoholism.  

Surprisingly enough, during these years Mussorgsky composed his greatest masterpieces, 

including the operas Boris Godunov (1868-69, 1st ed. and 1871-72, 2nd ed.) and 

Khovanshchina (completed as a piano score in 1873, but left unorchestrated); his three 

song cycles -- The Nursery (1872), Sunless (1874), and Songs and Dances of Death 

(1775); and the piano cycle Pictures at an Exhibition (1874). 40    

One might have expected that Mussorgsky would blame his former serfs for his 

poverty and misfortunes because they fled from his estates once they gained their 

freedom.  However, Mussorgsky was a man of an unusual kindness; he never lost his 

affection for the simple and poor people.  His operas, song cycles, and art songs are full 

of compassion for human suffering and serve as the best evidence of his benevolent 

nature.  Mussorgsky’s art song The Orphan, set to the composer’s own lyrics, is one of 

the most striking examples: 

Hear me, for pity’s sake! 
Sir, in your charity! 
Treat with compassion a poor helpless orphan in dire distress! 
Turn not away! 
 
Hunger and cold serve to nourish and strengthen me;  
Rain-storm and tempest my lodging in gloom of night; 
Hard words and hard blows, curses and angry threats, 
These are the only answers that good folks grant to my tale of woe! 
 
If from this cruel world I roam the woods, shelter seeking, 
Hunger torments me, once more to the streets I’m driven. 

                                                 
40 Donald Jay Grout and Claude V. Paliska, The History of Western Music, (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 1996), 648. 
  



 36

Life will not stand it, a child must have food and drink! 
Hear me in pity and help me in need! 
Starvation is hard to bear!  Cold are my lifeless limbs! 
Hear me in pity, and help my distress, 
Oh succour a poor orphan beggar! 41 
 
“In his songs of this type Musorgsky showed not so much a subjective sympathy 

for his characters as an ability to put himself in their place . . .” 42 

From 1875 until his death in 1881, Mussorgsky struggled with poor health and 

financial problems.  In 1879 he tried to improve his financial situation by engaging in a 

concert tour through the Ukraine and Crimea, accompanying the retired opera singer, 

Daria Leonova.  Unfortunately, the trip was not successful.  Mussorgsky received little 

income and had to rely on the long-term hospitality of various people willing to offer him 

lodgings.  In the winter of 1881 he had his first stroke.  His friends (including Rimsky-

Korsakov, Borodin, and Cui) insisted on placing him at a military hospital for 

rehabilitation.  Mussorgsky’s friend Ilya Repin, a renowned Russian artist, made a 

portrait of the composer at the hospital trying to distract him from depression and lift his 

sprits.  Unfortunately, on March 28th 1881 Mussorgsky had a second stroke that led to his 

death.  Mussorgsky had just turned 42. 43    

 

                                                 
41 Edward Agate, trans., Moussorgsky: Complete Songs by Boris Christov  (Audio CD – Aug 16, 

1989), 66. 
 
42 Gerald Abraham, “Musorgsky,” in Stanly Sadie, ed., New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
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II. PICTURES AT AN EXHIBITION 

 A. Genesis of Pictures at an Exhibition 
 

Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky composed his celebrated programmatic cycle of 

ten character pieces in 1874 as a tribute to his deceased friend Victor Hartmann, who 

unexpectedly died of a heart attack at the age of 39. 44  Hartmann (1834-1873) was an 

architect, painter, and designer.  Mussorgsky met him through Vladimir Stasov, who 

knew and befriended a large number of talented writers, poets, sculptors, artists, and 

musicians.45  Stasov was not acquainted with Hartmann until 1869 when the latter won 

an architectural competition, submitting the best design for the Great Gate of Kiev.  Th

magnificent and monumental gate was supposed to be built in honor of Tsar Alexander II 

who had just escaped assassination. 

is 

                                                

Mussorgsky and Hartmann were of similar age, and both shared a fascination for 

Russian folklore.  In comparison to Mussorgsky who had never been abroad, Hartmann 

traveled throughout Europe and lived for several years in Italy, France, Germany, and 

Poland where he was developing his artistic skills and gaining inspiration.46  

Mussorgsky was shocked and depressed by the sudden death of his beloved 

friend.  In a letter to Stasov, who was abroad when Hartmann died, Mussorgsky wrote: 

This is how the wise usually console us blockheads, in such cases: ‘He is no 
more, but what he has done lives and will live.’  True . . . but how many men have 
the luck to be remembered? 47   

 
44 Victor Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 15. 
 
45 Ibid., 114. 
 
46 Ibid., 115. 
 
47 Oscar von Riesemann, Moussorgsky (New York: Alfred Knopf Press, 1929), 289. 
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History shows that Hartmann, thanks principally to Mussorgsky, was one of those 

who “have the luck to be remembered.” Several months after Hartmann’s death, Stasov 

organized a commemorative exhibition of Hartmann’s watercolors.   

One-half of these drawings show nothing typical of an architect.  They are all 
lively, elegant sketches by a genre-painter, the majority depicting scenes, 
characters and figures out of everyday life, captured in the middle of everything 
going on around them: on streets and in the churches, in Parisian catacombs and 
Polish monasteries, in Roman alleys and villages around Limoges.  There are 
carnival characters a la Gavarni, workers in smocks, priests with umbrellas under 
their arms riding mules, [an] elderly French woman at prayer, Jews smiling from 
under their skull caps, Parisian rag-pickers. . . landscapes with scenic ruins, 
magnificently done with a panorama of the city. 48 
 
Mussorgsky, who attended the exhibition held in January of 1874, was fascinated 

by Stasov’s idea of transmuting Hartmann’s painting into musical representations. 49  

However, the composer did not start working on the Pictures until several months later, 

partly because he was involved with the production of his opera Boris Godunov.  

Ultimately, only five of Mussorgsky’s musical realizations have parallel connections to 

Hartmann’s approximately four hundred watercolors and sketches, viz., The Ballet of the 

Chicks in Their Shells, Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, The Catacombs, The Hut on 

Fowl’s Legs, and The Great Gate of Kiev.  Hartmann’s drawing of the Cathedral in 

Périgueux may have been one source of inspiration for Mussorgsky’s Il Vecchio Castello, 

but the direct link is doubtful. 50  According to Seroff, Mussorgsky’s Gnomus could be 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
48 Vladimir Stasov, “Hartmann’s Exhibition,” Sankt-Peterbyrgskiye Vedomosti, 70 (12 March 
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associated with Hartmann’s design of a Nutcracker, a traditional Christmas tree toy. 51  

However, the original illustration of the Gnome drawn by Hartmann was recently found 

at the Academy of Art in St. Petersburg (see illustration 1). 52  

 

Illustration 1.  The Gnome  

 

 

Because Mussorgsky did not use Hartmann’s images for each of his musical 

pieces, one may wonder whether the composer’s overarching goal was to create musical 

Pictures based on his own reflections on themes in Hartmann’s art, impressions from 

observing the exhibition, or memories of Hartmann himself.   
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 B. Western Influence 

As one of the Mighty Five, Mussorgsky was devoted to the idea of reviving 

interest in Russian music.  Like his predecessors, Glinka and Dargomïzhsky, he drew 

inspiration for his operas from Russian folk music, history, and literature.  However, 

Mussorgsky’s piano writing demonstrates the strong influence of Western composers.  

For instance, there are several common traits between the Pictures and Schumann’s 

Carnaval (Opus 9, created in 1834-1835).53  Both of these compositions are 

programmatic cycles of character pieces.  Also, these two works include a Promenade.  

In Schumann’s Carnaval, Promenade is a single piece, making its sole appearance at the 

very end of the cycle.  In Mussorgsky’s Pictures, Promenade is a unifying piece that 

opens the cycle and then appears in varied form several times throughout the cycle as 

transitional material.  Both cycles are large-scale works, similar in length, although 

Schumann’s cycle consists of twenty-one short pieces versus Mussorgsky’s ten musical 

Pictures of medium length and five shorter Promenades.   

Lisztian influence also appears to be prominent in Mussorgsky’s Pictures; 

martellato octaves, octave leaps, tremolos in the right and left hand are present in 

Mussorgsky’s piano cycle.  For instance, Mussorgsky’s Baba-Yaga abounds with 

martellato octaves and octave leaps; indeed, the wild character and fast motion of this 

piece is somewhat reminiscent of Liszt’s Transcendental Etude No.8 Wilde Jagd.   

                                                 
53 Riesmann, Moussorgsky, 290. 
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Beethoven was eager to imprint the intonations of human voice into his 

melodies.54  This idea became one of the most essential traits of Dargomïzhsky’s musical 

style, as exemplified in his compositions.  Mussorgsky was also fond of this idea.  In his 

letter to Glinka’s sister Shestakova, Mussorgsky explained his compositional principals:  

My music must reproduce the people’s language even in the most insignificant 
nuances.  Thus, the sounds of the words, which represent an exterior 
manifestation of the thoughts and emotions, must, without any exaggeration or 
violence, become genuine and authentic but highly artistic. 55 
 
Examples of such a phenomenon of a speech-like phrase represented in piano 

music may be found in the opening statement of Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle (see 

example 1) and also in the left hand octaves in the middle part of Baba-Yaga (see 

example 2).  

Example 1.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 1-4 

 

 

                                                 
54 Alexander Goldenveizer, Beethoven: 32 Sonatas (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1966), 194. 
 
55 A. N. Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents, 142; quoted in Seroff, 

Modeste Moussorgsky, 90. 
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Example 2.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Baba-Yaga, bars 96-99 

 

 

In both of these examples the expressive intonations of the short and speech-like phrases 

sound like monologues. 

Living in a multi-cultural city like St. Petersburg, Mussorgsky quite naturally 

represented in Pictures an array of diverse traditions as manifest in various aspects of 

people’s lives. He combined Russian, Polish, Italian, French, and Jewish flavors with 

fantastic, mysterious, tragic, dramatic and historic elements.  A close look at the titles 

alone reveals the surprising fact that the majority of them are of Western origin (see chart 

1) in spite of his avowed intention of being a champion of Russian musical nationalism.  

Perhaps this illustrates how deeply the Western culture had become enrooted in Russian 

minds.   
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Chart 1.  Western influence revealed through the titles of Pictures at an Exhibition 56 

 

Promenade (French)                         

1. Gnomus (Latin) 

Promenade  

2. Il vecchio Castello (Italian) 

Promenade  

3. Tuileries (Dispute d’enfants après jeux) (French) 

4. Bydlo (Russian) 

Promenade  

5. Ballet of the Chicks in Their Shells (Russian) 

6. Samuel Goldenberg und Schmuyle (Yiddish ) 

Promenade   

7. Limoges.  Le marché (La grande nouvelle) (French) 

8. Catacombae (sepulcrum Romanum). (Latin) 

9. The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga) (Russian) 

10. The Bogatyr Gate in the Capital City of Kiev (Russian) 

 

 

It is intriguing to investigate the relationship between the titles and the musical 

content of the pieces.  For example, the French title, Promenade, is misleading because 

all of the Promenades are written in a distinctively Russian folkloristic style.  

Mussorgsky could have chosen a Russian title for this piece, but he deliberately preferred 

the French one.  The Latin titles for Gnomus and Catacombae are perfectly appropriate 

because they emphasize the supernatural, fantastic, and mysterious character of these 

                                                 
56 On the chart the titles of the Pictures appear in Mussorgsky’s original spelling and capitalization 

(except for those that were initially written in Russian).  
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pieces.  Some questions may arise with regard to the Italian origin of Il vecchio castello. 

For instance, the American music critique, Alfred V. Frankenstein, believes that 

Mussorgsky’s inspiration for this piece was Hartmann’s painting of the old French 

Cathedral in Périgueux. 57  Houbov questions the French origins of the Tuileries.  To 

him, the action in this Picture takes place in St. Petersburg’s Summer Garden rather than 

in a Parisian park. 58  This assertion is doubtful because the melodies in this piece inclu

neither the markers of traditional Russian songs, nor the typical harmonic progressions, 

such as characteristic plagal cadences that might be expected.   

de 

                                                

In his letter to Stasov, Mussorgsky uses the title “Sandomirzsko bydlo” for 

Picture No.4 adding that title signifies a cart. 59  However, the confidential tone in which 

the composer discloses this information suggests that he has something else on his mind, 

but chooses to keep it hidden.  In the printed version of Pictures at an Exhibition the 

word “Sandomirzsko” disappears, and the title of this piece is shortened to just Bydlo.  

Presumably, this change was made for political reasons in order to avoid any possible 

complications.  A detailed explanation about the title of this Picture is presented in 

Chapter III.   

The only piece of the cycle that seems to be free from foreign allusions due to its 

cosmopolitan nature is the Ballet of Chicks in Their Shells.  However, even this piece is 

in fact tied to France.  Mussorgsky composed this Picture upon Hartmann’s design of the 

 
57 Alfred V. Frankenstein, “Foreword” in Paul Lamm, ed., Pictures at an Exhibition (New York: 

International Music Company, 1952). 
 
58 Houbov, Musorgsky (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1969), 537. 
 
59 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky, 302. 
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costumes for the ballet Trilby.  In 1870 the famous choreographer Marius Petipa 

produced this ballet for the stage of the St. Petersburg Imperial Theater.  The plot of this 

ballet is based on a novel entitled Trilby, ou le lutin d’Argail (1822) by French writer 

Charles Nodier (1780-1844). 60   

As for Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 61 this piece seems to be more Hebraic 

than Polish, for its melodic lines are distinctively Middle Eastern and its rhythm is neither 

dotted nor syncopated, a ubiquitous feature of Polish music (see example 1).     

One of the doubtlessly “French” Pictures of the cycle (according to its 

programmatic title) is The Market Place in Limoges.  Mussorgsky wrote a couple of 

detailed program notes to this piece in French.  Eventually, however, he decided not to 

include them in the final version of the cycle. 

One may think that Sepulcrum romanum is related to Italy.  In fact, Roman 

Catacombs on Hartmann’s drawings represent the ancient Paris catacombs. 62   

The two Russian Pictures, Baba-Yaga and The Great Gate of Kiev, are placed at 

the very end of the cycle.  Both are lengthy and elaborate pieces of virtuosity written with 

elements of Russian folk tunes. 

 

                                                 
60 Wikipedia. The Free Enciclopedia, “Charles Nodier” [article on-line]; available from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modest_Mussorgsky; date accessed 23/04/2007. 
 
61 In some editions this piece is named Two Polish Jews, One Rich, the Other Poor. 
 
62 Alfred V. Frankenstein, “Foreword” in Paul Lamm, ed., Pictures at an Exhibition. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modest_Mussorgsky
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   C. Organization of the Cycle 

Mussorgsky arranged the musical pieces in his cycle in a very interesting and 

perfectly logical way.   He applied several procedures that helped unify the cycle into a 

tight structure.   The four devices that will be discussed in this section are as follows: 

1) Organizing the Pictures in categories according to their programmatic content. 

2) Introducing specific key relationships; a procedure that creates a unifying link between 

some pieces and enhances the dramatic contrast between others. 

3) Introducing a transition piece (the Promenade) that appears between the Pictures and 

plays a role of a specific refrain. 

4) Alternating the Pictures by contrast: fast-slow, loud-quiet, joyful-dramatic, energetic-

mysterious. 

First, the Soviet musicologist Bobrovsky 63 noticed that the first half of the cycle 

is a kind of “mirror image” of the second half, in which the Pictures are paired by their 

programmatic content: fantastic characters, mysterious pieces, fantastic creatures, and 

scenes from French everyday life.  Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells is the only piece 

that stands alone; it resides at the center of the cycle and represents a lyrical nucleus for 

Pictures at an Exhibition.  Bobrovsky, however, does not place The Great Gate of Kiev in 

his configuration.  It might be, however, paired with the opening Promenade under the 

category of Russian nationalistic pieces.  This pair would frame the entire suite (see chart 

2): 

 

                                                 
63 Vladimir Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures from an Exhibition,” From 

Lulli to our Days (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1967), 151. 
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Chart 2.  Mirror image organization of the cycle 

Promenade (I)                                           Russian piece 

1. The Gnome                                                   Fantastic character 

2. The Old Castle                                                     Mystical piece 

3. The Tuileries                                                              French everyday life 

4. Bydlo                                                                               Tragedy of the poor 

5. Ballet of the Chicks in Their Shells                                       Joke 

6. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle                                 Tragedy of the poor 

7. The Market Place in Limoges                                    French everyday life 

8. The Catacombs                                                    Mystical piece 

9. Baba Yaga                                                  Fantastic character 

10. The Great Gate of Kiev                      Russian piece 

 

Second, specific key relationships between the pieces unify the cycle.  For 

instance, Russ states that E-flat major is: 

. . . the principal tonic [of the cycle].  Not only is it the key of the final picture, but 
it is also a common denominator: the tonal region to which all the other keys best 
relate.  With enharmonic conversions, most of the keys in the piece are diatonic to 
Eb major or minor. 64 
 
Because the suite opens with Promenade in B-flat major and ends with The Great 

Gate of Kiev in E-flat major, this statement seems relevant.  Moreover, Promenade (V) 

which bisects the cycle, is written in B-flat major followed by Limoges in E-flat major 

indicating the same dominant-tonic relationship.  However, some pieces are in remote 

keys such as C major, B minor, B major, D minor, and F major, and they do not fit within 

the diatonic frame of E-flat major.  It is doubtful, therefore, that Mussorgsky intended to 

                                                 
64 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 32. 
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write or organize the Pictures in his cycle around a principal tonic key.  In Mussorgsky’s 

cycle there is no predictable system of key relationships such as that found in Bach’s 

chromatic constructions of the WTK or Chopin’s major-minor system of Preludes (Opus 

28).  However, there is certain logic in the way Mussorgsky linked his pieces into a 

whole.  It might, therefore, be more meaningful to identify the progression and the key 

relationships between consecutive pieces observing how the tonality of the previous piece 

functions in its succession (see chart 3).   

 
Chart 3.  Key relationships between the pieces   
 
Promenade (I)            B-flat major                Functions in the new key as             Major Dominant      
1. The Gnome             E-flat minor                Functions in the new key as             Minor Dominant 
Promenade (II)           A-flat major                Functions in the new key as             Parallel Enharmonic Major 
2. The Old Castle       G-sharp minor             Functions in the new key as             Relative Minor  
Promenade (III)          B major                      Functions in the new key as             Tonic    
3. Tuileries                 B major                       Functions in the new key as             Relative Major 
4. Bydlo                      G-sharp minor             Nonfunctional in the new key 
Promenade (IV)         D minor                       Functions in the new key as             Relative Minor 
5. Chicks                     F major                       Functions in the new key as              Dominant 
6. Two Polish Jews     B-flat minor                Functions in the new key as             Parallel Minor 
Promenade (V)           B-flat major                Functions in the new key as             Dominant 
7. Limoge                    E-flat major                Nonfunctional in the new key 
8. The Catacombs       B minor                      Nonfunctional in the new key  
9. Baba Yaga              C major                       Modulation by third relation applied 
10. The Great Gate     E-flat major                Final key 
 
 
 

There are three significant breaks in movements to distant, perhaps unrelated 

keys.  The first one occurs between Bydlo and Promenade (IV).  This might be explained 

by a psychological need for repose, for Bydlo is one of the most dramatic pieces of the 
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cycle. 65  Breaks precede and follow Catacombs (a gloomy Picture depicting the scenes 

of decay) suggesting, perhaps, a depiction of the frontiers between life and death. 

Third, it is impossible to underestimate the unifying role of the Promenades in the 

cycle.  Aside from serving as connecting pieces, they represent Mussorgsky himself 

reflecting on the exhibition. 66 As mentioned above, the music of the Promenade is heard 

several times during the cycle.  Five times the Promenade stands alone.  The sixth time 

the theme appears in a minor key within Con mortuis in lingua mortua.   

According to Bobrovsky, the Promenades alternate with the Pictures in a special 

symmetrical way.  At first, only one Picture is placed between Promenades (I), (II), and 

(III).  Then, the scheme changes; two Pictures are now placed between Promenades (III), 

(IV), and (V).  Two more Pictures are heard before the music of Promenade appears 

again.  This time, Promenade becomes part of the Picture (Con mortuis in lingua 

mortua).  It is followed by the longest piece of the suite (Baba-Yaga).  Then, in the 

closing Picture (The Great Gate of Kiev) the intonations of Promenade are heard  

again. 67  Thus, Promenade appears throughout the cycle, unifying and solidifying the 

unique construction.  Each Promenade has its own prominent characteristic, such as: 

length, tonality, mode, dynamics, tempo, and emotional expressivity.  For instance, 

Promenades (I) and (V) are almost identical.  They are written in the same key of B-flat 

major, share similar tempo indications, and have similar chordal textures (although the 

                                                 
65 George Houbov, Musorgsky, 538. 
 
66 Rimsky-Korsakov, M.P. Musorgsky, 302. 
 
67 Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 148. 
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texture in Promenade (V) is more massive).  Promenade (V) bisects the cycle by half 

suggesting that Mussorgsky was keenly aware of musical architecture.   Promenade (III), 

written in B major, though much shorter than Promenades (I) and (V), mirrors the loud 

dynamics, major mode, octave/chordal texture, and enthusiastic mood.  Promenade (II), 

written in A-flat major, is serene, and Promenade (IV) in D minor is quiet and sad.  Both 

pieces are similar in length: 12 and 10 bars, respectively.  Promenade (VI) embedded 

within Con mortuis in lingua mortua is written in B minor and it is a 20-bar lamento. 68   

Bobrovsky suggests that the odd-numbered Promenades infuse positive emotions 

into the cycle and by contrast, the even-numbered Promenades are quiet and lyrical. 69 

The odd-numbered Promenades are, indeed, energetic pieces: they all are written in 

major keys and are to be played at faster and livelier tempos.  The even-numbered 

Promenades, on the contrary, are quieter and slower.  Two of them are written in minor 

keys. 

Fourth, these contrasts carry over into the character of the Pictures.  As in the 

Promenades, the odd-numbered Pictures are to be played at fast tempos and the even-

numbered ones are slower (see chart 4). 70  

 

 

 

 
                                                 

68 Lamento is an Italian term for a mourning song.   
 
69 Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 148. 
 
70 Ibid., 149. 
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Chart 4.  Contrasting tempo alternations 

1.   Gnome (Sempre vivo) 
3.   Tuileries (Allegretto non troppo, capriccioso) 
5.   Ballet of the Chicks (Vivo, leggiero) 
7.   Limoges (Allegretto vivo, sempre scherzando) 
9.   Baba-Yaga (Allegro con brio, feroce) 
 
2.   The Old Castle (Andantino molto cantabile e con dolore) 
4.   The Ox Card (Semre moderato, pesante) 
6.   Two Polish Jews (Andante. Grave-energico) 
8.   The Catacombs (Largo) 
10. The Great Gate of Kiev (Allegro alla breve. Maestoso. Con grandezza) 
 

 

In The Great Gate of Kiev the composer’s tempo indication reads Allegro alla breve.  

This indication suggests a lively tempo in cut time, which will help a performer create a 

proper pace for this solemn piece.  Furthermore, Mussorgsky instructs that the movement 

be played Maestoso. Con grandezza, ‘majestically, with grandeur.’  This Picture is the 

hymn-like culmination to the whole cycle.  The Great Gate of Kiev is written in heavy 

chordal texture and the abundance of whole and half notes implies a slower pace (see 

example 3).  

 

Example 3.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Great Gate of Kiev, bars 1-6 
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A fast tempo, therefore, may ruin its pompous and solemn character.  Presumably, allegro 

alla breve is there to prevent the interpreter from playing the piece far too slowly rather 

than to encourage the performer to rush through the piece.   

 

D. Historical Role of Mussorgsky’s Music 
 

Nowadays, Mussorgsky’s piano suite Pictures at an Exhibition shines as a 

precious stone in the crown of the world’s piano literature, and many of the composer’s 

works find a prominent place in the standard repertory.  Mussorgsky is also considered 

“… the most strikingly individual Russian composer of the later 19th  

century.” 71  However, many contemporaries rejected Mussorgsky’s music.  According to 

Riesemann,   

During Moussorgsky’s life this original cycle of piano pieces, rich in thought and 
music, was completely ignored.  It was first printed six years after his death; it 
was hardly ever heard in concert halls, and it was impossible for amateurs to play 
at home, owing to its great technical and musical difficulty.72 
 

In 1878 in his letter to Nadezhda von Meck, Tchaikovsky disparagingly wrote, 

You are quite correct in characterizing Musorgsky as hopeless.  His nature is 
perhaps the most remarkable of these [nationalist composers].  But he has a 
narrow nature . . . and a low nature, one which loves all that is coarse, crude, 
rough . . . He coquettes with his illiteracy and takes pride in his ignorance . . . But 
he has a real, even original talent . . . Musorgsky, for all his ugliness, speaks a 
new language.  Beautiful it may not be, but it is fresh. 73 
  

                                                 
71 Gerald Abraham, “Musorgsky,” in Stanly Sadie, ed., New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians, XII, 865. 
 
72 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 293. 
 
73 In Carl Emerson, The Life of Musorgsky (Cambridge: University Press, 1999), 115. 
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This sharp criticism is not surprising for Tchaikovsky was an opponent of the 

Mighty Five.  Tchaikovsky, a composer who derived his inspiration from Western 

Romanticism, disliked and rejected the whole idea of realism and naturalism in music.  

He contemptuously stated,  

I have never come in contact with anything more unattractive and false than this 
unsuccessful attempt at dragging ‘truth’ into the sphere of art, in which everything 
is based on falsehood, and ‘truth’ in the everyday sense of the word is not 
required at all. 74   
 

Moreover, Mussorgsky and his music received negative comments even from the 

members of the Mighty Five.  In his letter to Stasov, Mily Balakirev referred to 

Mussorgsky as a “half-idiot.” 75  Stasov was even more critical.  In his letter to Balakirev 

he gave a devastating evaluation of Mussorgsky’s talent, 

What is there for me in Moussorgsky?  Well, yes, he seems to agree with me, and 
yet I have not heard from him a single idea or a single word expressed with a real 
profundity or understanding.  Everything about him is flabby and colorless.  To 
me he seems a perfect idiot.  Yesterday I could have flogged him.  I believe if he 
were left without tutelage, if he were suddenly removed from the sphere where 
you have held him by force, and he were set free to follow his own wishes and his 
own tastes, he would soon be overrun with weeds like all the rest.  There is 
nothing inside him. . . 76 
 
It was not until Mussorgsky composed his colossal operatic masterpiece, Boris 

Godunov, that Stasov changed his opinion.  However, the triumph of Mussorgsky’s opera 

was dampened by the criticism of his friend and colleague, César Cui, also one of the 

Mighty Five.  In his article, published in Petersburgskiye Vedomosti, Cui announced, 

                                                 
74 In Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 134. 
 
75 In Rimsky-Korsakov. M.P. Musorgsky, 92. 
 
76 In Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 60. 
 



 54

“There are two principal defects in Boris . . .  choppy recitative and vagueness of 

scattered musical ideas which make the opera a potpourri.” 77  Cui also stated that there 

was “…slender musical interest in many scenes, and the preference for coarse splashes of 

color in the tone painting.” 78   

In view of such discouraging and destructive comments from Mussorgsky’s 

friends, contemporaries, and even compatriots, it is almost surprising that his works 

received great appreciation, although posthumously, from Western composers.  Debussy, 

who was an ardent proponent of Mussorgsky’s genius, stated, 

. . . he will leave an indelible impression on the minds of those who love him or 
will come to love him.  No one has ever appealed to the best in us in a deeper and 
more tender expression.  He is unique and will remain so, for his art is free from 
artifice and arid formulas.  Never was refined sensitivity interpreted by such 
simple means.  It is like the art of a wild creature who discovers music in each of 
his emotions.  Neither is there ever a question of a definite form; or rather, this 
form is so manifold that it cannot possibly be linked to the recognized or orthodox 
forms.  It is achieved by little touches linked by a mysterious bond and by his gift 
of luminous intuition.  Sometimes, too, Moussorgsky produces the effect of 
shuddering, restless shadows, which close around us and fill the heart with 
anguish.79 
 

Debussy’s comment about Mussorgsky’s unorthodox form suggests that Mussorgsky’s 

compositions may have inspired Debussy to search for new pathways in music and to 

create his own unique “mosaic” form, 

 

 

                                                 
77 Ibid., 134. 
 
78 Ibid. 
 
79 Ibid., 136-137. 
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Polysyllabic Russian words had an obvious influence on the early emerged 
rhythmic patterns which influenced instrumental music too.  Repetition rather 
than motivic development produced new attitudes to form.  Such repetition or 
breakdown of extended phrases into small bricks (or mosaics) replaces thematic 
development and created new additive structures (Mosaic form). 80 
 
Ravel was also fascinated by the raw power of Mussorgsky’s talent.  Both, 

Debussy and Ravel were impressed by the sound of the church bells, masterfully fitted in 

the texture of Mussorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov and also in the final character piece of 

the Pictures, The Great Gates of Kiev.  Both, Debussy and Ravel were inspired to 

compose their own pieces for piano, in which they would imitate the pealing of bells. 

Debussy’s bells appear in his prelude, La cathedral engloutie, and also in one of his 

Images, Cloches a travers les feuilles.  Ravel’s bells appeared in one of his Miroirs, La 

vallee des cloches.  Ravel also masterfully orchestrated Mussorgsky’s Pictures, which led 

to a great popularization of the work all around the world.  

Leon Vallas gives an excellent description of Mussorgsky’s musical style: “In 

Mussorgsky, there is no delicate shading; the line is hard and sharp, the coloring brilliant 

or violent; the contrasts are definite, the musical gesture clear cut.” 81 

 Mussorgsky’s many innovations applied in his Pictures anticipated 20th century 

music styles and currents: atonality, 12-tone technique, interest in church modes and 

ancient folklore. 82  The composer created a precedent for the free treatment of 

                                                 
80 M. Tevfic Dorak, “Russian Nationalism in Music” [article on-line]; available from 

http://www.dorak.info/music/national.html; date accessed 16/10/2007. 
 
81 Leon Vallas, Claude Debussy.  His Life and Works (London: Oxford University, 1933), 61. 
 
82 Yevgeny Trembovelsky, Style of Mussorgsky: Mode, Harmony, Structure (Moscow: Composer 

Press, 1999), 19. 
 

http://www.dorak.info/music/national.html
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dissonances, use of a pentatonic scale in serious classical music, and specific 

polyharmony that did not fit into a traditional tonal system, thus opening new horizons 

for future composers.  Moreover, like a boomerang, Mussorgsky’s sharp and fresh 

harmonic language found its way back to the hearts of subsequent generations of great 

Russian composers: Scriabin, Rachmaninoff, Stravinsky, Prokofiev, Shostakovich, et 

cetera. For instance, in some of the Pictures, such as: Promenade (II), (III), (IV), The 

Catacombs and Baba-Yaga, Mussorgsky did not use key signatures even though these 

pieces are written in keys other than C major or A minor.  Skriabin, starting with his 

Sonata No.6 Op. 62, adopted this procedure in order to facilitate tendencies toward 

atonality.  Rachmaninoff, in his turn, adopted and incorporated colorful and massive bell-

like sonorities into his impressive and significant piano pieces: see Piano Concerto No. 2 

in C minor, Op.18 (introductory theme for example); Prelude in C-sharp minor, Op.3 

No.2; Etude-Tableau in E-flat major, Op. 33 No.6, and Fantasie Suite No.1 for two 

pianos Op.5 (final movement Russian Easter).  

According to Volkov, Mussorgsky’s attempt to compose an opera in which the 

music was set to prose was successfully followed by a number of Russian composers.  

Thus, Rimsky-Korsakov composed his opera Mozart and Salieri (1897) on Pushkin’s 

drama.  Prokofiev wrote his opera Igrok (1916) based upon Dostoyevsky’s novel of the 

same name.  Shostakovich composed two operas based upon Gogol’s novel, Nose (1928) 

and Players (1942).83 

                                                 
83 Volkov, The History of St. Petersburg, 109. 
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Bela Bartok mirrored Mussorgsky’s interest in folklore, 84 while Granados 

recreated Goya’s paintings in music. 85   

Thus, Mussorgsky’s music played an important historical role in the development 

of Russian and Western culture.  Mussorgsky was one of those geniuses whose 

progressive way of thinking is prophetic and not fully appreciated in their own times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
84 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 9. 
 
85 M. Montague-Nathan, M. Moussorgsky (New York: Duffield and Company, 1917), 77. 
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III. RECONCILIATION OF DIVERGENT PERCEPTIONS 
 
 

The discussion about each Picture in this cycle is organized into three sections: 

“a,” “b,” and “c.”  Divergent perceptions shared by Mussorgsky scholars are presented in 

the “a” sections.  Upon examining and comparing the various viewpoints that do not 

necessarily coincide, the author of this study expresses her opinions and supports her 

findings through the internal evidence.  By internal evidence the author means meter, 

rhythm, phrasing, intonations, motives, harmony, melody, form, key relationship, et 

cetera.  Analyses of the internal evidence are presented in the “b” sections of this chapter.  

In addition to the internal evidence there are valuable composer’s score markings that 

include tempo indications, suggestions toward interpretation, dynamics, program notes, et 

cetera. The composer’s score markings are thoroughly examined in the “c” section of this 

chapter.   

  
Promenade (I) 
 
 a. Divergent Perceptions 
 

In a letter to Stasov, Mussorgsky wrote on “Wednesday, some day or other in 

June, [18]’74:” 86    

Hartmann is boiling as Boris [Godunov] boiled.  The sounds and ideas hung in the 
air, and now I am gulping and overeating.  I can barely manage to scribble them on the 
paper.  I am writing four numbers - with good transitions (on ‘promenade’).  I want to do 
it as quickly and with as few interruptions as possible.  My image can be seen in these 
intermezzi. 87   

                                                 
86 In Victor Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 144. 
 
87 Ibid. 
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The last word from this quotation may need clarification in order to avoid a 

misunderstanding due to weaknesses in translation.  In the original letter Mussorgsky 

actually used the word “intermedia” (not intermezzi), which may be translated in English 

as ‘interludes.’    Further in the same letter, the composer would identify the genre of 

some of the Pictures (Gnomus and Il vecchio castello) as “intermezzo.” 88  One may 

conclude, therefore, that the composer’s “image can be seen” in the transitions or 

interludes (the pieces that finally were titled Promenades) and not in the Pictures. 

Even though Mussorgsky states that “. . . his physiognomy peeps out . . . through 

the intermezzos,” 89 some researchers interpret this comment literally rather than 

figuratively and attempt to find a vivid and complete musical self-portrait.  David Brown, 

for instance, states, 

. . . Promenade I brilliantly suggests him [Musorgsky] walking purposefully into 
the room, though there is an ebb and flow in the phrasing that indicates that his 
gait is subject to constant slight irregularities, perhaps through momentary shifts 
of direction as he turns to give the pictures a preliminary survey. 90 

 

Another scholar, Michael Russ opines that Promenade (I) “. . . is a portrait of 

Mussorgsky, now of considerate bulk, shambling through the gallery.” 91   

This interpretation of Promenade was suggested by Stasov, who freely translated 

Mussorgsky’s own comment from the previously quoted letter.  According to Stasov,  

                                                                                                                                                 
 
88 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents, 302. 
 
89 Oscar von Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 291. 
 
90 David Brown, Musorgsky. His Life and Works, 233. 
 
91 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 35. 
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“. . . Mussorgsky depicts ‘himself as he strolled through the exhibition. . . ’ ” 92  

However, Stasov was not a musician.  He was a librarian, an art historian, and a music 

lover.  Therefore, he was offering a mere subjective perception of a dilettante. 

Schnitke, on the contrary, claims that the Promenade expresses the thoughts and 

feelings of Mussorgsky. 93   Schnitke suggests that Promenade (I) is a sort of epigraph 

that bears an epic-national character and while listening to it one may clearly feel the 

essence of the Russian spirit. 94  In fact, Ivan, the hero of numerous Russian fairytales, is 

often described as: joyful, careless, brave, compassionate, and adventurous at the same 

time.  All these emotional states are present and heard in the music of the Promenade (I).  

Another Russian researcher Houbov views the Promenades as “a chain of reflections.” 95  

His colleague Shlifshtein, in turn, states that the Promenades reveal Mussorgsky’s 

understanding of Hartmann’s paintings and the composer’s inner feelings. 96  The 

Russian commentators, thus, suggest that the Promenade is a spiritual message from the 

composer and not a self-portrait.  In his Carnaval (Opus 9) Schumann masterfully reveals 

his dual personality through the ardent, hyperactive Florestan and the dreamy, serene 

Eusebius.  Schumann also presents precise and vivid musical portraits of Chopin and 

Paganini.  Mussorgsky, in contrast, does not become an actual character in the cycle.  He 

chooses, instead, to appear in the Promenade (I) as one of his fellow citizens, but not as a 
                                                 

92 Ibid. 
 
93 Alfred Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 330.  
 
94 Ibid. 
 
95 George Houbov, Musorgsky, 535.  
 
96 Shlifshtein, Musorgsky: Artist. Time, Destiny, 221. 
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separate individual.  Consequently, the performer’s task is to introduce the Russian spirit 

and soul to the listener through the Promenade (I) and to avoid any artificial 

manipulation of the tempo out of a misguided attempt to depict Mussorgsky’s physical 

idiosyncrasies.  

 

Promenade (I) 

 b. Internal Evidence  
 

The opening Promenade plays the role of the overture for the cycle.  Promenade 

is a French word, which means ‘a walk.’  Promenade (I) is written in Russian folk style, 

one in which a soloist sings a tune and a choir repeats it, thus building rich varied chords 

and sonorities.  Russ correctly identifies this style as antiphonal singing.97  Since folklore 

is usually identified with the peasant culture, Promenade (I) might well be associated 

with the beautiful Russian landscape of an endless plain surrounded by a birch tree forest.  

The listener may also visualize a simple Russian peasant who walks in the countryside 

while singing a song.  The beauty of the view overwhelms his soul and his singing is 

somewhat excited.  He is answered by a choir of his comrades who are walking along and 

share his enthusiasm (see example 4). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
97 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 36. 
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Example 4.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 1-4 

 

 

The monophonic melody is composed of irregular phrases and sounds much like an 

improvisation.  This tune is heard over and over, but it never repeats in the same way.  

Moreover, this tune begins on different beats.  For example, in bars 1 and 3 this tune 

begins on the downbeats (see example 4).  In bar 21 it appears on the fifth beat, and in 

bar 23 the tune begins on the fourth beat (see example 5). 

 

Example 5.  Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 21-24 

 

 

  This trait is particularly characteristic of the pealing of Russian church bells and 

traditions of balalaika players, who take a short tune and repeat it constantly starting on 

different beats. This trait is clearly shown in one of the pieces of Stravinsky’s piano cycle 

Les cinq doigts (see example 6).  
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Example 6.  Stravinsky, Les cinq doigts: Lento, bars 6-8 

 

 

It is possible to surmise that Musorgsky’s Promenade might have been a source of 

inspiration to one of Stravinsky’s works.  Mussorgsky organizes the underlying rhythm 

of this melody using constant meter changes; the composer divided eleven quarter notes 

of the melody into two bars of five and six quarter notes each (see example 7). 

 

Example 7.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 1-2 

 

 

The opening theme is based on the pentatonic scale (F G B-flat C D).  

Mussorgsky demonstrates restraint in not adding any new notes to this pentatonic 

material for seven consecutive bars.  To develop this simple two-bar theme, Mussorgsky 

freely combines elements of inversion and retrograde motion without applying strict 

contrapuntal rules that would require all notes of the theme to be inverted at a precise 

interval and to appear in retrograde inversion in an exactly “mirrored” order.  According 

to Trembovelsky’s interesting discovery, if the notes of this two-bar pentatonic melody 
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are lined up into a quartal row (D-G-C-F-B-flat), the new notes that Mussorgsky adds to 

the melody in the following bars, fit directly into this ascending quartal row:  there is an 

E-flat in the melody in bar 7, and there is an A-flat and a D-flat in bar 8. 98  In bar 9 there 

is a G-flat and, remarkably enough, the next piece (Gnomus) begins on a C-flat (see 

examples 8 and 9).  

 

Example 8.  Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 7-9 

 

Example 9.  Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 1-3 

 

 

Moreover, in bar 8 in the Gnomus, there is an F-flat as well.  It is possible to continue 

searching for all the following notes of the quartal row because, surprisingly enough, they 

are all there.  As The Gnome’s texture is highly chromatic, however, this extension of 

thought becomes aurally imperceptible.  It is not clear whether these were conscious 

                                                 
98 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 201. 
 



 65

choices on Mussorgsky’s part to complete the quartal series begun in the first two bars of 

the previous piece or if these coincidental details arose out of an incomprehensible 

inspiration encompassed by his powerful genius.   

In order to sustain a sensation of ancient Russian chanting, Mussorgsky 

harmonizes the eleven notes of the melody in a very particular way.  The composer chose 

a free progression and retrogression within the tonal frame alternating between minor and 

major chords in order to achieve the impression of modal, rather than tonal harmony (see 

example 10). 99  

 

Example 10.  Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bar 3 

 

 

At the beginning of the piece Mussorgsky carefully hid the tonic chord by placing it on a 

weak beat of the 4th bar.  This procedure makes it difficult to identify the key of the piece, 

thus creating the effect of continuous singing.  Mussorgsky’s harmony consists of 

beautifully sonorous chords.  The composer did not follow precisely the voice-leading 

rules of traditional four-part harmony.  Ironically, this successful approach might be 

partly due to Mussorgsky’s lack of systematic education in theory, harmony, and 

                                                 
99 Ibid., 202. 
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composition.  Without inadvertent limitations introduced by academic musical traditions, 

perhaps he felt free to experiment with form, melody, and harmony, thus producing 

distinctively personal sounds and musical declamations. 100  

 Toward the middle of the piece one might imagine the soloist blending with the 

choir forming a unified whole with his compatriots, who are now passionately discussing 

some dramatic events of the past.  A simple song turns into an epic ballad.   There is the 

sound of church bells in bars 9, 11, and 12, and the chordal texture thickens, perhaps 

suggesting that people are gathering together and becoming more and more agitated (see 

example 11).  

 

Example 11.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 9-12 

 

 

A significant intensification of emotions occurs in bars 9-13.  This effect is due to a 

masterfully created irregular sequence.  The sequential pattern begins in bars 9-10.  It is 

written in 6/4 time in the key of D-flat major.  Bar 11 repeats the pattern from bar 9, but 

                                                 
100 Ibid., 4. 
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is suddenly cut one beat short (consisting of five quarters in a bar instead of six) because 

the new round of the sequential pattern begins before its turn.  The new round of the 

sequence from bars 12-13 is written in the new key of F major, and the meter is back to 

6/4 time.  This sudden interruption, with the meter change and shift to another key, 

significantly raises the tension.  In bar 14 a new intonation of lament appears in the 

music.  This intonation is achieved by a descending fifth heard twice in the melodic line.  

In bar 15 the intonation of lament is caused by a descending third (see example 12). 

 

Example 12.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (I), bars 14-15 

 

 

These two bars represent the emotional high point of the piece.  However, the piece ends 

with hymn-like singing, perhaps glorifying the heroes and expressing pride for the 

Russian nation. 
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Promenade (I) 

c. Composer’s Markings  

“. . . Musorgsky took great pains with his markings.” 101  Indeed, the composer 

wrote his markings throughout the cycle in six languages: Latin, Italian, French, Polish, 

Yiddish, and Russian. 

At the very beginning of the piece, there is a very interesting and important tempo 

indication, followed by scrupulous and significant suggestions regarding the 

interpretation: Allegro giusto, nel modo russico, senza allegrezza, ma poco sostenuto  

‘allegro, in Russian style, without rushing, but holding back a bit.’  Such a detailed 

marking helps an attentive performer to comprehend the composer’s intent and create a 

meaningful interpretation of the piece.  The pianist is urged to keep a steady tempo 

throughout the piece and at the same time bring out the expressive beauty of melodic 

lines.   

In order to effectuate Mussorgsky’s suggestion “nel modo Russico,” a performer 

may need to reflect on what it means.  Russian folk music is traditionally vocal; a 

performer, therefore, is urged to imitate first a solo singer and then a choir.  To achieve 

this effect, the phrasing should be very expressive.  One may notice that all the notes in 

the first two bars of the Promenade (I) are marked tenuto.  Therefore, the tone quality of 

each of these notes should be rather sonorous.  Moreover, it is also very important to 

shape all the notes of the melody into a meaningful phrase and find the climactic points in 

each of these short musical sentences.  For instance, in the first bar, out of the five quarter 

                                                 
101 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 36. 
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notes of the melody, the third one seems to be the one to be emphasized, since it is a tonic 

note, and it is reached by an ascending leap.    This bar, written in 5/4 meter, could be 

logically subdivided into two smaller bars of 2/4 and 3/4 time, in which the 2/4 bar serves 

as a pick up bar to the next one.  The second bar written in 6/4 time has two melodic 

emphases, on the first and the fourth beats.  Thus, it could also be subdivided into two 

smaller bars of 3/4 each.   

Here is another optional performer’s practice tool.  Because the music emulates 

Russian folk songs, a pianist may try his poetic powers and create his own lyrics that 

would fit the meter and correspond with the high points of this specific melody.  The 

intention to produce fine tone quality combined with thoughtful building of continuous 

and long phrasing may ultimately create a meaningful performance, in which will be 

revealed that particular atmosphere of Russian folk singing.  

 

1. Gnomus  

 a. Divergent Perceptions  

The first character piece of the cycle following the opening Promenade bears the 

Latin title Gnomus, ‘the gnome.’  It portrays, according to Oskar von Riesemann, a “. . . 

dwarf who waddles with awkward steps on his short, bandy legs; the grotesque jumps of 

the music, and the clumsy, crawling movements with which these are interspersed, are 

forcibly suggestive.” 102  This perception, though vivid, of the Gnomus does not begin to 

                                                 
102 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 291. 
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describe the character’s inner feelings.  Mussorgsky is known for his compositions of 

Boris Godunov and Khovanschina, two significant and dramatic operas, in which the 

main concentration is the inner suffering and emotional turmoil of the characters.  For 

instance, Mussorgsky depicted Boris as a Tsar-criminal, a murderer who suffers from 

severe conscience attacks.103  Mussorgsky started to work on Pictures at an Exhibition 

right after the premiere of Boris Godunov.   It is possible to surmise, therefore, that some 

of Boris’ dramatic facility and intention is extended to the Pictures.  Mussorgsky was a 

social-realist composer.  He aspired to reveal through music his innermost feelings of 

compassion and love for simple and unfortunate people.  The composer concentrated his 

attention on complex psychological characters.  A researcher of musical truth, 

Mussorgsky created melodic lines resembling the intonations of human speech.  An 

ardent fighter for justice, the composer was eager to reveal social truth; the reality of the 

relationship between rich and poor.104  Consequently, Mussorgsky was perhaps not so 

much interested in literally drawing a caricature of the Gnome in music, but rather in 

sharing the emotional suffering and pain of this wretched creature.  A miscalculation of 

the composer’s intent would lead to an inadequate interpretation, which focuses on 

imitating the jumps, awkward steps, and clumsiness of the character without introducing 

the listeners to the Gnome’s inner world.   

                                                 
103 Ruzanna Shirinian, M.P. Musorgsky (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1989), 48. 
 
104 Ibid., 5. 
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A deeper philosophical viewpoint from the Russian musicologist Emilia Fried 

explores this more expansive view of the Gnome: “Musorgsky’s piece is grotesque, with 

a touch of tragedy, a convincing example of the humanization of a ridiculous  

prototype.” 105  According to Bobrovsky, Mussorgsky’s Gnome is a deeply tragic 

character of an evil fate. 106  Mussorgsky’s Gnome is reminiscent of another dwarf, 

Alberich, from Wagner’s opera Das Rheingold: a desperate creature and a loner who 

cannot find love . 107  There might be, perhaps, a parallel between the Gnome and 

Mussorgsky himself.  Possessing an enormous talent, Mussorgsky never had his own 

home; never had a soul mate that would stand next to him against the challenges, 

unhappiness and misfortunes of life.  This great genius of the 19th century, who was 

neglected by his contemporaries, but became a source of inspiration for a number of 

significant composers in Russia and abroad, died alone in a hospital, and his last words 

told to a nurse were, “Everything is finished.  Ah, how miserable I am.” 108  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
105 Emilia Fried, Notes accompanying Musorgsky, M. P. Kartinki s vystavki, facsimile autograph 

(Moscow: Muzyka Press, 1975); quote in Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 36. 
 
106 Vladimir Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 146. 
 
107 Das Rheingold  premiered in 1869, five years before Musorgsky’s completion of the Pictures.  
 
108 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 175. 
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1. Gnomus 
 

b. Internal Evidence 

The piece, written in a gloomy key of E-flat minor, presents a tremendous 

contrast with the B-flat major of the opening Promenade.  The form of the piece is ABA′ 

with a very short coda (see chart 5).   

 

Chart 5.  Gnomus: outline of the form 

A (1-37)                                 B (38-71)                    A′ (72-93)                   Coda (94-99) 

Part 1 “wrath” (1-18)                   Poco meno mosso (38-59)      Part 2 “limping” Gnome (72-93) 

Part 2 “limping” Gnome (19-37)     Meno mosso (60-71) 

 

 

The A section may be subdivided into part 1 (bars 1-18) presenting a relatively 

violent figure that I will label the “motive of wrath,” and part 2 (bars 19-37) exposing a 

“limping” gesture suggesting the Gnome’s painful motions.  The B section (bars 38-71), 

though somewhat slower, is no less intense and includes an emotional culmination in the 

Meno mosso section (bars 60-71).  The A′ section return (bars 72-93) is defined by the 

absence of a complete statement of the “motive of wrath.”  In part 2 the “limping” 

Gnome moans and accumulates his strength for the final emotional outburst occurring in 

the coda (bars 94-99) marked con tutta forza, in a velocissimo passage in contrary motion 

that foreshadows Prokofiev’s coda from the final movement of his Sixth Piano Sonata.   

The piece begins fortissimo with the “motive of wrath,” which becomes the main 

motive of the piece, a sort of idée fixe (see example 13).   
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Example 13. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 1-3 

 

 

This motive recurs ten times and has two unique characteristics: 

1) It is always played in unison at the octave.  The composer applied all available 

physical resources a pianist might use in order to draw the listener’s attention to the 

importance of the statement; it is like an orchestra playing tutti in unison. 

2) The “motive of wrath” is a combination of leaps on diminished and augmented 

intervals.  Its effect is of a bitter imprecation and an attempt to scare the listeners away.  

Graphically, this motive may be charted as two inward circles of a spiral and a rising line 

(see chart 6).  If a straight horizontal line represents a peaceful mind, then this figure 

suggests that the character is in a disastrous state of mind, as if he is tying himself in a 

painful knot trying to escape these evil circles of unfortunate circumstances. 
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Chart 6.  Gnomus: a graphical representation of the “motive of wrath” 

 

Part 1 of the A section consists of five phrases of irregular length.  There is a hint 

of the ancient bar form “aab,” in which the first “a” three-bar motive fortissimo is 

followed by an identical three-bar motive piano, and then continued by a fortissimo five-

bar motive “b.”  However, Mussorgsky does not follow this structure in the next 

appearances of the “motive of wrath”: he compresses the bar form by omitting the 

repetition of “a” pianissimo proceeding directly to the five-bar “b” phrase.  By this 

procedure the aggression and anger of the “wrath motive” concentrates for a staggering 

outburst in the following “limping” part 2 of the A section. 

The limping of the dwarf is depicted through the descending syncopated 

sforzando chords followed by rests in bars 19-26 (see example 14). 

 

Example 14.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 19-22 
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The “limping” section is closed with the compressed “wrath motives” “a” and “b” similar 

to those heard at the very beginning of the piece.   

In the B section marked Poco meno mosso, pesante (bars 38-59), the texture and 

dynamics change: gloomy mezzo forte octaves “swing” like the huge branches of trees 

through the interval of a tritone and perfect fifth. They precede the appearance of a 

sorrowful melody carried by octaves in both hands as a counterpoint at the interval of the 

minor third.  The moaning intonations of a crying Gnome mostly consist of dissonant 

ascending and descending intervals.  For a performer it is important to realize that in this 

middle section the melody appears only on the second beat of bar 40 and, interrupted by a 

“swinging” octave on the downbeat of the 42 bar, it continues on the second beat of the 

same bar (see example 15).  This applies to all similar appearances of the melody in this 

section.  There is a hidden three-layer texture in this section: the low E-flat in the bass is 

the pedal point of the structure, the upper “swinging” notes are functioning as chords, and 

the independent non-accompanied melody is the top of this structure. 

 

Example 15.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 38-43  
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The slow, heavy pace of the Poco meno mosso section is roughly interrupted three 

times by the “motive of wrath,” each time marked vivo and fortissimo.   These three 

appearances of the “wrath motive” are rather significant because for the only time in this 

piece the “wrath motive” in bar 54 starts on a different pitch: a perfect fourth higher; 

F-flat instead of the usual C-flat.  Moreover, in bar 58 the third appearance of this motive 

starts an octave higher than usual.  Considering this is the last appearance of the “motive 

of wrath” and that it precedes the culmination of the piece, it is reasonable to assume that 

the Gnome is in extreme state of desperation. The climactic point of the piece is achieved 

at the end of the B section, in Meno mosso (bars 60-71).  Here the melody in the right 

hand presents upward and downward leaps with an abundance of tritone intervals, while 

the left hand plays chromatically descending octaves.  In bars 66-71 the hands trade 

places making an invertible counterpoint of enormous dramatic power.  

 Piano in this piece appears only in the A′ section, in which, as mentioned above, 

the part 1 “wrath motive” is absent, and part 2 “limping” (bars 72-84) undergoes dramatic 

development: in the texture of the left hand there appear “sinister” trills and chromatic 

scales that outline the interval of a tritone.  Also, this time the composer added a new 

indication: Poco a poco accelerando, which makes this section sound more and more 

chaotic, thus producing the impression of the Gnome’s rising desperation (see example 

16).  
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Example 16.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 76-79  

 

 

The Sempre vivo section (bars 90-93) marks the first time that the “limping” chords 

ascend.  Schnitke points out the enormous effect of this procedure; the “limping” chords 

sound here rather like the Gnome’s deadly scream. 109  These chords repeat twice: the 

first time the ascending chords are played forte followed by the whole bar of rest, and the 

second time the same chords are to be played fortissimo in augmentation followed by a 

fermata on a rest, which stops the movement for a moment (see example 17). 

 

Example 17.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Gnomus, bars 90-93  

  

 

The coda (bars 94-99) with its violent and vigorous passages ends the piece.  Schnitke 

suggests a program that includes the startling death of the Gnome. 110 

 

                                                 
109 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 331. 
 
110 Ibid., 332. 
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1. Gnomus 
 

c. Composer’s Markings 

This particular piece contains an abundance of composer’s markings:  

30 sforzandos, 12 fermatas, 13 tempo changes, 9 meter changes, and 9 fortissimos in a  

99-bar piece.  Out of the nine appearances of the “wrath motive,” seven are marked 

fortissimo.  The other two fortissimo markings appear on the climax of the piece in Meno 

mosso bars 60-71, and for the last time, on the final Gnome’s deadly scream in bar 92.  

The coda, which follows the scream, is not marked fortissimo, but it has the composer’s 

direct performance indication: velocissimo con tutta forza ‘as fast as possible with all 

your strength.’    Schnitke believes that the coda passage should be performed feroce, 

‘fierce’ rather than velocissimo.111  This statement makes sense because it is quite 

difficult to play this particular passage in contrary motion velocissimo and con tutta forza 

at the same time.  Therefore, the suggested “feroce” may help the pianist concentrate on 

the implied meaning in the coda, rather than on its technical aspect.   

Some appearances of the “wrath motive” are followed by a fermata on a long 

note, as though the Gnome waits to see the results of his outbursts.  Every fermata may 

suggest a psychological meaning, adding to the dramatic action of the piece.  

There are many sudden meter and tempo changes throughout the piece.  For 

instance, the slower B section, Poco meno mosso, pesante, written in 4/4 time  

                                                 
111 Ibid. 
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(bars 38-59), is abruptly interrupted three times by the unexpected appearance of the 

“wrath motive” in triple meter, each time marked Vivo.  These shifts in the motion of the 

piece indicate the Gnome’s tremendous emotional instability. 

 Sforzandos play a special role in this piece adding to a portrayal of the Gnome’s 

character.  It is significant to notice that all thirty of them are concentrated in the A 

section of the piece.  There are 13 sforzandos in part 1 of the A section, each of them 

appearing exclusively after the fortissimo versions of the “motives of wrath,” thus 

perhaps suggesting that the Gnome is angry, stubborn and aggressive.  

In the “limping” part 2 of the A section (bars 19-28) each chord is marked 

sforzando as if each step is very painful for the Gnome.  Every second syncopated chord 

in this section is followed by a rest, which must be clearly shown, so that the Gnome may 

pause and take a breath to ease his pain. 

 It is a remarkable fact that no sforzando mark appears in the B or A′ section. 

Perhaps the composer wanted to shift the listeners’ attention from the physical disability 

of the character to his inner world full of emotional suffering.  Knowing of Mussorgsky’s 

life circumstances, his desperation and isolation, it is not difficult to visualize the 

“shaking” pesante octaves of the B section as the composer’s heavy steps, when he, 

drunk and desperate, walked alone in the middle of the night on a deserted and cold St. 

Petersburg’s street. 112    

 

                                                 
112 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 126. 
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Promenade (II) 
 

This piece moves away from the Gnome’s grotesque and tragic drama to a warm 

and peaceful melody that was previously heard in the opening Promenade (I).  

Promenade (II) dispels the fantastic character and foreign color of the Gnome and re-

establishes the Russian spirit, thus infusing a strong nationalistic sensation into the cycle.     

The composer’s tempo indication and performance suggestion reads Moderato 

commodo assai e con delicatezza ‘at a moderate and very comfortable speed and with 

delicacy.’   This piece replaces the Gnome’s drama with a warm and peaceful melody 

that was previously heard in the opening Promenade (I).  However, there are two 

significant differences between Promenade (I) and Promenade (II); the second one is in a 

different key and it is exactly twice as short (12 bars versus 24).  In Promenade (II) 

Mussorgsky presents his revolutionary invention; he does not indicate the key signature 

of the piece.  Even though the piece bears the characteristics of A-flat major, all the 

necessary flats are written next to the notes (see example 18).  

 

Example 18.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (II), bars 1-2 
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One of the early followers of such procedure was Skriabin who did not indicate 

the key signatures in his five last piano sonatas starting with his Sonata Nr. 6, Op. 62 

(1911-1912) (see example 19).  

 

Example 19.  Skriabin, Sonata Nr. 6, Op. 62, bars 1-4 

 

      

As in Promenade (I), the tonic in Promenade (II) is hidden and the tonality is 

veiled.  Promenade (II) is a 12-bar piece, thematically organized in three 4-bar phrases 

that are subdivided into six 2-bar motives.  Invertible counterpoint is applied in the third 

4-bar phrase, in which the main theme in the right hand and the pealing bells in the left 

hand trade place (see example 20).   

 

Example 20.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (II), bars 9-12 

 

 



 82

The main dynamics in the second Promenade are piano.  The piece ends with the 

gentle church bells that disappear in the 4th octave.  Promenade (II) is one of the quietest 

and most serene pieces of the cycle, which makes a wonderful contrast when placed 

between The Gnome and The Old Castle. 

 

2. Il vecchio castello  

a. Divergent perceptions 
 

The Italian title of the second Picture of the cycle may be translated as ‘the old 

castle.’  According to Oskar von Riesemann, it represents “. . . an old tower of the Middle 

Ages, before which a minstrel sings his song, a long, unspeakably melancholy melody.” 

113  Even though this poetic description matches the musical content of Mussorgsky’s 

Picture, Michael Russ, for instance, does not associate Hartmann’s sketch of the old 

Cathedral Tower in Périgueux with this musical piece.  Moreover, Russ states that the 

“illustration [of The Old Castle is] lost.” 114  In fact, there is no minstrel on Hartmann’s 

painting of the old Cathedral Tower in Périgueux (see illustration 2).  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 

113 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 291. 
 
114 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 37. 
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Illustration 2.  Victor Hartmann, Cathedral Tower in Périgueux  

 

 

Beliefs about the origins of this piece are contradictory.  For instance, 

Mussorgsky chose an Italian title for this piece.  If the composer wanted to depict the old 

French cathedral from Hartmann’s sketch, he could have chosen a French title for this 

Picture.   It is also possible to surmise that Mussorgsky might have been inspired by 

Hartmann’s drawing of the old French cathedral, but his creative imagination turned the 

initial architectural sketch into a romantic ballad from an ancient time.  Furthermore, the 

researchers Golovinsky and Sabinina suggest that, 

The Old Castle is not just a musical Picture, but rather a scene . . . [in which] a 
troubadour sings an ancient song, alternating the vocal stanzas with a sad and 
monotonous instrumental ritornello. 115 
 
 
However, the two most divergent opinions regarding this Picture have to do with 

the musical value of this piece.  Calvocoressi claims, “Musically Pictures from an 

Exhibition show Mussorgsky not at his best, perhaps, but certainly at his most 

                                                 
115 G.L. Golovinsky and M.D. Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky (Moscow: Muzyka Press, 

1998), 421. 
  



 84

characteristic.  The only complete failure is Il vecchio castello.” 116  Schnitke, on the 

contrary, states that “The ‘Old castle’ is Musorgsky’s brilliant achievement in the genre 

of romantic ballade . . .” 117   Schnitke also considers this composition a rare combination 

of creative finding and inspiration, logically organized into a sophisticated form, which 

combines elements of rondo, ritornello, and free variations.118   

These two principally divergent perceptions inspire further research. 

The Old Castle is the second dramatic piece of the cycle after the Gnomus.  These two 

pieces, however, are very different.  In comparison to the Gnome’s personal drama, his 

burning anger and desire for revenge, Il vecchio castello takes the listeners back in time 

and creates an atmosphere of melancholic solitude.  While listening to music of The Old 

Castle listeners may imagine mysterious ruins that silently keep their dark secrets.  There 

are no boiling emotions, loud dynamics or significant texture changes throughout the 

piece.  The story of dramatic events is told through a third person, a troubadour who, 

being inspired by the view of this deserted place, sings a ballad accompanying himself on 

a lute.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
116 M.D. Calvocoressi, Mussorgsky (London: J. M. Dent and Sons LTD, 1946), 174. 
 
117 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 333. 
 
118 Ibid. 
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2. Il vecchio castello 
 

b. Internal Evidence  

The Old Castle is written in G-sharp minor, a parallel enharmonic minor key to 

the preceding Promenade (II) written in A-flat major.  Since these two keys share the 

same dominant, Mussorgsky applied a pivot chord modulation to connect these two 

neighboring pieces; he ended the Promenade (II) with a half cadence on a dominant sixth 

chord, and began The Old Castle with the incomplete tonic chord in G-sharp minor.  

Thus, Promenade (II) provides a smooth musical bridge to The Old Castle. 

Il vecchio castello is written in a very complex form that blends several genres: 

siciliana, 119 medieval rondeau, and ballade. 120  The siciliana traits of The Old Castle are 

as follows: 6/8 meter, peculiar dotted rhythm, minor key, lyrical melody, Neapolitan 

chords (although not at cadence points), and a slow tempo.  However, the form of this 

Picture does not fit the ternary (ABA) structure typical of a sicliana.  The form of Il 

vecchio castello rather bears elements characteristic of an old medieval rondeau that “. . . 

consisted of only two musical phrases, and the refrain, which is heard at the beginning 

and at the end . . .” 121  Il vecchio castello begins with a refrain and contains two main 

themes (A and B) that constantly alternate.  Furthermore, according to Grout and Palisca, 

                                                 
119 Siciliana (It.; Fr.: sicilienne) . . . 2. A 17th- and 18th- century dance and aria form, probably of 

Sicilian origins.  It was generally in ternary form (ABA), with fairly slow tempo, and in 6/8 or 12/8 meter.  
Many examples are in a minor key; other characteristic features include a flowing accompaniment, a gentle 
lyrical melody, often with a dotted rhythm and the use of a Neapolitan 6th at cadence points.  [Alison 
Latham, “Siciliana,” in Oxford Dictionary of Musical Terms (2004)]. 

 
120 Ballade (Fr.). 1. One of the three standard poetic forms used for 14th- and 15th-century chansons 

(see also RONDEAU and VIRELAI).  [Ibid]. 
 
121 Grout and Palisca, A History of Western Music, 103. 
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“The most typical ballades of Guilliaume de Machaut (1300-1377) were written in three-

part texture, in which the top voice was written for a high tenor voice, and the other two 

lower parts for instruments.” 122  Mussorgsky accurately followed this traditional setting 

of a medieval ballade; The Old Castle is a wonderful example of linear polyphony.  There 

are three voice-layers that have different functions: the bottom voice is a sustained pedal 

point on the tonic note of G-sharp, the middle layer is a “lute” accompaniment, which 

also serves as a refrain, and finally, the top voice represents the melody of the 

troubadour’s song.  Another characteristic trait of a medieval ballade is a constant 

repetition of refrain.  Mussorgsky remains true to the old genre; the refrain is constantly 

present in the music.  It does not appear only in the middle voice in which it had 

originated; Mussorgsky masterfully inserts a couple of bars from the refrain into the 

themes A and B (see chart 7): 

 

Chart 7.  The Old Castle: outline of the form 123 

Ref   A      Ref    A1           B              B           Ref.     A2  -  B       A3  -  B        B       b1     A4     Coda 
                                     (b       b1)   (b     b2)                         (b1)             (b3) 

  
1-7     8 -15   14-18   19-28   29-32   33-37  38-41 42-46  46-50   51-63   64-69   70-82   83-87    88- 90   91-95   96-100   101-107  

  
 
                                 Ref 26-29    Ref 36-37      Ref 45-46                Ref 67-68               Ref 86                 Ref 94 
 
 

 

                                                 
122 Ibid., 102. 
  
123 On the chart “Ref.” stands for the refrain, which is heard in its full length.  Letters A and B 

indicate the two main tunes.  The B theme is subdivided into the smaller variation motifs that are notated as 
b1, b2, and b3.  “Ref.” in bold case indicates the fragments of the refrain that appear at the endings of the 
themes A and B. 
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As it is shown on chart 6, the refrain in its full length appears only three times in 

bars 1-7, 14-18, and 46-50.  However, its elements appear at the endings of themes A and 

B in bars 26-29, 36-37, 45-46, 67-68, 86 and 94.  Furthermore, in bars 51-69 and 70-87 

Mussorgsky creates unique and original phrases; he begins the musical sentence with 

theme A and ends it with theme B.  This tasteful blending of all three themes (A, B, and 

the refrain) creates an exquisite effect of a free improvisation.    

Mussorgsky creatively built the “emotional plan” of the piece; the A theme is 

more narrative and objective, and the B theme is more passionate and expressive.  The A 

theme represents a three-voice polyphony, in which the lowest voice is a basso ostinato, 

the middle voice is the accompaniment that becomes the refrain, and the top voice is the 

melody.  The refrain itself represents a short repetitive pattern that descends sequentially 

(bars 1-7).  The story begins with the refrain that alternates with theme A.  Then the B 

theme, turbulent and uneasy, captures the listeners’ attention.  Because the re-appearance 

of the refrain followed by themes A2 and A3 decreases the level of emotional intensity, 

the composer blends themes A2 and A3 with theme B at the climactic point of the piece.  

This procedure dramatically increases emotional tension.   Then, Mussorgsky masterfully 

delays the last appearance of theme A and re-states theme B several times in order to 

fully express the troubadour’s feeling of sorrow and sympathy towards the characters of 

this ballade.  At the end of the piece there are six significant bars of silence, in which 

only the basso ostinato keeps its constant siciliana rhythm.  This phenomenon occurs in 

bars 87, 90, 93, 95, 101, and 103.  There could be several explanations for these breaks in 

the musical flow.  Schnitke, for instance, suggests that these “hollow” bars hint at the 
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storyteller’s memory losses. 124  It is also possible to surmise that the sad memories from 

the past overwhelm the troubadour, and he cannot sing smoothly.  Therefore, he has to 

take several short breaks in order to finish his story.                  

It is important to notice that the basso ostinato on the tonic note of G-sharp 

remains unchanged throughout the whole piece.  Such a constant repetition of the same 

note made it possible to experiment with harmony.  Mussorgsky does not always build 

the chords around G-sharp.  On the contrary, he clashes various chords with the basso 

ostinato thus creating unusually harsh and sharp sonorities.  This procedure significantly 

increases the harmonic tension, making the piece very expressive.  However, it makes it 

hard to analyze the function of some of the chords because they become either 

nonfunctional in the home key of G-sharp minor or do not fit into the traditional major-

minor system.  Therefore, it might be reasonable to analyze such chords in terms of 

polyharmony.  For example, at the beginning of theme B in bars 29-34 there is an 

inflection into the key of C-sharp minor.  Therefore, the first chord in bar 29 functions in 

both keys: the home key of G-sharp minor and the new (temporary) key of C-sharp minor 

(see example 21).   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
124 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 336. 
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Example 21.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Old Castle, bars 29-34 

      
g#:            1) N6

4 / iv6
4  c#: 1) iv/V7                                                  

   i6
4           N/g#                                          i6

4                                V7               i6
4 

                     2) N6 /g#            2) ii7 /g# 
            3) N7 

c#:            4) VI6
4 / i6

4             
 
 

Thus, this chord may be analyzed in several ways.  In the home key of G-sharp minor it 

is: 

1) A polyharmony consisting of two combined chords: A major 6/4 over C-sharp  

minor 6/4 functioning as N6/4 over iv 6/4.  

2) A Neapolitan 6 chord built over the G-sharp in the basso ostinato. 

3) A Neapolitan seventh chord in its last inversion. 

 4) In the key of C-sharp minor this chord functions as VI6/4 over i6/4.    

The next chord in the same bar 29 may be analyzed in two ways in the key of  

C-sharp minor: 

1) An F-sharp minor chord built over G-sharp Mm7, functioning as iv/V7 (see example 

21). 

2) A ii7 chord built over G-sharp basso ostinato. 

Another Neapolitan chord built over the G-sharp basso ostinato (in a new key of C-sharp 

minor) may be found in bars 31-32 (see example 21). 
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The most interesting chords may be found in bars 55-60.  Their unusual sonorities 

create a mysterious and surreal atmosphere.  The analyses of these chords are enclosed in 

the following example (see example 22).   

 

Example 22.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Old Castle, bars 55-59 

  

A#:                vii0 6
5 / g#                   I / g#                   vii0 4

2 / g#    →        C# Major 64        G#MmM+1197 

 

Il vecchio castello is a subtle and exquisite piece that requires an enlightened 

approach.   

 

2. Il vecchio castello 

c. Composer’s Markings 

Mussorgsky’s tempo indication for this piece is Andantino molto cantabile e con 

dolore ‘singing with sorrow, at a moderately fast pace.’  The suggestion “molto cantabile 

e con dolore” applies to both: the A theme in the top voice and the refrain 

(accompaniment) in the middle voice.   

In this piece there are only four composer’s dynamic markings.  Three of them are 

pianissimo indicated in bars 1, 87, and 106 (for the basso ostinato exclusively).  

However, even though the majority of the composer’s marks indicate pianissimo, it does 
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not mean that the performer must keep such quiet dynamics throughout the whole Picture 

because the piece may become monotonous.  On the contrary, a performer needs to 

follow another of the composer’s important remark con expressione, which is marked in 

bar 7 at the moment when the A theme appears for the first time.  This mark is significant 

because it encourages the performer to express his feelings and make the A theme more 

predominant.  Consequently, pianissimo rather applies to the basso ostinato and the 

accompaniment in the middle voice, but not to the melody.  Therefore, the A theme may 

be played sonorously and expressively with a good tone quality.  The flow of its melody 

will create natural crescendos and diminuendos that will make the piece sound livelier.  

Moreover, the drama that will be gradually revealed through the troubadour’s ballad in 

theme B will require even greater dynamics.    

 It is interesting to notice that there is another expressivo mark that appears at the 

end of the piece in bar 96.  Here the A theme is heard in full for the fifth and last time, 

and it is almost identical to its very first appearance in bar 7.  This procedure, in which 

the ending re-states (almost exactly) what has been said at the beginning, creates a 

sensation of an inevitable force of fate.   

There is a very interesting twist at the end of piece.  Suddenly and unexpectedly a 

forte mark appears in the antepenultimate bar of the coda.  It marks the final exclamation 

of the A theme, which is represented here by its first two notes (see example 23).   
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Example 23.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Old Castle, bars 105-107 

 

 

Since the five previous appearances of the A theme were played at quieter dynamics, this 

final forte makes the exclamation surprising; it attracts attention and adds dramatic 

significance and importance to this closing statement that sounds like a cry of despair.     

Trembovelsky suggests that Mussorgsky creatively used dynamics as a helping device for 

connecting several pieces in the cycle.  For instance, in order to smooth the contrast 

between the quiet Old Castle and the following loud Promenade (III), the composer 

purposely used forte as an intermediary element between the two pieces. 125   The 

composer also applied a beautiful pivot note modulation in order to connect The Old 

Castle and the Promenade (III); the Castello ends on a G-sharp and the Promenade (III) 

begins with the same note, but in a different register.   

 

 

 

                                                 
125 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 303. 
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Promenade (III) 

The mysterious atmosphere of The Old Castle is replaced by a new Promenade.  

As in Promenade (II), there are no key signature indications in Promenade (III). 

Although the later piece is written in B major, all of the necessary sharps appear as 

accidentals next to the notes (see example 24).   

 

Example 24.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (III), bars 1-2 

 

 

This loud and heroic piece is marked Moderato non tanto, pesamente ‘at a moderate 

tempo, but not too much so, heavily.’  The music of Promenade (III) is very energetic 

and optimistic although this is the shortest piece of the cycle; it contains only eight 

measures.  Surikov’s famous painting The Three Heroes may serve as a visual 

representation for this piece (see illustration 3). 
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Illustration 3.  Vasily Surikov, The Three Heroes 

 

 

There are three legendary Russian heroes in this painting: Ilya Mourometz, Dobrynya 

Nikitich and Alyosha Popovich.  These warriors are remembered for their courage and 

victorious battles against the numerous and massive invasions of the Tartar-Mongolian 

hordes. 

The main dynamics in the third Promenade are forte.  The forte mark appears in 

the first bar and is kept unchanged until a diminuendo indication marks the penultimate 

measure.  However, the last bar of the piece is marked piano.  According to 

Trembovelsky, Mussorgsky, once again, used dynamics as a procedure for connecting the 

pieces; the composer purposely decreased the level of dynamics in the Promenade (III) in 

order to have a smooth link with the following Tuileries. 126   

The particular characteristic of Promenade (III) is constant meter changes.  In 

fact, the changes occur in every single measure alternating between 5/4 and 6/4 time.  

However, the very last bar is marked 4/4 time, which is the time signature of the 

                                                 
126 Ibid.  
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following Tuileries. Moreover, there is a word attaca at the end of Promenade (III), 

which indicates that the next piece should begin immediately without a break.  Also, 

Promenade (III) and Tuileries are written in the same key of B major.  Trembovelsky 

found the pivot intonation (on f-sharp and d-sharp) that serves as a link between the 

Promenade (III) and Tuileries (see example 25 and 26). 127   

 

Example 25.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (III), bars 1-2 

 

 

Example 26.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Tuileries, bar 1 

 

 

Thus, Mussorgsky connected Promenade (III) and Tuileries by using the following four 

connecting devices: dynamics, meter, key, and pivot intonation.  

 

                                                 
127 Ibid. 
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3. Tuileries (Dispute d’enfants après juex) 

a. Divergent Perceptions 

The French title of this beautiful piece may be translated as, ‘Tuileries (children 

quarrelling after play).’  There are no conflicting perceptions among researchers 

regarding the programmatic content of this Picture.  However, there are several different 

opinions regarding Hartmann’s illustration associated with this piece.  For instance, 

Oscar von Riesemann states: “. . . Hartmann’s picture shows a walk in the Tuileries 

gardens in Paris, crowded with playing children and their nurses.” 128  Houbov expresses 

the same idea. 129  Russ, on the contrary, claims that the illustration of the Tuileries 

gardens has vanished. 130  Seroff, in turn, suggests that this Picture is “. . . Moussorgsky’s 

free development of Hartmann’s pencil drawing of one corner of a garden, deserted, and 

without children.” 131 

Even though there is no correlative drawing by Hartmann available, 

Mussorgsky’s music is certainly visually evocative.  One may imagine a scene in a 

famous Parisian garden where young children are arguing at play.  At a certain moment, 

when the quarrel becomes too loud, one of the nurses perhaps interferes and calms the 

agitated children down, reestablishing the happy environment.   

                                                 
128 Oscar von Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 291. 
 
129 George Houbov, Musorgsky, 536. 
 
130 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 38. 
 
131 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 143. 
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Schnitke claims that due to specific melodic intonations and plagal harmonies the 

music of the Tuileries sounds Russian. 132  Houbov, in turn insists that in spite of 

Mussorgsky’s French setting for this Picture, the action rather takes place in the famous 

Letnii Sad (Summer Garden) in St. Petersburg, and the children in the argument are not 

French but Russian. 133  Even though these assertions might be rather subjective, more 

surprising is the fact that there are several different opinions regarding the tonality of the 

piece.  For instance, Houbov states that Tuileries is written in B major. 134  Bobrovsky 

insists that the tonality of the piece is not clear because the repetitive chords in the 

opening theme belong to both: B major and F-sharp minor. 135  Trembovelsky, in turn, 

insists there is a polytonality in which the harmony and the melody are written in 

different keys. 136 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
132 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M.P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 338. 
 
133 Houbov, Musorgsky, 537. 
 
134 Ibid. 
 
135 Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 160.  
 
136 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 39. 
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3. Tuileries 
 

b. Internal Evidence 

The five sharps in the key signature of this piece indicate that the piece is written 

in the key of B major (or G-sharp minor).  The piece begins with a B major chord that 

appears eight times in the first four bars.  It is placed on the strong beats within the 

measure (see example 27).   

 

Example 27.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Tuileries, bars 1-4 

 

 

This chord creates a strong sensation of B major.  However, the chord that appears on 

each of the weak beats is the viiǿ7/V.  This chord appears the same number of times as 

the B major chord (eight times in four bars) and strongly leads to the dominant in B 

major (an F-sharp major triad).  However, it never resolves into the dominant (see 

example 27).  The independence of the viiǿ7/V chord prevents the B major chord from 

being perceived as a tonic.  The melody in these bars adds to confusion because it creates 

a strong sensation of D-sharp minor; the melodic passage includes a c-double sharp (the 

leading tone in D-sharp minor) and an e-sharp, which is the second step of the D-sharp 

minor scale.  Even though the e-sharp is also the leading tone of D-sharp minor’s relative 

major key of F-sharp major (which could also function as the dominant in the key of B 
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major), the c-double sharp, preceded and followed by the d-sharp, creates a strong 

sensation of D-sharp minor (see example 27).  Therefore, it is reasonable to acknowledge 

Trembovelsky’s idea; the melody is written in the key of D-sharp minor, and the 

harmony belongs to B major thus forming a bitonality. 137  

Tuileries is the first piece of the cycle written in 4/4 time.  The quadruple meter 

brings stability and contrasts with the irregular and constantly changing meter of the 

preceding Promenade (III).   

Tuileries is written in ternary (ABA΄) form, in which the A and A΄ sections are 

built sequentially. The initial sequential pattern appears in the first two bars.  This pattern 

is written in the “aab” bar form, in which the first motive “a” is represented by the two 

alternating chords (B major and viiǿ7/V), and the “b” motive (bar 2) represents the 

melodic passage in the top voice that is accompanied by these chords (see example 28). 

 

Example 28.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Tuileries, bars 1-2 

 

 

Bars 3-4 are identical to bars 1-2.  In bars 5-6 the same sequential pattern is repeated at a 

higher pitch.  Bar 7 re-states the “aa” motives of the bar form.  However in the 

                                                 
137 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 39. 
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consecutive measure the “b” motive is missing because a new and significantly shortened 

version of the initial sequence suddenly interrupts the regular sequential flow.   This new 

version of a sequence begins at a higher pitch and distorts the bar form. In the new 

pattern one of the “a” motives is missing, and the “b” motive is twice as short.  Therefore, 

the new sequential pattern fits into just one bar.  In bar 9 (identical to bar 8) the tension of 

the children’s argument reaches its highest point and in the next bar the swift passages in 

the right, and then in the left hand, interrupt the sequential flow (see example 29). 

 

Example 29.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Tuileries, bars 8-10 

 

 

Bars 11-12 re-establish the initial sequential pattern previously heard in bars 1-2.  In 

measure 13 the “a” motive of the bar form achieves its peak because it is placed one 

octave higher than usual.  This procedure vividly creates a sensation of a child’s scream 

of indignation.   In the B section (written in D-sharp minor) the nurse is perhaps trying to 

calm the agitated children down and persuade them to play peacefully.  In bars 14-19 we 

hear her comforting, speech-like intonations.  Bars 20 and 21 are luminous and serene 

due to the unexpected inflection into the key of G major that creates a colorful contrast to 

D-sharp minor.  The music in these two bars is reminiscent of the “b” motive from the 

bar form heard in bar 2.  The A΄ section that begins in bar 23 is shorter than the A 
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section: the A′ is only eight bars long versus thirteen bars of the initial A section.  

According to Trembovelsky, the “exposition” of the piece (the A section) creates tension 

because it is built on an ascending sequence, but the “recapitulation” releases the tension 

because in the A′ the sequence is descending. 138 

 

3. Tuileries  
 

c. Composer’s Markings 

The composer’s performance indication in this piece reads Allegretto non troppo, 

capriccioso, ‘relatively fast, but not too quickly, in a lively, informal style.’ 139  The 

Italian word “capriccioso” also implies the capricious emotion of the piece.  Therefore, a 

performer may think of a detailed scenario for this piece because the setting is already 

given: the story takes place at the Tuileries gardens.   

There are not many of Mussorgsky’s markings in the Tuileries.  For instance, the 

first bar is marked piano and no other indication of dynamics appears until the return of 

the A΄ in bar 23, which is marked mezzo forte.  However, the absence of the markings 

should not result in a lack of variety in the intensity of sound throughout the piece.  The 

A section introduces the quarreling children with their intonations of an increasing 

argument, and it is built on ascending sequential patterns.  Therefore, a gradual crescendo 

would be appropriate and desirable.  The speech-like intonations in the B section will 

                                                 
138 Ibid., 256. 
 
139 Oxford Dictionary of Musical Terms (2004), s. v. “Capriccioso.” 
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sound very natural and expressive if the performer plays them with subtle crescendos and 

diminuendos.   

The first bar in the A΄ section is marked mezzo forte because the sequence here 

begins on its highest pitch.  Then, it descends both stepwise and dynamically; the second 

sequential pattern in bar 25 is marked piano, and the last pattern that occurs in bar 27 is to 

be played pianissimo.  The piece ends sweetly in a high register with a B major 6/4 chord 

that creates a sensation of an unfinished story.   

Tuileries is, perhaps, one of the happiest pieces of the cycle.  It is reminiscent of 

Schumann’s Kinderszenen (Opus 15), a cycle that represents a retrospective look at 

childhood from an adult’s perspective.  Shlifshtein draws parallels between Tuileries and 

Mussorgsky’s vocal cycle, The Nursery, pointing out the similarities in psychological 

focus and musical language in these two works. 140 

Trembovelsky found two pivot intonations that connect the Tuileries and the 

following Bydlo; the two notes (b and g-sharp) that first appear in the lowest voice in 

Tuileries (bars 27-28) are then heard in the left hand in Bydlo (bars 1-4). 141  In Bydlo 

these pivot notes are placed two octaves lower, appear in reverse order, and contain a 

different rhythm (see example 29 and 30).  Also, the melody in Bydlo begins with the 

same two notes used to represent the “a” motive of the bar form in the Tuileries in bars: 

                                                 
140 S. Shlifshtein, Musorgsky: Artist. Time. Destiny, 218. 
 
141 Trembovelsky, The Style of Musorgsky, 304-305. 
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1, 3, 11, and 27).  In Bydlo, however, these two notes appear two octaves lower, in 

reverse order, and in a different rhythm (see example 30 and 31). 142   

 

Example 30.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition:  Tuileries, bars 27-28 

 

 

Example 31.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Bydlo, bars 1-4 

 

 

These pivot intonations are significant because they create a very strong bond between 

these two Pictures. 

For the first time in the suite, no Promenade follows the Picture.  From Tuileries 

until the end of the cycle the Promenade will alternate with two Pictures heard in a row.   

 

                                                 
142 Ibid. 
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4. Bydlo 
 

a. Divergent Perceptions 
 

In his letter to Stasov, Mussorgsky wrote, “No 4. right between the eyes 

‘Sandomirzsko bydlo’ (le télégue) [the cart] 143 (le télégue, of course, is not named in the 

title, just between us).” 144  The final version of the title of this Picture, however, is not 

“Sandomirzsko Bydlo,” but just Bydlo.  The word “bydlo” translates from Russian as 

‘rabble’ and according to Lopouhov, “. . . it is one of the offensive names for the Russian 

peasantry.” 145  At the time when Mussorgsky was composing his suite, truthful 

observations about the horrible life of the serfs were neither welcomed nor encouraged by 

the monarchical authorities.  The composer, therefore, had to express his thoughts and 

emotions through symbols and metaphors. 146  Because the composer mentioned the word 

“le télégue” (the cart) in his letter, Stasov (in his program notes to the first edition of the 

Pictures) suggested that this piece is about a huge peasant dray on the enormous wheels 

driven by oxen. 147  Therefore, in some of the western scores this Picture is simply 

named Polish Ox-Cart.  Mussorgsky, however, being a social-progressive composer, 

longed to reveal the social problems and psychological dramas of the Russian people 

through his art.  He focused all of his compositional strength on depicting the enormous 

                                                 
143 Musorgsky wrote the Russian word telega (the cart) in a French style. 
 
144 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents, 302. 
 
145 Feodor Lopouhov, Chorographic Revelations (Moscow: Iskousstvo Press, 1972), 139. 
 
146 Ibid. 
 
147 Oskar von Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 291. 
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suffering of the poor, desperate, and oppressed Russian peasants. 148  Bydlo goes far 

beyond the naturalistic imitation of the wooden cart and the oxen that pulled it.  Fo

instance, Russian choreographer Lopouhov created a ballet version of Pictures at an 

Exhibition.  Through the dance he illustrated the drama of Russian peasants who were 

suppressed and brought to their knees, in spite of their wild and rebelli

r 

ous nature. 149  

                                                

Some commentators mention the Polish translation of the word bydlo, ‘cattle.’ 150 

Moreover, Russ speculates, “given Musorgsky’s Russophile tendencies, the Sandomir 

cattle are the Polish people themselves.” 151  David Brown finds Russ’ suggestion 

“intriguing.” 152  However, these assertions are unjustified and irrelevant because 

Mussorgsky never used the word Sandomir in the final title of this Picture.  Furthermore, 

Russ contradicts himself stating that Bydlo is “. . . one of the most melancholic and 

Russian pieces . . .” 153  Consequently, if Mussorgsky’s intention was to mock the Poles, 

why would he create such a sorrowful and Russian-sounding Picture?     

According to Seroff, this particular watercolor of Hartmann “. . . is not mentioned 

in the catalogue of the exhibition.  Most probably Mussorgsky saw at Hartmann’s home a 

drawing of a heavy peasant cart drawn by two big oxen.” 154  Since Hartmann’s drawing 

 
148 Rusana Shirinian, M.P. Musorgsky, 84. 
 
149 Lopouhov, Chorographic Revelations, 139. 
 
150 Shlifshtein, Musorgsky: Artist. Time. Destiny, 216. 
 
151 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 40. 
 
152 David Brown, Musorgsky: His Life and Works, 237. 
 
153 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 40.  
 
154 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 144. 
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is lost, Ilya Repin’s painting Barge Haulers on the Volga (1870-1873) could serve as a 

visual representation of this musical Picture (see illustration 4).  

 

Illustration 4.   Ilya Repin, The Barge Haulers on the Volga 

 

 

Mussorgsky was Repin’s close friend, 155 and it is interesting to notice that the composer 

created his cycle in June of 1874, a year after Repin had accomplished his work on the 

above mentioned painting. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
155 Ibid., 116-117. 
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4. Bydlo 

b. Internal Evidence 

Mussorgsky begins this piece fortissimo in a low register of the keyboard.  The 

effect on the listener should be one of being hit “right between the eyes,” 156 as the 

composer described it in his letter to Stasov.  The listener is transferred from the innocent 

world of children playing in the Tuileries gardens into the harsh and bitter reality of 

enslaved laborers.  The monotonous chords in the left hand imitate the heavy steps of a 

peasant who walks along and sings a gloomy song (see example 32).   

 

Example 32.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Bydlo, bars 1-4 

 

 

This continuous and steady accompaniment, in which the chords alternate at the interval 

of a minor third, is to a certain extent, reminiscent of the accompaniment heard in the 

Marche funèbre from Chopin’s Sonata in B-flat minor Op. 35 (see example 33).  

 

 

 

                                                 
156 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky. Letters and Documents, 302. 
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Example 33. Chopin, Sonata in b-flat minor, Op. 35: Third movement, Marche funèbre, 

bar 1-4  

 

 

The folk-like melody of the peasant’s song in Bydlo is reminiscent of the famous 

Russian barge haulers’ Song of the Volga Boatmen (see example 34).  

 

Example 34.  Song of the Volga Boatmen, bars 1-4 

 

 

Some common characteristics of these two laborers’ songs are the minor mode, loud 

dynamics, moderate pace, even meter, simple rhythm, short, disconnected phrases and, 

most importantly, the energetic and powerful exclamations similar to those that naturally 

come out of a person who is trying to pull or push an unbearably heavy weight.  For 

instance, in bars 5 and 6 this naturalistic imitation of an enormous human effort is 

achieved by a specific intonation in the melody (that I will label the “intonation of 

effort”) and a sudden appearance of the two major chords, functioning as the Neapolitan 

chord and the VI chord in the home key of G-sharp minor (see example 35).   
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Example 35.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Bydlo, bars 5-6 

 

 

The peasant’s song, though full of suppressed anger and vigor, sounds hopeless.  The 

melody of this song (placed in the low register of the keyboard) achieves its highest 

points only on the “intonations of effort” and then immediately descends to its initial 

note.  This masculine, determined song suggests a suppressed energy, dangerous and 

destructive; an energy that if left unleashed, may lead to a bloody, cruel, and merciless 

peasant riot. 

  The piece is written in ternary (ABA) form.  The A section of the piece is 20 

bars long.  It contains two musical sentences that are even in length (each ten bars long) 

and very similar in musical content.  In the B section (bars 21-37) the texture and melodic 

range changes; the melody becomes chordal and its range includes the second and third 

octaves.  The higher register may be associated with the appearance of female characters.  

The direction of the melody also changes: in the A section the melody ascended and 

descended, in the B section, on the contrary, the melody begins at its peak and inevitably 

descends (see example 36).  
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Example 36.  Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition: Bydlo, bars 21-24 

 

 

This creates an impression of women crying; this effect is especially noticeable in bars 

27-30, in which the sobbing intonations are very naturalistic.  Bars 36-37 prepare and 

lead to the climax of the piece, which occurs at the beginning of the A′ section.      

The A′ section (bars 38-55) is very similar to the opening A, which contains the 

same two sentences.  However, the first sentence in the A′ coincides with the climax of 

the piece and here the melody is doubled by octaves and played two octaves higher.  This 

procedure creates the impression of the masses’ grieving.  The second sentence of A′ is 

two bars shorter than it was in the opening A.  Here the melody is transferred back to the 

small octave and it is again monophonic.  In the A′ section the emotional tension 

gradually decreases.  According to Schnitke, the coda (bars 55-63) resembles the ending 

of The Old Castle, in which the melodic flow was suddenly interrupted by several bars of 

silence.157  In Bydlo’s coda, the melody is cut down to two bars, which are preceded and 

followed by two bars of rests.  Then a single melodic note appears for the last time in bar 

                                                 
157 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M.P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 339.  
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61 followed by three bars of rests.  In the last bars of the piece the notes in the chords in 

the accompaniment gradually fall away leaving only the perfect fifth at the end. 158   

 Bydlo does not end on the tonic note; it ends on the third tone of the g-minor 

scale leaving an impression of an unfinished story.   

 

4. Bydlo 
 

c. Composer’s Markings 
 

The composer’s indication for this piece is sempre moderato, pesante, ‘always at 

a moderate tempo, heavily.’  Mussorgsky’s original dynamic indication for the beginning 

of this piece was ff, fortissimo.  However, according to Brown, 

. . . in his 1886 edition of Pictures Rimsky changed the opening dynamics from ff 
to p, replacing the ‘right between the eyes’ impact Musorgsky had envisaged to 
Stasov with one that could, through progressive increase in volume, suggest an 
ox-cart approaching from a distance. 159 
 

Even though the modern editions present Mussorgsky’s original version of the Pictures, a 

serious performer needs to be enlightened and aware of the importance of following the 

composer’s dynamic markings indicated in the score because the marks are there in order 

to help reveal the essence of the story through music.  Thus, Mussorgsky helps the 

performers achieve the necessary pesante by placing tenuto marks on the chords in the 

accompaniment of the left hand.  Tenuto suggests lengthening each chord while pressing 

deeply into the keys.  Due to the simile indication, these chords are to be accentuated 

                                                 
158 Schumann applied similar effect in the finale of his suite Papillons Op. 2.  
 
159 Brown, Musorgsky, 237. 
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throughout the whole A section of the piece.  The notes in the melody of the right hand 

are also marked tenuto.  Tenutos in the melody produce an impression that the character 

is straining to sing (see example 37).   

 

Example 37.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Bydlo, bars 1-10 

 

 

A performer may increase this sensation in bars 4-5 on the “intonations of effort.”   This 

could be done by accentuating the downbeat in both hands and slightly delaying the 

arrival of the second beat.  This procedure of stretching the time will help create the 

impression of the laborer pulling his heavy burden.  It is important to notice that the two 

ten-bar long musical sentences (that make the A section) consist of several short phrases 

and detached notes.  There are no long slurs here to unify the melody. Therefore, a 

performer should try to reproduce a rough, peasant-like singing on the piano, rather than 

strive to achieve a flawless bel canto.  Moreover, the rests that appear several times in 

these two sentences in the A section create a very naturalistic impression of the character 

who runs out of breath.   

The B section suddenly begins in the new key of A major (bars 21-26).  The 

unexpected A major chords sound like Neapolitan chords (in the home key of G-sharp 

minor).  These A major chords bring some hope and for a moment release tension.  

However, in bars 27-35 F-sharp minor replaces the A major key and leads back into the 
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home key of G-sharp minor.  In bar 35 there is a crescendo mark and all of the chords in 

the right hand in bars 35-37 are marked sforzando. These chords build up to an immense 

climax con tutta forza, ‘with all strength’ that occurs in bars 38-47. This impressive 

culmination coincides with the beginning of the A′ section, which is marked sempre 

pesante ‘always heavily.’   

The coda is quiet; its first bar is marked pianissimo (bar 55). Then, bar 59 is 

marked diminuendo e ritardando, ‘growing softer and slowing down.’  In bar 61 the 

dynamic level descends to pianississimo, and the final mark perdendosi, ‘disappearing’ 

appears in bar 62.  In the last two bars (63-64) Mussorgsky used a rhythmic diminuendo; 

in these bars for the first time in the piece the accompaniment is written with quarter 

notes versus the usual eight notes.  In these last two bars the remaining single notes in the 

accompaniment are marked tenuto.  There could be several reasons for the presence of 

these tenuto marks.  First, tenutos tend to slow the motion. Second, tenutos prevent the 

last notes from sounding weightless and ethereal, which would be out of style for this 

rather harsh piece.  Third, tenutos instruct the performer to make the last notes audible, 

even though they are to be played at a pianississimo dynamic level.  Finally, they give the 

last notes gravitas and perhaps suggest that even though the peasant disappears in the 

distance, his problems do not.  There are fermatas placed on top of the double bar line at 

the end of the piece.  This extended pause may cause performers and listeners to reflect 

on, and recuperate from, the Bydlo’s dramatic intensity.   
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Promenade (IV) 

Promenade (IV) creates a significant contrast to the violent and brutal Bydlo.  The 

contrast between these two pieces is underscored by a harmonic shift of a tritone, from G-

sharp minor to D minor.  Unlike the previously heard Promenades, Promenade (IV) is 

written in a minor key.  Promenade (IV) begins directly on the third note of the theme 

over the tonic chord.  The absence of the 6th and 5th steps of the scale (that usually 

constitute the beginning of the melody) take away the optimistic and energetic drive 

associated with the Promenades.  Promenade (IV) contains a dramatic conflict; there are 

emotional and rebellious musical themes that appear one after another in bars 5-8 which 

suggest emphatic and brooding responses to Bydlo’s drama.  Promenade (IV) contains 

more dynamic markings than in any of the previously heard Promenades.  There are 

changes of meter in every bar of Promenade (IV) just as there were in Promenades (II) 

and (III). These changes create uncertainty and instability.   

The piece begins piano tranquillo, ‘calmly.’  Its chordal texture is placed in a high 

register and at first the music evokes hopelessness and loneliness.  However, in bars 5-6 a 

gloomy and sinister mezzo forte melody appears in the left hand in a very low register of 

the great and contra octaves.  In the next two bars the same melody is repeated forte by 

the right hand in the range of the small octave and then in the higher register of first and 

second octaves.  The expanding range, growing emotional tension, crescendo, and louder 

dynamics create an expectation of a potential uprising.  However, in bar eight a sudden 

diminuendo brings the Promenade to an end, as if the oppressed people chose to submit 

to their destiny.  The last two bars provide a transition into the next piece.  The music and 
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the mood change.  Mussorgsky masterfully creates a pivot note modulation through the 

fifth step of the D minor scale, which is the home key in Promenade (IV), equating it 

with the third step of the F major scale, which is the home key of the next Picture, Ballet 

of the Chicks in Their Shells.  In order to diffuse tension at the end of Promenade (IV), 

the composer borrowed a short and lively phrase from the Chicks and placed it in the 

penultimate bar of Promenade (IV).  The unexpected Chicks’ chirping (mezzo forte) 

immediately captures the listeners’ attention.  The innocent chirping is followed by the 

mysteriously sounding pivot note (played pianississimo and poco ritenuto) that creates 

expectation and leads into the next Picture. 

 

5. Ballet of the Chicks in Their Shells 

a. Divergent Perceptions 

According to Houbov, Mussorgsky composed this Picture having been inspired 

by Hartmann’s illustration of a chick costume designed by Victor Hartmann for the ballet 

Trilby. 160   Marius Petipa created this ballet for the St. Petersburg Imperial Theater in 

1870.  The plot of this ballet was based upon Charles Nodier’s novel Trilby, ou le Lutin 

d’Argail. 161 

In the writings of Oskar von Riesemann, 162 David Brown, 163 and Michael  

                                                 
160 Houbov, Musorgsy, 538.  
 
161 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 41. 
 
162 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 292. 
 
163 Brown, Musorgsky: His life and Work, 237. 
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Russ 164 this Picture is named Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks, which is a more accurate 

translation from Russian.  However, it is unclear whether Mussorgsky wrote this title in 

Russian or in French.  In his article Schnitke presents the title of this Picture in both 

languages: in Russian (Balet nevyloupivshikhsya ptentsov) and in French (Ballet des 

poussins dans leurs coques). 165  The French version translates into English as “Ballet of 

the Chicks in Their Shells.”  Even though Schnitke does not offer an explanation for the 

origins of the French title, it actually corresponds with Hartmann’s drawing.  In the 

artist’s illustration of the chick costume, the body of the person wearing the costume is 

covered by an “egg shell.”  However, the arms, the legs, and the head are out of shell.  

Also a nice headpiece with a beak is designed to cover the person’s face completely (see 

illustration 5).  

 

Illustration 5.  Victor Hartmann, Sketch of theatre costumes for the ballet Trilbi 

 

  

                                                 
164 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 41. 
 
165 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M.P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 340. 
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Russ states: “In the manuscript the title is penciled in as though Musorgsky still was not 

content with it.” 166  One may speculate that Schnitke also might have had access to 

Mussorgsky’s manuscript, in which he discovered the French title and therefore had good 

reason to include it in his article.  However, in Andrey Rimsky-Korsakov’s book,167 in 

which are collected Mussorgsky’s original letters and documents, the title of this Picture 

appears in Russian.   

The researchers identify this Picture as a Scherzino.  Oscar von Riesemann calls it 

a “. . . ‘Scherzino’ of the greatest charm.” 168  Lopouhov defines this piece as a scherzino-

humoresque. 169  Schnitke identifies it as masterful and tasteful miniature. 170  Schnitke 

suggests that Mussorgsky tried to reproduce the embryonic life of the unhatched chicks 

through his music. 171  Lopouhov, however, claims that the chicks do come out of their 

shells in order to perform their ballet dance. 172 

Even though the researchers may disagree on whether Mussorgsky intended to 

reproduce the embryonic life of the chicks or picture their first steps into the world, the 

performer’s task is to reveal the composer’s unparalleled fantasy by reproducing on the 

                                                 
166 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 41. 
 
167 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky.  Letters and Documents, 304. 
 
168 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 292.  
 
169 Lopuhov, Choreographic Revelations, 141. 

  
170 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M.P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 340. 

  
171 Ibid. 
 
172 Lopouhov, Choreographic Revelations, 140-141. 
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piano the rocking of the eggs, the chicks’ convulsive motions, their impatient chirping, 

clumsy steps, and their first attempts to try their wings.  

 

5. Ballet of the Chicks in Their Shells 
 

b. Internal Evidence 
 

Ballet of the Chick in Their Shells is written in ABA form with a short coda.  The 

B section of the piece is a Trio.  The home key of this Picture is F major, which is the 

relative major to the home key of the previously heard Promenade (IV) written in D 

minor.    In the first four bars of the Chicks the tonic chords alternate with German 

augmented sixth chords.  The stability of the tonic chords and the instability of the 

German augmented sixth chords create the impression of eggs rocking (see example 38).   

 

Example 38.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells, 

bars 1-4 

 

 

In bars 5-8 there is an ascending staccato passage in the left hand that possibly depicts a 

mother hen hurrying to help her hatching chicks.  Bars 9-12 repeat bars 1-4, and the 

chirping music in bars 13-20 is similar to that from bars 5-8.  However, in bars 13-20 the 
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ascending passage is extended and leads to a loud exclamation that occurs in bars 21-22.  

Bars 21-22 represent the culmination of the piece. 

According to Bobrovsky, the Trio (bars 23-38) is written in the Lydian mode with 

emphasis on the 7th of the viio7/V chord. 173  The constant alternation of the tonic (F 

major) chord with the viio7/V (bars 23-30) creates an atmosphere of uncertainty and 

expectation.  The major/minor sonority of a German augmented sixth chord that replaces 

the viio7/V in bars 31-38 sounds mysterious and intriguing.  This chord instantly 

alternates the tonality in these bars from F major to F minor.  This procedure fits the 

purpose of the Trio perfectly, which is to create a picturesque scene of baby chicks that 

are freeing themselves from their shells and trying their small wings.  Despite the 

seemingly innocent and simplistic scene, the musical realization of the Trio is very 

complex.  The five-voice polyphonic texture in bars 23-30 consists of two voices in the 

right hand and three voices in the left hand.  The two voices in the right hand move in 

similar motion and rhythm forming the intervals of a third and a tritone.  The top voice is 

trilled.   The three voices in the left hand consist of a basso ostinato on the tonic note in 

the lowest voice, a melodic line in the middle voice, and the accompaniment in the top 

voice, which represents another ostinato on the tonic note.  In comparison with the 

ostinato in the bass, in which the tonic note appears on down beats and is held for two 

bars, the eight-note ostinato in the accompaniment (top voice in the left hand) appears on 

the weak beats.  When played together, this fantastic formation of polyphony produces a 

                                                 
173 Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 161. 
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thrilling and surreal atmosphere due to the variety of embellishments, unusual harmonic 

progressions, and the complexity of the melodic and rhythmic design.   

 

5. Ballet of the Chicks in Their Shells 
 

c. Composer’s markings 
 

Mussorgsky has two indications for this piece; one of them reads Scherzino, and 

the other one reads vivo, leggiero, ‘lively, lightly.’   An enlightened performer would not 

associate the “vivo” mark with a tempo indication like “vivace” (a tempo faster than 

allegro), but rather with a suggestion towards interpretation.  Therefore, instead of 

playing this piece as quickly as possible, interpreters should rather concentrate their effort 

and attention on the characters and emotion of the piece, as well as on the development of 

the plot because an excessively fast tempo may deteriorate the delicacy and finesse of the 

scene.   

The piece begins pianissimo una corda, which means that the pianist must use the 

damper pedal in order to maintain the gentlest possible sound.  The simplicity of the 

scene is an illusion for there are multiple complications the pianist must address.  The 

chordal texture has numerous appoggiaturas and must be played martellato.  One may 

find it difficult to play the chords pianissimo while having all of the tones of the chords 

audible.  The A part of the piece must be played pianissimo.  The pianissimo mark 

appears in the first bar and is kept for 16 bars until it is replaced by a mezzo forte mark in 

bar 17, then a crescendo in bar 18 and, finally, forte in bar 21.  This forte marks an 

accented D-flat note in the third octave, which is the climactic point of the piece.  
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Perhaps, in order to draw the listener’s attention to this culmination, Mussorgsky 

extended this note with the use of a fermata.  In the next bar this high point “crashes” 

down the interval of a ninth to a C in the second octave, which is marked sforzando (see 

example 39).  

 

Example 39.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells, 

bars 21-22 

 

 

These detailed composer’s markings suggest an intense development of the scene.  For 

instance, one may imagine that in bars 17-20 a chick was trying his first steps, but then 

lost his balance in bar 21 and fell down in bar 22.  Therefore, it would not be wrong to 

release the “soft” pedal in bars 17-22.  However, a performer needs to keep in mind that 

even the louder dynamics should be moderate due to the special tiny characters depicted 

in this Picture.   

In the Trio, marked pianississimo, the performer may use the “soft” pedal once 

again in order to obtain the quietest possible sound.  At the end of the Trio there is the 

composer’s marking Da Capo il Scherzino, senza Trio, a poi Coda, ‘from the beginning 

of the Scherzino, without Trio and then coda.’  Therefore, the coda begins immediately 

after the high point of the piece, which is represented by the D-flat that appears in bar 21.  
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In the coda this D-flat repeats twice: each time with the inclusion of the composer’s 

dynamic markings and change in length.  The first time this note is held for almost two 

bars and played mezzo forte, and the second it becomes an eight note played piano (see 

example 40).  

 

Example 40. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells, 

bars 39-42 

 

 

The piece ends pianissimo on a tonic chord played with a decorative appoggiatura that 

imitates the chicks’ delightful chirping.   

The composer thoughtfully inserted into the texture of the piece all the necessary 

indications and musical elements that help a performer create a delightful scene picturing 

small chicks.  One of the most characteristic traits of this Picture is an abundance of short 

appoggiaturas.  In the A section of the piece almost every chord in the right hand is 

preceded by this embellishment.  The appoggiaturas also appear in the Trio in bars 31-38 

and then again in the coda.  The appoggiaturas are to be played with accents at a 

pianissimo level to suggest the feeble chirping of tiny birds.   

Another characteristic trait of this piece is the complete lack of staccato.  One 

might think that the chicks’ subtle motions would be best pictured through a light and 
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gentle staccato.  Nevertheless, a performer needs to cultivate a gentle non legato touch to 

fully realize Mussorgsky’s intention.   

There are very few legato slurs in the piece.  The first and only legato slur in the 

A section appears between the bars 20-21.  It connects the last two notes of the ascending 

passage to the high point of the piece.  Short slurs also appear in the Trio in bars 31-38 

and then in the coda.  These slurs help create intonations of lament that emphasize the 

helplessness of the baby chicks.  Another specific feature of the piece is the absence of 

the bass clefs; the whole Picture is written in the treble clef and the lowest note of the 

piece is F in the small octave.  Thus, the composer managed to create a lovely miniature 

within a range of less than three octaves. 

 

6. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle  

a. Divergent Perceptions  
 

In 1868, while traveling through Poland, Hartmann drew the portraits of two 

Jewish men from the small town of Sandomir. 174  One of these men was rich and the 

other poor.    In Hartmann’s paintings the rich man looks self assured, proud, and full of 

dignity.  The poor man, on the contrary, looks feeble and frail.  He dejectedly sits in the 

street wearing rags with his head hung low, holding nothing but a stick in his hands (see 

illustrations 6a and 6b). 

 

 

                                                 
174 Houbov, Musorgsky, 538. 
 



 124

Illustrations 6a and 6b.  Victor Hartmann, Jew in a fur hat; Sandomir Jew  

 

 

Upon his return to Russia, Hartmann gave both of these drawings to Mussorgsky because 

the latter liked them very much. 175   

Because Mussorgsky’s suite was published posthumously, there is confusion 

about the title of this piece.  In program notes to Lamm’s original edition of Pictures at 

an Exhibition, Stasov uses the title Two Polish Jews, One Rich, the Other Poor.  Russ 

claims, therefore, that Stasov’s program note was the source of the error with respect to 

the title in many subsequent editions. 176  Soviet researchers added to the confusion.  In 

their studies the Soviet scholars eliminated the word “Polish” from the title of this 

Picture.  Most probably they chose to do so for political reasons.  During the years of the 

Soviet regime, Poland belonged to the socialist block of the Eastern European countries, 

and, therefore, was an ally of the former Soviet Union.  According to the strict, though 

unwritten, code of political correctness that existed in the former USSR, any negative 

                                                 
175 Ibid. 
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comment about Poles was considered a provocation.  Bobrovsky, therefore, eliminated 

several words from the title of this Picture.  In his article he simply names this piece “The 

Two Jews.”  Presumably, Bobrovsky chose to do so because in the former Soviet Union 

it was also inappropriate to evaluate people by their financial status.  There has always 

been, however, a subheading to the title of this Picture, which reads Samuel Goldenberg 

and Schmuyle.  Calvacoressi states that, “The person responsible for rechristening this 

number ‘Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle’ remains unknown.” 177  But, according to 

Andrei Rimsky-Korsakov, Samuel Goldenberg und Schmuyle was Mussorgsky’s original 

title. 178    

There are two different perceptions about the psychological meaning and content 

of this piece.  Western and Russian scholars could be divided in two groups: one group 

claims that this piece is a caricature or a grotesquerie. The other, rather merciful, group 

states that this piece is about a personal tragedy that reveals a deep social drama.  The 

internal evidence of the piece leads me to believe that poor old Schmuyle should be taken 

seriously because he, being placed in unfortunate circumstances aggravated by the rich 

man’s mistreatment, sorrowfully appeals for compassion rather than laughter.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
177 Calvacoressi, Mussorgsky, 172. 
 
178 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky.  Letters and Documents, 304. 
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6. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle 
 

b. Internal Evidence 
 

The piece is written in an unusual form that could be notated A B A/B Coda, in 

which the A part represents the rich man, and the B part pictures Schmuyle.  In the A/B 

section the two musical themes are presented as counterpoint to represent the argument of 

the two men.  A short coda concludes the piece. 

The piece begins with the rich man “talking” to the poor one.  Samuel Goldenberg 

speaks slowly, loudly, and with an air of importance. His phrases are short and clearly 

articulated.  He takes time to breath and then continues with his lecturing.  The rich 

man’s pride and arrogance instantly create the feeling of antipathy. Mussorgsky 

demonstrates a phenomenal talent for imitating the natural intonations of human speech 

not only in his vocal writing, but also on the piano.  He made this possible by applying a 

very complicated rhythmic design to the melody, which consists of short phrases that 

alternate with rests of various durations (see example 41). 

 

Example 41.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 1-2 
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Also, Samuel Goldenberg’s part lacks accompaniment; it consists of a pure recitative 

played with both hands in unison at an octave.  A creative performer might think of 

words for the rich man’s part in order to evoke the effect of human speech.   

The A part is written in the key of B-flat minor with excessive Middle Eastern 

flavor.  Excessive, because Mussorgsky uses two augmented seconds in the scale of B-

flat minor (d-flat—e natural and g-flat—a natural) instead of just one that would be 

characteristic of Middle Eastern folkloric music. 179  

In the B section the poor Jew’s speech, on the contrary, is convulsive and fast.  

His nervousness and severe emotional discomfort is revealed through the use of a very 

specific rhythmic pattern that consists of an appoggiatura, a triplet and a mordent (see 

example 42). 

 

Example 42. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bas 9-10 

 

                                                 
179 Trembovelsky, Style of Musorgsky, 185. 
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In this rhythmic pattern each melodic note repeats seven times, thus increasing the effect 

of Schmuyle’s unease.  Schmuyle’s part is written in the unusual key of D-flat minor.  

This key does not belong to the traditional major-minor system any more than poor 

Schmuyle belongs to respectable society.  He is an outcast, and so is the key that 

represents him.  Mussorgsky could have chosen to enharmonically substitute the key of 

D-flat minor with C-sharp minor. However, he didn’t.  Instead, the composer chose to 

insert the flats beside the notes themselves. The key of D-flat minor, sporting its six flats 

and one double flat, indirectly suggests how low and “flat” Schmuyle feels.   

After Schmuyle’s sorrowful monologue the two men engage in a fiery argument.  

The A/B section of the piece is a wonderful example of an instrumental dialogue-duet, in 

which Mussorgsky retains the distinctive musical characteristics of the two men.  

According to Trembovelsky, the composer purposely chose different ranges for the two 

men’s parts (the low range for Samuel and the high one for Schmuyle), in order to create 

a contrast in the counterpoint that fully exposes the dramatic culmination of the piece.180  

In the coda that follows the men’s argument the poor man begs for mercy, but the rich 

man utters his last word of rejection in the fit of rage and contemptuously curses 

Schmuyle. 

 

 

  

 

                                                 
180 Ibid. 
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6. Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle 
 

c. Composer’s markings 
 

Each of the three sections of this piece has its own tempo indication.  Samuel 

Goldenberg’s A part is marked Andante. Grave-energico, ‘moderately slow, serious, and 

energetic.’  The main dynamic of the A part is forte.   The slurs play a very important role 

in this section; the composer uses slurs of different lengths to connect the various 

elements of the rich man’s “speech” (exclamations, interjections, and words) in short 

musical phrases separated by rests (see example 43). 

 

Example 43. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 1-4 

 

 

In order to increase the effect of human speech, Mussorgsky applies sforzandos to certain 

notes, giving the listener the feeling that he or she is hearing a speaker emphasizing key 

words in a sentence.   
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There is an ascending tetrachord (A B-flat C D-flat) that appears three times in 

bars 1-4.  The tenuto markings emphasize every note in these tetrachords.  The 

repetitiveness of these tetrachords demonstrates the rich man’s persistent and powerful 

nature.  In bars 2-3 and 4-5 this tetrachord expands to a full scale marked with a 

crescendo-diminuendo.  The dynamics reflect Samuel Goldenberg’s inflating ego and 

self-importance.  The composer draws attention to the two notes (E-natural and A-

natural) that form augmented seconds in his original version of a B-flat double harmonic 

scale.  These two notes constantly appear on the beat and create harsh dissonances in the 

depiction of Samuel Goldenberg.  The unpleasant impression that Samuel Goldenberg 

produces on listeners is aggravated by the constant alternation of the natural IVth step of 

the scale with the augmented IVth, as well as the alternation of the VIIth natural step with 

the VII harmonic one.  This alternation reveals Samuel Goldenberg’s manipulative 

personality and discloses his will to win the argument at any cost (see example 44). 

 

Example 44. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 3-4 

 

 

The B part is marked Andantino, which implies a relatively slow tempo.  In 

comparison to Samuel Goldenberg’ part, Schmuyle’s dynamics are quieter.  Schmuyle 
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has very little to say; his part consists of two very similar musical phrases that repeat over 

and over as if he cannot stop complaining or begging for a favor.  The first two-bar 

phrase begins mezzo forte and ends with a diminuendo.  His second phrase is identical to 

the first.  The third phrase begins a third lower than the previous two, and it is marked 

piano.  The fourth phrase echoes the third.  It is obvious that Schmuyle lacks confidence 

because each of these four phrases ends with diminuendo from mezzo forte to piano.  

Mussorgsky places accents (>) on each beat of Schmuyle’s melody in bars 9-16 (see 

example 42).  These accents at quieter dynamics, however, do not produce the impression 

of aggressiveness, but rather, they are there to attract and keep the rich man’s attention.  

All of a sudden, in the first halves of bars 17-18 Schmuyle begins speaking like Samuel 

Goldenberg.  Now the rhythm and melodic line of Schmuyle’s part begin to resemble that 

of the rich man’s previously heard in the A section.  Also, the accents (-) and the 

crescendo-diminuendo markings that were previously used only in Samuel Goldenberg’s 

part in the A section are now present in Schmuyle’s music (see example 45). 

 

Example 45. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 17-18 
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In his attempt to sound like Samuel Goldenberg, Schmuyle presumably tries to appeal to 

the rich man’s heart and remind him of the sameness of their religious and ethnic origins.  

However, in the second halves of bars 17-18 Schmuyle goes back to his own initial 

rhythmic patterns.  This shows that Schmuyle’s attempt to behave like Samuel 

Goldenberg has failed; the poor man still feels emotionally insecure and unsure.  

In the A/B section (which begins on the last sixteenth note played by the left hand 

in bar 18), the rich man begins his counterargument in a loud voice (dynamics marked 

forte).  The tempo is back to Andante. Grave.  The rhythm and the melody in the poor 

man’s part change once again; there are no more appoggiaturas and mordents.  Also the 

accents (∧) in his part change for the third time (see example 46). 181 

 

Example 46. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle, 

bars 19-20 

 

 

This time Schmuyle’s melody is played by octaves and sounds very determined.   

                                                 
181 Note the three different types of accents Mussorgsky used in Schmuyle’s part: in bars 9-16 (>); 

in bars 17-18 (-); and in bars 19-25 (^).  This progression shows the increasing strength of the accents, and, 
perhaps, indicates the growing psychological strength of the character. 
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In bars 22-25 the longer phrases of the rich man begin mezzo forte and end forte 

with sforzando accents.  Samuel Goldenberg’s speech exudes anger and shows his 

unwillingness to come to a compromise.  The argument suddenly ends on an augmented 

chord, which is followed by rests with a fermata.  This moment of silence marks a very 

important psychological moment in this piece.  It cools the boiling emotions down, 

creates expectation, and, at the same time, raises the tension.  Also, it leads to the final 

word in the two men’s argument.  The short, but very expressive coda begins right after 

this fermata with the composer’s indication poco ritardando con dolore, ‘holding back a 

little and with sorrow.’   The poor man quietly tries to persuade the rich man, but Samuel 

Goldenberg rejects each of Schmuyle’s two attempts.  The piece ends with the rich man’s 

laconic and powerful “final words” marked a tempo, crescendo, sforzando, and then 

fortissimo.  The b-flat tonic note with a strong accent (^) firmly concludes the dialogue.  

The rest with fermata that follows command the listeners to reflect on the tragic conflict 

that has just unfolded.   

 

Promenade (V) 

Promenade (V) brings back the music heard in Promenade (I) and bisects the 

cycle.  Even though Promenades (I) and (V) are almost identical, there are several minor 

differences that occur between these two pieces.  For example, the tempo indication of 

Promenade (I) reads Allegro giusto, nel modo russico, senza allegrezza, ma poco 

sostenuto, ‘precise allegro, in Russian style, without rushing, but holding back a bit.’  In 

Promenade (V), however, the words “senza allegrezza” (without rushing) are missing.  
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Therefore, a performer may choose to play the Promenade (V) at a slightly faster pace. 

Promenade (I) begins monophonically, but the same two-bar opening statement in 

Promenade (V) has to be played with both hands at an octave.  The same procedure 

happens in bars 5 and 7 in both pieces.  Even though both pieces begin forte, Promenade 

(V) will naturally sound more sonorous due to the thicker texture.  In bars 6 and 8 in 

Promenade (V) the octaves in the left hand are placed an octave lower in comparison 

with the same bars in Promenade (I).  A more massive sound will thus emerge from these 

octaves played in the low register (see example 47). 

 

Example 47. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Promenade (V), bars 6-8 

 

 

Other significant differences between the two pieces relate to meter change and melodic 

variation.  In Promenade (I) from bar 12 until the end of the piece the 6/4 time signature 

remains unchanged.  In Promenade (V), however, the meter constantly alternates 

between 5/4, 6/4, and even to 7/4 in bars 18-19.  Beginning with bar 14, the musical 

patterns in these two pieces vary.  In order to connect Promenade (V) to the next Picture, 

Mussorgsky added an extra bar at the end of the piece.  In this last bar the composer 

applied a classic pivot note modulation on the tonic note of B-flat.  This B-flat (played 
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sforzando with an accent and held longer due to a fermata) becomes the fifth step of the 

scale in the new home key of E-flat major.  

 

7. The Market Place in Limoges 

a. Divergent Perceptions 

According to Lopouhov, there is no record that Hartmann drew a sketch of a 

market place in Limoges. 182  The only available picture the artist drew in Limoges 

represents a 112 year old woman in church (see illustration 7).  

 

Illustration 7.  Victor Hartmann, An Old Woman in Church 

 

 

Mussorgsky, however, left two program notes in which he described in details the events 

depicted in this piece.  Even though Mussorgsky crossed out both of these notes, it would 

behoove a performer to pay close attention to their content in order to clearly understand 

the composer’s intent.  The first note reads,  
                                                 

182 Lopouhov, Choreographic Revelations,142. 
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La grande nouvelle: Mr Pimpant de Panta-Pantaléon vient de retrouver sa vache 
‘La Fugitive.’  “Oui, ‘Maàme,’ c’était hier. –Non, ‘Maàme,’ c’était avant-hier.  
–Eh bien, oui, ‘Maàme,’ la bête rôdait dans le voisinage.  –Eh bien, non ‘Maàme,’ 
la bête ne rôdait pas du tout –etc. 183 
 

This passage translates, “The great news:  Monsier Pimpant de Panta-Pantaléon has just 

recovered his lost cow, The Fugitive.  ‘Yes, Maam, that was yesterday.  – No, Maam, it 

was the day before yesterday.  –Oh, well, Maam, the beast roamed all over the 

neighborhood.  –Oh, no, Maam, the beast never got loose at all.”  184 

The second program note is longer and more elaborate.  It was also originally written in 

French, and it translates,   

The big news: Monsieur de Puissangeout has just recovered his cow ‘Fugitive.’ 
But the good wives of Limoges are not interested in this incident because 
Madame de Remboursac has acquired very fine porcelain dentures while 
Monsieur de Panta-Pantaléon is still troubled by his obtrusive nose which remains 
as red as peony. 185 
 
Stasov’s description of this Picture reads, “Old French women quarrelling 

violently in the market.” 186   

Houbov calls this piece a grotesquerie. 187  This assertion is doubtful because 

grotesquerie implies mockery, caricature, and ugly exaggeration.  Mussorgsky, on the 

contrary, smiles and laughs with the characters in this Picture.  The composer depicts the 

arguing women in the market place, which is a common venue for their gathering, 

                                                 
183 In Brown, Musorgsky. His Life and Works, 238. 
 
184 Frankenstein, “Foreword” in Paul Lamm, ed., Pictures at an Exhibition. 
 
185 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 45. 
 
186 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 418. 
 
187 Houbov, Musorgsky, 54. 
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gossiping, and entertainment.  Mussorgsky excites and encourages the performer to take 

part in the amusement.  There is no excessive anger or aggression in this Picture.  Even 

when these women’s heated debate reaches its peak, the music never becomes violent or 

frightening.  Mussorgsky shows us a small episode from the everyday life of these 

women.   

Golovinsky and Sabinina describe this Picture as a scherzo. 188  Generally, 

however, scherzos were written in triple meter, but Limoges is in 4/4 time (except for the 

eight bars in the middle of the piece, where the meter temporarily changes to 3/4 time). 

Schnitke classifies this piece as a very special toccata; due to its programmatic 

content the piece develops as a theatrical scene and lacks the monotonous and mechanical 

quality often characteristic of many instrumental pieces written in this genre. 189 

Schnitke’s statement makes sense because the idea and the main purpose of this Picture 

is to show the gossiping women rather than to demonstrate a performer’s technical 

abilities, although Limoges is one of the most technically challenging Pictures of the 

cycle.  Limoges might also be identified as a humoresque because it is a short, lively 

piece, filled with good humor.   

Montague-Nathan made a doubtful comment about several Pictures of the suite, 

including Limoges, “The Spanish picture, the Tuileries scene, and ‘Limoges,’ are 

somewhat too formal for their purpose. . .” 190  This comment is rather out of context 

                                                 
188 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 418. 
 
189 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 344. 
 
190 Montagu-Nathan, Moussorgsky, 80.  
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because there is not a single Spanish Picture in the cycle.  Also it is unclear by what 

criteria Tuileries and Limoges were identified as too formal.  Both of these character 

pieces vividly depict scenes from everyday French life; Tuileries is a lyrical and subtle 

miniature, and Limoges is exciting and down-to-earth musical.  Limoges is one of the 

most colorful and expressive Pictures of the cycle.  It vividly depicts an agitated crowd 

where quarrelling women are teasing each other.  One may clearly hear the characters’ 

calls and shouts.  Riesemann truly states this piece is a “study in intonation” 191 in which 

the composer, once again, masterfully imitates human voices and the intonations of 

speech. 

 

7. The Market Place in Limoges 
 

b. Internal Evidence 
 

Limoges begins forte and due to its lively character and motor rhythm it 

immediately captures the listener’s attention.  The composer manages to vividly depict 

the excitement of the gossiping women.  The gleeful E-flat major is the home key of this 

piece, and the tonic chord repeats twelve times in a row within the one-bar introduction.  

A specific rhythmic pattern is established in this bar; the sixteen notes are grouped by 

four and in each of these groups the first two notes have to be played legato and the 

remaining two staccato (see example 48).   

 

 

                                                 
191 Riesemann, Moussorgsky, 292. 
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Example 48. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Market Place in Limoges, bar 1 

 

 

The composer constantly modifies the order in which the four notes of the group are to be 

played staccato or legato.  For example, in the second bar ten notes in a row have staccato 

marks on them and the remaining six are slurred (see example 49).   

 

Example 49. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Market Place in Limoges, bar 2 

 

 

In the third bar the first two notes of the pattern are played staccato and the other two are 

slurred (see example 50).  

 

Example 50. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Market Place in Limoges, bar 3 
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This variety of touch creates an impression of adventure, raises the excitement, and adds 

expression to the passionate debates of the good wives of Limoges.   

This piece is written in a quasi ABA′ form with a single bar-long introduction and 

four-bar coda.  Because Mussorgsky applies the principle of continuous development in 

this piece it is difficult to mark the beginning of the B section; the musical material does 

not change from section to section nor does the motor rhythm slow down.  The opening 

A section (bars 2-15) introduces the curious and gossiping women.  The middle of the B 

section (bars 16-24) generates the argument.   In bars 16-23 there is a temporary meter 

change from 4/4 time to 3/4 time that causes a stir.  The calls and screams become more 

and more agitated and persistent.  The argument reaches its high point in bar 25, in which 

all of the voices merge in unison fortissimo.  The recapitulation (the A′ section) begins in 

bar 27.  It brings back the music from the opening of the A section.  A short coda, in 

which the quarrelling women are, perhaps, chasing one another, begins in bar 37.  Here, 

in the coda, in order to create the chaotic agitation, Mussorgsky masterfully replaced 

sixteenth notes with thirty-second notes.    

The Market Place in Limoges reminds one of the character piece, Mercuzzio from 

Prokofiev’s piano suite of character pieces Romeo and Juliet (Ten Pieces for Piano Op. 

75).  Both pieces, Limoges and Mercuzzio, are humorous scenes rich in speech-like 

intonations, syncopations, and unexpected melodic twists (see example 51).   
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Example 51.  Prokofiev, Romeo and Juliet (Ten Pieces for Piano Op. 75):  Mercuzzio, 

bars 8-12   

 

 

7. The Market Place in Limoges 
 

c. Composer’s markings 
  

The tempo indication in Limoges is Allegretto vivo, sempre scherzando, ‘bright 

and lively, always jokingly.’  The word “allegretto” also suggests a tempo somewhat 

slower than allegro.  The performer, therefore, should not strive to play this piece as fast 

as possible, but rather focus on an artistic interpretation, trying to create the cheerful 

atmosphere of the market place in a small southern French town, as well as bringing out 

the intonations of the women’s voices.  Mussorgsky marks the numerous calls and shouts 

of the gossiping women with sforzando accents.  Even though all of these accents look 

the same in the score, their musical realization will vary depending on the action in the 

unraveling story.  For instance, in bar 2 when one of the women presumably breaks the 

great news, a sforzando marks the highest pitch in her phrase making it sound like her 

scream of excitement (see example 48).  In bar 3 there are six sforzandos!  The first two 

sforzandos are placed on the off beats creating the effect of syncopation; the other four 

sforzandos in this bar accentuate the four chromatically descending notes making them 
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sound like laughter (see example 49).  Because the main dynamics in this piece are 

mezzo forte or forte and the texture is thick and homogenous, it might be quite difficult to 

bring out these sforzandos.  In order for the pianist to avoid making a harsh sound, the 

interpretation may well require a little extra time for the sforzandos.  This procedure will 

most probably attract the listeners’ attention to these accents.  In some particular bars the 

composer uses forte indications instead of sforzandos. This occurs in bars 8, 12, 14, 21-

24, 33, 34, and 35.  In comparison with a sforzando, that accentuates only the note or the 

chord on which it is placed, a forte indication demands that all notes be played with more 

volume.   

In bars 21-24 the direct confrontation between the women emerges.  They 

interrupt one another; make ridiculous comments (according to Mussorgsky’s program 

note), scream, and yell.  In bars 25-26 (marked fortissimo) the argument reaches its peak.  

The coda (that concludes a short recapitulation) is marked Meno mosso sempre 

capriccioso, ‘a little slower, always lively.’   In the coda the argument gets out of control.  

Fortissimo is sustained during the four-bar coda, in which the martellato technique 

replaces the repetition that was previously used throughout the piece.  The coda ends with 

an ascending chromatic passage marked poco accelerando, which bumps into the next 

Picture, The Catacombs.  
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8.  Catacombae (sepulcrum Romanum) 
 

a. Divergent Perceptions 
 
On his drawing Hartmann presented three men exploring the catacombs (see 

illustration 8). 

 

Illustration 8.  Victor Hartmann, Paris Catacombs 

 

 

According to Russ, one of these men is Hartmann, another is Hartmann’s colleague, and 

the third man is their guide. 192  The right corner of this drawing shows a niche full of 

human skulls.  Mussorgsky divided his musical Picture into two parts and gave them the 

following Latin titles: sepulcrum Romanum, ‘the Roman tomb’ and Con mortuis in 

lingua mortua, ‘with the dead in the dead language.’  The composer also added a 

program note, which reads: “The following text should be in Latin: the creative spirit of 

the late Hartmann leads me to the skulls, appeals to them; the skulls begin to gleam 

                                                 
192 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 45. 
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faintly.” 193  Upon reading these notes one may assume that Mussorgsky was greatly 

affected by the death of his beloved friend.  The emotional wound was still fresh, and 

perhaps, the composer felt a mysterious spiritual connection with the late Hartmann.   

Lopouhov raises an interesting question; he wonders whether the composer 

wanted to represent in his Picture the Paris catacombs, in which were stored the bodies of 

executed people, or a Roman tomb, which is a noble memorial place. 194  Because 

Mussorgsky wrote a subtitle “sepulcrum Romanum” to the first part of the Catacombae, 

it may not be wrong to presume that Mussorgsky intended to make this scene of decay 

more noble and to make sepulcrum Romanum a musical monument to his deceased 

friend.  As to the second part of The Catacombs, Con mortuis in lingua mortua, since 

Mussorgsky mentioned the gleaming skulls in his manuscript, one assumes the composer 

tried to follow Hartmann’s drawing closely.  Therefore, it is possible to surmise that each 

section in this Picture has its own individual program.   

There are several divergent perceptions about this piece.    For instance, 

Montague-Nathan simply states, “. . . ‘The Catacombs’ is a curiously fantastic number, 

part of which is based on the ‘Promenade’ theme.” 195  Brown, on the contrary, places a 

much higher value on this musical piece.  He calls The Catacombs a “chilling piece” and 

finds precise adjectives to describe his impression of this music, “. . . a world in which all 

                                                 
193 Rimsky-Korsakov, M. P. Musorgsky.  Letters and Documents, 304. 

  
194 Lopouhov, Choreographic Revelations, 144. 
  
195 Montagu-Nathan, Moussorgsky, 80. 
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had seemed dehumanized, disoriented and unpredictable . . .” 196  Brown speculates, 

however, that the beginning of this Picture is reminiscent of the Prelude from Tristan 

und Isolde, “Musorgsky now unceremoniously parodying Wagner’s yearning for the 

most exquisite of physical pleasures in order to lay bare an experience of irrational terror 

that subsides with only painful slowness.” 197  This deduction is a bit of a stretch because 

in this Picture Mussorgsky expresses his deep emotional grief for the dear friend he just 

lost.  In Wagner, however, Tristan faced a dilemma; he had to choose between his love 

for a woman and his knightly honor and devotion to his master to whom this woman 

belonged. Musically (aside from the slow tempo) there is no trace of melodic or harmonic 

connection between The Catacombs and the Prelude to Tristan und Isolde.   

Russ truly states, “. . . ‘Catacombs’ and ‘Con mortuis’ are the most introspective 

pictures, reflecting the morbid side of Musorgsky at this time.” 198  Shirinian expresses a 

similar point of view suggesting that Catacombae is an intimate philosophical reflection 

about life and death. 199  Therefore, a performer faces at least two major tasks.  The first 

task is to express one’s deepest emotional sorrow for a human being whose life has come 

to its end, and the second task is to create a solemn but somewhat sinister atmosphere of 

the burial place.  

 

                                                 
196 Brown, Musorgsky.  His Life and Works, 239-240. 
  
197 Ibid., 239. 
 
198 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 46. 
  
199 Shirinian, M. P. Musorgsky, 85.   
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8.  Catacombae (sepulcrum Romanum) 
 

b. Internal Evidence 
 

The first part of the Catacombae is one of the most unusual piano pieces ever 

written by Mussorgsky.  The listeners are transported to a mysterious place in which life 

has stopped.  All worldly thoughts are futile and inappropriate in the presence of death, 

decay, and eternity.  Even time has stopped: the music is still and motionless.  There are 

no key signature indications in sepulcrum Romanum, although the F-sharp and the C-

sharp placed as accidentals next to the notes provide a sensation of B minor.  In the 

beginning of this piece the harmony overrules the melody.  In bars 4 -11 the melody of 

the bass descends chromatically, creating the effect of going down into the catacombs.   

In bar 15 the atmosphere slightly changes; a melody appears in the middle voice of the 

chordal texture.  This sorrowful and touching melody expresses Mussorgsky’s painful 

thoughts about the friend he lost.  In bar 23 this melody reaches its high point; the organ-

like, powerful sonority of the E-flat major chord sounds like a human protest against the 

inevitable.  In the next bar this chord is immediately replaced by the C major 6/4 chord 

that sounds like a quiet echo producing the sensation of the awaiting eternity.  In bar 25 

the leading, ascending melody is placed in the low voice in opposition to the descending 

melody in the top voice.  The two melodies are supported by an organ pedal point on the 

dominant note in the bass.  Both melodies begin forte and gradually grow quieter 

bringing desperation and sadness.  Sepulcrum Romanum ends on the viio7 chord over the 
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dominant note.  According to Schnitke, this chord remains unresolved like the eternal 

questions about life and death. 200  

In Con mortuis in lingua mortua (the second part of the Catacombae) the 

Promenade theme appears in the left hand.  This comes as a surprise because the 

Promenade, earlier a separate piece, has now become a part of a Picture.  The 

Promenade theme is in a minor mode and sounds like a pitiful, mourning song.  In 

comparison with sepulcrum Romanum in which the supernatural, mysterious and 

irrational was opposed to the human and rational, in Con mortuis in lingua mortua these 

two forces interact with each other in a dialogue.   One may imagine that the human side 

is represented by the composer who appeals to the spirit of the late Hartmann through the 

Promenade theme, expressing his deep emotional sorrow and compassion.  His appeal is 

answered from the depth of the catacombs; the Promenade theme is heard in the lowest 

register played by octaves.  However, this answer does not echo the composer’s appeal; 

the theme, although similar, has a slightly different melodic design.  This is how one 

knows that Hartmann’s spirit speaks to Mussorgsky.  Hartmann’s answer is supported by 

the chromatically descending tremolo octaves in a high register that create a mysterious 

atmosphere that includes the gleaming skulls.  The piece ends calmly and peacefully; the 

gloomy B minor is replaced by a radiant B major that brings hope. 

 

 

 

                                                 
200 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 346. 
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8. Catacombae (sepulcrum Romanum) 
 

c. Composer’s markings 
 

The tempo indication for sepulcrum Romanum is Largo, which literally translates 

as ‘broad’ and implies a very slow tempo.  The piece is written in a triple meter and its 

slow pace is aggravated by numerous fermatas.  There are eleven fermatas in this 30-bar 

piece.  The fact that the first three fermatas appear on the three single notes in the first 

three bars is most unusual.  Fermatas usually appear at the cadences or at the end of the 

pieces.  Lopouhov suggests that the length of fermatas depends on the dramatic content 

and development of music, and, therefore, the time needed for each fermata will vary. 201   

Another particular trait of this piece has to do with the sudden contrast in the level 

of dynamics.  For example, the single chord in the first bar is marked fortissimo and the 

single chord in the second bar is to be played pianissimo.  In bar four the dynamics are 

fortissimo and the chord is marked sforzando.  In the following bar the dynamics change 

to piano diminuendo.  Moreover, the dynamics change in every single bar between bars 

1-11 (see example 52).  

 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                 
201 Lopouhov, Choreographic Revelations, 144.  
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Example 52.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Catacombae, bars 1-11 

 

 

According to Schnitke these sudden contrasts represent the frightening images of 

destruction, gaps, emptiness, and the ominous silence of that deserted place. 202 

Golovinsky and Sabinina suggest that the powerful sonorities followed by echoes create a 

unique atmosphere of grandeur and space. 203  Also, these extreme changes may indicate 

the severe mental and emotional state of a person who, being affected and disturbed by 

horrible images, feels disoriented and lost.       

In Con mortuis in lingua mortua the atmosphere changes.  The tempo indication 

is Andante non troppo, con lamento, ‘moderately slow, but not too slow, tearfully.’  This 

section of the Catacombs is written in the key of B minor in 6/4 time.  The rhythm here is 

predictable and even; the fermatas that appear in this piece do not affect its pace because 

the first fermata appears in bar 6 at the cadence, and the other fermata is placed in the last 

bar.  There are no more dynamic contrasts there; the main dynamics are pianissimo.  In 

bar 2 there is the composer’s suggestion for the Promenade theme that reads: il canto 

marcato, ‘bring out the melody.’   The Promenade theme in the left hand is accompanied 

                                                 
202 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 345. 
 
203 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 425. 
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by pianissimo tremolos in the right hand placed in a high register. These luminous 

tremolos add space and mystery to the surreal and supernatural atmosphere of the scene.  

According to Golovinsky and Sabinina, Con mortuis in lingua mortua is a lyrical farewell 

scene. 204  Indeed, the painful conversation between Mussorgsky and the spirit reaches 

serenity in bar 12, which is marked tranquillo, ‘calm’.  In this bar there is another 

composer’s indication, il canto cantabile, ben marcato, ‘the singing melody should be 

well marked.’  This melody (with slight variations) repeats four times and sounds like a 

final farewell.  In bar 16 there are two composer’s indications: ritardando, ‘holding back’ 

and perdendosi, ‘disappearing,’ suggesting that the time for separation has come.  In the 

next bar the dynamics decrease to pianississimo making the chordal sonorities, the 

tremolos, and the pedal point in the bass sound very distant, as if they were fading away.  

The music ascends to the high register and the piece ends on a B major chord placed in 

the third octave above the shining and fading tremolos.  

 

9.  The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga) 

a. Divergent Perceptions 

Hartmann’s sketch includes a clock in the shape of a wooden hut that looks like a 

masterpiece of the carpenter’s craft.  The roof of the hut is ornate with wooden “laces” 

and its top is decorated with a flower and two roosters.  A flower placed between two 

birds is a traditional design used by rural Russian artisans.  This specific ornament also 

                                                 
204 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 425. 
 



 151

appears on the embroidered towel that hangs under the face of the clock that imitates the 

window (see illustration 9).   

 

Illustration 9.  Victor Hartmann, The Hut of Baba-Yaga on Hen’s Legs; Clock in the 

Russian Style 

 

 

Hartmann, full of wit and humor, ingeniously placed letters of the old Slavonic alphabet 

on the face of the clock instead of numbers.  Perhaps he chose to do so in order to 

emphasize the spirit of the old times because Baba-Yaga (a witch who, supposedly, lives 

in this hut) is one of the most popular characters from Old Russian fairy tales. 205   

Western and Russian researchers have a different perception about this piece.  

The major disagreement lies in whether Mussorgsky was truly emulating Hartmann’s 

                                                 
205 Baba-Yaga is a hideous old witch with a very long nose and a bony leg.  She lives in the depth 

of a dark, magic forest in a hut on fowl’s legs.  A wooden hedge with numerous human skulls on its stakes 
surrounds Baba-Yaga’s hut.  The hut itself is an important attribute of Baba-Yaga’s possessions.  Usually 
the hut faces the forest, but once called and given an order it rotates on its fowl’s legs by a hundred and 
eighty degrees and faces the speaker.  The witch is known for her magic craft.  She can also fly in a mortar 
(a wooden bowl used for grinding substances with a pestle) speeding up her ride by swaying a broom.  
Baba-Yaga hates human race; she lures the lost travelers into her hut, casts magic spell on them, feeds them 
and then eats them.  However, if newcomers manage to produce a good impression on her, Baba-Yaga 
softens her evil spirit and helps them through their journey.   
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drawing.  For instance, Brown and Russ incorporate Hartmann’s design of the clock into 

their description of the musical Picture.  According to Brown, “. . . the witch’s pendulum 

begins the frantic ticking that determines the pace of her ride.” 206  Russ is even more 

specific; he states, “ If the metronome marking is correct, then the indication ♪=120 

leaves each bar with a duration of exactly one second; this, and the mechanical rhythm, 

gives the impression of a giant clock.” 207  Russian researchers, on the contrary, question 

the idea of Mussorgsky incorporating the object from Hartmann’s sketch into his Picture.    

Shirinian, for example, states that Hartmann’s image of the clock in the shape of the 

stylized Russian hut inspired Mussorgsky to compose a fantastic musical piece picturing 

Baba-Yaga’s ride in the mortar. 208  Shlifshtein suggests that the musical Picture is about 

Baba-Yaga, her frenzied flight, and her mysterious magic spells. 209  According to 

Trembovelsky, this musical piece is based on the composer’s imagination and there is no 

direct connection between Hartmann’s model and Mussorgsky’s representation. 210  

Trembovelsky further states that Hartmann’s design of the clock does not imply such 

wild and dynamic music. 211  Houbov, in his turn, states that the image from Hartmann’s 

fine watercolor got transformed in Mussorgsky’s mind into a vast and fantastic story 

                                                 
206 Brown, Musorgsky, 240. 
 
207 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 47. 
  
208 Shirinian, M. P. Musorgsky, 85. 
 
209 Ibid. 
 
210 Trembovelsky, Style of Musorgsky: Harmonic Modes and Texture, 322. 
 
211 Ibid. 
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about Baba-Yaga. 212  Therefore, according to Russian scholars, Hartmann’s sketch gave 

Mussorgsky an impulse and inspired him to create a musical fantasy about Baba-Yaga, 

but not about the clock or the hut.   

 

9. The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga) 
  

b. Internal Evidence 
 

Baba-Yaga brutally puts an end to the metaphysical mystery of The Catacombs.  

The witch immediately takes the “center stage” and requires the listeners’ full attention.  

She is wild, primitive, and aggressive.  Golovinsky and Sabinina discovered that Baba-

Yaga’s music represents a very interesting rhythmic construction that allows the witch, 

slowly but surely, to get hold of “every cell of the space.” 213  This powerful effect is 

achieved by alienation of the specific rhythmic patterns through the use of rests.  The 

witch’s music begins with two fortissimo strikes (two quarter notes that fill up the whole 

bar) followed by a whole bar of rest.  In the consecutive bars after a number of various 

rhythmic combinations, in which the quarter notes are preceded or followed by eight 

notes and rests, the eight notes take over and create a whole new image of Baba-Yaga.  

Her frantic, chaotic, unpredictable, and irregular rhythm turns into a steady, massive, 

organized, and mechanical flow.  This mechanical, motor rhythm is aggravated by the 

                                                 
212 Houbov, Musorgsky, 542. 
 
213 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 427. 
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accents placed on the off beats that create an effect of syncopation and add even more 

strength to the stubborn and merciless character of Baba-Yaga (see example 53).  

 

Example 53.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Baba-Yaga, bars 17-20  

 

 

Baba-Yaga’s wild music can hardly be associated with the peaceful ticking of a clock or 

even the swing of a pendulum.  Moreover, Russ himself states, “Musorgsky’s setting, 

unlike Hartman’s drawing, is shorn of all decoration and ornament; it is elemental and 

powerful while Hartman is fussy.” 214  To a certain extent the wild music of Baba-Yaga is 

reminiscent of the Dances of the Young Girls from Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring; brutality, 

percussiveness, lack of elaborate melodies and intricately placed accents are 

characteristic of both pieces (see example 54).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
214 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 47. 
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Example 54.  Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring:  The Augurs of Spring: Dances of the Young 

Girls, bars 1-8 

 

 

According to Schnitke, there is a significant difference between Tchaikovsky’s 

Baba-Yaga (from the Album for the Young Op. 39) and Mussorgsky’s witch. 215  In his 

piece Tchaikovsky created a spooky atmosphere that associates with the image of a 

witch, while Mussorgsky presented his Baba-Yaga as a mighty ruler of the dark and 

mysterious kingdom of the forest.  In Tchaikovsky, Baba-Yaga is elusive while in 

Mussorgsky, Baba-Yaga openly demonstrates her strength and power. 216  Indeed, Baba-

Yaga is one of the most astonishing and convincing characters in Mussorgsky’s cycle.  

Bobrovsky finds some similarities in the musical texture of the Gnomus and Baba-Yaga, 

such as: wide octave leaps, abruptness and sudden change of themes, chromatic texture, 

and modal instability. 217  As with the Gnomus, Baba-Yaga is written in ABA form.  In 

Baba-Yaga the A sections represent the witch’s flight in a mortar and the B section is 

consecrated to the witch’s magic spells.  The frantic music of the outer sections surrounds 

                                                 
215 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 349. 
 
216 Ibid. 
 
217 Bobrovsky, “Structural Analysis of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition,” 163-164. 
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a slower, mysterious middle section.  A sinister and evil atmosphere of sorcery in the B 

section is created by ominously quiet tremolos in the opening bar (bar 95) and Baba-

Yaga’s calls that form an interval of a tritone (see example 55).   

 

Example 55.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Baba-Yaga, bars 95-97 

 

Golovinsky and Sabinina discovered another unique trait in Baba-Yaga’s music; the B 

section begins with the same rhythmic pattern in the melody that was heard at the 

opening of the A section. 218  In the B section, however, this rhythmic pattern is applied 

to the different pitches that form a different interval (tritone in the B section versus major 

seventh in the A section).  Golovinsky and Sabinina’s remark is especially valuable 

because it is extremely difficult to detect the sameness of these rhythmic patterns due to 

the change of the pitch and the interval; the decrease in dynamics from fortissimo to 

piano; the change of meter from 2/4 to 4/4 time; as well as the addition of the tremolo 

accompaniment in the B section.  Nevertheless, this sameness is an objective fact, and 

this important observation may well help interpreters create an integral image of Baba-

                                                 
218 Golovinsky and Cabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 427. 
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Yaga.  In the middle of the B section the chromatically descending tremolos (bars 104-

107 and bars 116-118) make one shiver as the diminished sonorities (bars 108-109 and 

112-113) and augmented chords (bars 122-125) serve as a chilling background to the 

elaborate scene of Baba-Yaga’s sorcery.  The return of the A′ section brings back the 

agitation and hysteria of the chase picturing Baba-Yaga in all of her disgusting and wild 

splendor.   

 

9. The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga) 
 

c. Composer’s markings 
 

The composer’s indication reads Allegro con brio, feroce, ‘lively, with fire and 

fierce.’  Presumably, the witch is in an extreme state of anger, and she bangs her cane 

against the floor.  In the beginning of the piece the music is heard only in the odd bars 

(bars 1, 3, 5, and 7) while the even bars (bars 2, 4, and 6) are marked with the whole 

rests.  This procedure creates an impression that Baba-Yaga alternates her aggressive 

actions with breaks.  As in the Gnomus, there are many sforzandos in Baba-Yaga.  Most 

probably these sforzandos are used in order to depict the psychopathic nature of these two 

fantastic creatures.  In Baba-Yaga the sforzandos that appear on the off beats in bars 5 

and 7 emphasize the witch’s irritable nature.  Then in bars 9-16 the dynamics suddenly 

decrease to a single forte and more sforzandos appear on the strong and weak beats.  

These sforzandos perhaps emphasize Baba-Yaga’s anger and her growing impatience.  

The music in these bars may be associated with the witch’s pre-flight activities.  In bars 

15 and 16 each beat is marked sforzando and crescendo marks add to the overall agitation 
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and excitement.  The “takeoff music” (bars 17-32) creates an atmosphere of action and is 

kindles the spirit of adventure.  It consists of a 2-bar pattern in which the interval of a 

perfect fourth is heard four times in a row reached step-wise by the chromatically 

ascending octaves played by both hands.  Wisely placed accents, sforzandos, and 

crescendos increase the effect of an effort and produce the sensation of acceleration.   

One may imagine that in bars 25-30 (marked fortissimo) Baba-Yaga gets quite excited 

with her takeoff and giggles loudly.  However, her mortar suddenly goes down; one 

assumes this because Baba-Yaga’s “giggling” chords descend from the third octave down 

to the small octave (see example 56).   

 

Example 56.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Baba-Yaga, bars 25-30 

 

 

Then, in bars 31-32 Baba-Yaga returns to the sky with a seeming effort (the sforzandos 

and the accents are placed on every single beat).  Bars 33-40 represent the “flight music” 

and Baba-Yaga appears in all her might.  She proudly sings a daring song through which 

she demonstrates her power.  In the left hand the “accompaniment of the flight” consists 

of a steady pedal point on a “g” that alternates with an “f-sharp.”  This monotonous 

alternation imitates an even flight (see example 57).   
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Example 57.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: Baba-Yaga, bars 33-36 

 

 

In bars 41-57 Baba-Yaga shows her evil character; she yells and screams, terrorizing all 

who can hear her.  Her frantic ride in a mortar is musically represented by the constant 

octave leaps in the left hand that create a sensation of the mortar going up and down in 

the sky.  These octave leaps (to an interval of an octave) create a dissonant interval of a 

tritone with the middle voice which consists of long notes marked sforzando and held for 

two bars.  The numerous evil-sounding diminished chords in the right hand that appear in 

bars 41-42 and 45-46 add to this musical canvas.  This frantic, swinging ride suddenly 

ends in bar 57.  Presumably, Baba-Yaga has found her next victim and, like a predator, 

she is fixating her full attention on it.  In bars 57-64 the music changes; some sweet 

intonations appear in the witch’s part as if she is trying to lure the victim and then catch 

it.  Baba-Yaga’s sweet calls are indeed very appealing because they resemble the 

intonations of Russian folk songs.  In bars 67-73 these sweet intonations lead to the 

harshly sounding and chromatically descending octaves marked sforzando with accents 

(^).  These octaves are signaling that Baba-Yaga is about to show her blood-thirsty 

nature.  In bar 74 there is a huge ascending octave leap through the whole keyboard that 

produces an impression of Baba-Yaga’s attempt to catch her prey.  The witch’s chase of 

the victim is pictured in bars 75-84; a martellato passage begins high in the fourth octave 
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and gradually descends into the great octave.  In bars 85-92 Baba-Yaga slowly 

approaches her prey and the pace of the alternating octave leaps to a major seventh 

interval changes from quarter notes (in bars 85-88) to half notes (in bars 89-92).  The A 

section ends in bars 93-94 on a “g” that repeats four times in a row in a steady rhythm 

anticipating the B section.    

The B section is marked Andante mosso, ‘at a moderately slow pace.’  Here the 

atmosphere changes from frenzy to mystery.  The main dynamics in the B section are 

piano.  The accompaniment is now placed in the right hand.  Its tremolos create 

expectation and at the same time resemble a quivering.  Baba-Yaga’s calls form an 

interval of a tritone.  This interval usually symbolizes evil.  The witch is very articulate; 

there is a non legato mark in bar 96 inviting the performer to simulate speech-like 

intonations.  In bars 104-107 there is a dialogue between Baba-Yaga and presumably her 

female captive; Baba-Yaga’s intonations are heard in a low range while her victim’s 

sighs (marked leggiero, ‘lightly’) appear in a high register.  This dialogue is accompanied 

by chromatically descending tremolos played in the middle register.  In bars 108-115 

their conversation becomes more agitated.  Baba-Yaga’s speech becomes more 

persuasive; there are tenuto marks in her part.  The tremolo accompaniment in the right 

hand changes from sixteen notes to sixty-four notes revealing, perhaps, the victim’s 

increasing unease and nervousness.  The crescendo-diminuendo marks in bars 116-120 

add to Baba-Yaga’s excitement.  In bar 116 a marcato indication appears in the left hand 

emphasizing Baba-Yaga’s steps; she descends into the infernal lows of the contra octave.  

In bar 121 the victim probably cries for help (a sforzando mark replaces the leggiero 
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indication that previously appeared in bars 104-106).  The B section ends in bar 122 

marked pianississimo on an augmented chord.  This chord played tremolo and elongated 

with a fermata, creates a sensation that Baba-Yaga is entranced with her own magical 

powers.   

The A′ section slightly differs from the opening A section. The A′ is marked 

Allegro molto.  This indication implies a very quick tempo.  Therefore, the A′ section has 

to be played faster than the opening A section.  The dynamics in A′ are forte versus the 

fortissimo that marked the A section.  In A′ Mussorgsky eliminated a few bars from the 

witches “pre-flight activity.”  This cut made the witch’s takeoff more sudden and 

unexpected.  The ending of the A′ section is more elaborate; the martellato passage in A′ 

is 25 bars in length in comparison with the 10-bar martellato passage that concluded the 

A section.  In bar 209 Baba-Yaga is trying to slow down her frenzied flight (there is a 

poco ritardando mark there), but the ascending martellato octaves drag her into the next 

piece almost at full speed causing her to figuratively crash into the Great Gate of Kiev. 

   

10. The Great Gate of Kiev 
 

a. Divergent Perceptions 
 

Hartmann’s sketch of the gate represents a very unusual and asymmetric 

architectonic structure designed in an Old Russian style.  It consists of three massive 

arches and a bell tower.  There are numerous church-like attributes in the design of the 

gate.  The three arches (the middle one being the largest) are similar to the three entries 

into the altar that are traditionally built in the main iconostasis (icon-holder construction) 
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in Russian Orthodox churches.  In Hartmann’s sketch there are two icons placed on the 

pediment of the middle arch.  An imperial emblem in the shape of a double-headed eagle 

decorates the top of the arch.  According to Stasov, the bell tower’s dome is built in the 

shape of a Slavonic helmet, and the main arch is decorated with a wooden headpiece 

(designed as a traditional female headpiece). 219  Russ claims the helmet and the wooden 

headpiece symbolize male and female (see illustration 10). 220 

 

Illustration 10.  Victor Hartmann, Project for a City Gate in Kiev; Main Facade 

 

 

According to Seroff, “Moussorgsky’s last picture in his piano suite has nothing 

photographically resembling Hartmann’s design for the great Gate of Kiev. . . ” 221 

Schnitke, on the contrary, claims that musical representation of the Great Gate came 

closer than ever to Hartmann’s original drawing; the massive chords symbolize the 

                                                 
219 In Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 352. 

  
220 Russ, Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, 48. 
  
221 Seroff, Modeste Moussorgsky, 143. 
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pillars, the church-like design inspired Mussorgsky to introduce the church chant, and the 

image of the bell tower resulted in the impressive church bell pealing in this musical 

Picture. 222  Brown points out that “casual observers” depicted in Hartmann’s watercolor 

become “human participants” in Mussorgsky’s piece. 223  Indeed, Mussorgsky managed 

to vividly represent the people in his music through a church choir chanting hymns and a 

cheerful, even ecstatic crowd celebrating a major event.  Initially, the gate was designed 

to commemorate Emperor Alexander II’s miraculous escape from an attempted 

assassination. 224  In spite of the fact that the gate was never built, the spirit of rejoicing 

and agitation is present in music.  Shirinian claims that even though Hartmann’s design 

of the gate is original and unusual rather than grand, Mussorgsky managed to create a 

colossal epic masterpiece that makes a great finale to the whole cycle. 225  Houbov states 

that Hartmann’s design inspired Mussorgsky to represent in music Russian knighthood 

that is praised in numerous Russian legends. 226  The folk-like intonations that are present 

in the music of The Great Gate are similar to those previously heard in the Promenades.  

According to Schnitke, everything that symbolized Russian spirit throughout the cycle 

becomes concentrated in The Great Gate of Kiev. 227  Indeed, old Russia associates with 

its heroes’ might, their willingness to sacrifice their lives for the native land, pride for the 
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nation, patriotism, faith in God and church, predilection for mass festivities, and the 

people’s devotion to their tsar.  In his final Picture Mussorgsky created an apotheosis, an 

elaborate scene that represents his beloved Russia in its splendor and grandeur.   

 

10. The Great Gate of Kiev 
  

b. Internal Evidence 
 

The final Picture of the cycle is written in the key of E-flat major.  Other major 

composers often wrote their majestic, monumental, and festive orchestral compositions, 

as well as piano concertos and piano solo pieces in the key of E-flat major.  Some of the 

most memorable compositions written in this key are (to name a few) Beethoven’s 

Symphony No. 3 (“Eroica”) and Piano Concerto No. 5 (“Emperor”); Liszt’s First piano 

concerto in E-flat major; Mahler’s Symphony No. 8 named Symphony of a Thousand.  

Wagner’s unforgettable 136-bar orchestral Prelude in his opera Das Rheingold is based 

on a single E-flat major tonic chord.  Chronologically and historically, Mussorgsky’s The 

Great Gate of Kiev anticipated Rachmaninoff’s Etude-Tableau, Op. 33 No. 6 “The Bells” 

also written in E-flat major. 

Practically all of the components from Hartmann’s illustration are present in 

Mussorgsky’s The Great Gate.  The massive chordal texture may in some way symbolize 

a solid architectural construction; also in music one may hear the pealing of the church 

bells, the singing of church choir, and the hailing of an agitated and cheerful crowd.  

Mussorgsky, however, substantially broadened Hartmann’s idea and created an elaborate 

festive scene that reflects nuances characteristic of Russian nature and spirit.  The 
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composer’s love and sympathy for his people as well as his pride for his country is 

present in the solemn music of this Picture.  The music of The Great Gate would be very 

suitable for a concluding scene in a Russian nationalistic opera.  Shirinian, for instance, 

compares this Picture to the praising “Slavsya” chorus from the last scene of Glinka’s 

opera Life for the Tsar. 228  The bells in the middle part of the Picture are often compared 

with the bells heard in the coronation scene from Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov.   

In The Great Gate the majestic opening theme alternates with a kind of church 

hymn, which is heard twice and both times the chant sounds uninterrupted from 

beginning to end.  The composer shows how deeply rooted and important faith and 

religion were to the Russian people.  Indeed, Hartmann and Mussorgsky had a common 

idea of portraying an image of Russia, and showing the traditions characteristic of its 

people and culture.   

The Great Gate of Kiev is the second largest piece of the cycle (Baba-Yaga being 

the largest of all the Pictures).  Bobrovsky and Schnitke have different perceptions about 

the form of this piece.  According to Bobrovsky, The Great Gate is written in a double 

ternary form. 229  Bobrovsky’s description of the form is, however, vague; the scholar 

mentions the two middle sections (two chorals) and the three main sections that are “epic 

and luminous hymns.” 230   However, Bobrovsky’s description of the form rather reminds 

one of a simple rondo (ABABA).  Schnitke claims The Great Gate is written in a rondo-
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variation form with a coda: A B A1 B1 A2 Coda. 231  However, neither Bobrovsky nor 

Schnitke specify the role of the “bell section” (bars 81-113) in the overall form of the 

piece.  This is odd because the “bell section” represents a completely new episode in this 

Picture, and it could be notated as a C middle section.  Therefore, the form of The Great 

Gate of Kiev may well be described as rondo-variation:  

A B A1 B1 C A2=coda + post coda (see chart 8).   

 

Chart 8.  The Great Gate of Kiev: outline of the form 

A            B              A1           B1           C            A2 (coda of the cycle)    post coda 
   
1-29           30-46         47-63          64-80           81-113       114-161                            162-174 

 
 

The A sections represent majestic and festive mass scenes.  The music in the A sections 

is built on a grand, optimistic, and noble theme written in the Russian folk style that 

resembles the music of the Promenades (see example 58). The A sections represent the 

height and excitement of the Russian spirit. 

 

Example 58.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The great Gate of Kiev, bars 1-6 

 

                                                 
231 Schnitke, “Pictures at an Exhibition by M. P. Musorgsky: Analytical Experience,” 352. 
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The B sections are much shorter.  The musical themes in the B sections represent choral 

church singing; quiet and introverted in the B section and then loud and resolved in the 

B1.  Both chorals are written in a minor key and contrast dramatically with the A 

sections.  This contrast is achieved not only by alternation of the major and minor mode, 

but mainly by opposing the secular music with the religious.  The determined choral 

singing of the B1 section leads into the dramatic core of the Great Gate, the C section 

with the bells pealing.  This section represents the essence of Russianness; the sound of 

church bells is deeply rooted in the genetic musical memory and mentality of the 

Russians.  It immediately shifts the listeners’ attention from their daily routine to the 

eternal.  Within the 33 bars of the C section Mussorgsky reminds one of the tragic as well 

as the happy events in Russian history.   The Great Gate ends with a triumphant coda (the 

A2 section) which is an elaborate and joyful culmination of the whole cycle.   

 

10. The Great Gate of Kiev 
     

c. Composer’s markings 
 
The composer’s indication for the final Picture of the cycle reads Allegro alla 

breve.  Maestoso.  Con Grandezza, ‘lively, doubling the speed, majestically, with 

grandeur.’  A performer needs to carefully plan the dynamics in the A, A1, and A2 

sections because the chordal and octave texture in these sections are predisposed for loud 

playing, which could become monotonous.  Besides, the most grandiose sound should be 

reserved for the coda.  The composer’s dynamic markings help a performer create a 

proper dynamic plan.  For instance, the composer begins the A section with a single forte.  



 168

Then a mezzo forte appears in bar 16 followed by forte in bar 18.  The first fortissimo 

occurs in bar 22 in which the sonorous church bells begin pealing for the first time.  A 

quiet church singing that begins in bar 30 suddenly replaces the loud bells, marking the 

beginning of the B section.  This choral (bars 30-46) is marked piano, senza expressione, 

‘without expression.’  Even though this choral needs to be played without excessive 

emotions and rather calmly, a performer needs to express a feeling of a deep inner faith.   

In no case, however, should this choral sound monotonous; the composer helps a 

performer with the crescendo and diminuendo markings placed in bars 35-40.  According 

to Golovinsky and Sabinina, the theme of Mussorgsky’s choral is a derivation of an Old 

Russian church chant “Once you are baptized in Christ. . ,” but the composer measured 

the beats of the chant and re-worked its rhythm. 232  Due to all these changes the 

resemblance between Mussorgsky’s choral and the old chant is hardly noticeable.   

The A1 (bars 47-63) brings back the festivities and it is marked forte energico, 

‘energetically.’  The folk-like theme is now played by chords in the left hand being 

supported by a joyful E-flat major scale played in octaves by the right hand.  This scale 

descends from third octave down to contra octave making the hands trade places.   In the 

B1 section (bars 64-80) the church chant is heard again (see example 59). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
232 Golovinsky and Sabinina, Modest Petrovich Musorgsky, 428. 
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Example 59.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Great Gate of Kiev, bars 64-68 

 

 

 

This time the chant is marked fortissimo, and the choir powerfully sings the old hymn.  

Gradually their singing reaches emotional ecstasy.  In order to maintain a proper legato 

while playing the chords of the choral fortissimo, a performer should focus his attention 

on the melodic line trying to connect the notes in the top voice as well as possible without 

making any unwanted accents.  In this way, the sonorous chant, full of spirit and faith, 

will produce an overwhelming impression on listeners.  The church bells in the C section 

(bars 81-113) begin pealing at a distance mezzo forte.  Their gloomy sonorities 

immediately create a sinister atmosphere making one think about the unpredictable and 

bloody history of Russia.  The sonority of the first church bell forms the famous “Tristan 

chord” 233 that symbolizes doom and hopelessness.  There are two different types of 

accents that emphasize the pealing of the church bells; the first type of these accents (^) is 

used for the chords, and the second type (sforzandos) is used to emphasize the bass (see 

example 60). 

 

 

                                                 
233 Tristan chord, a half diminished seven chord: F B D-sharp G-sharp.  In Mussorgsky this chord 

is spelled enharmonically: F C-flat E-flat A-flat. 
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Example 60.  Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition: The Great Gate of Kiev, bars 81-84 

 

 

A performer will need to choose which of the two to play louder: the chords or the bass.  

Gradually, more voices (more bells) are added to those already sounding.  The new bells 

create a new rhythmic design producing a rhythmic crescendo.  At first, the bells peal at a 

rate of the whole and half notes in a low register (bars 81-84).  Then, in bars 85-88 the 

new bells in the middle register peal by quarter notes grouped in triplets.  Finally, the 

small bells in the top register replace the quarter note triplets with eight notes (bars 89-

110).  The crescendo mark in bar 93 leads into the forte that occurs in bar 97.  Here in 

bars 97-104 the Promenade theme is heard for the last time in the suite.  It appears in the 

top voice of the pealing bells and instantly creates a cheerful and positive atmosphere 

making one forget about the previous dark and heavy thoughts.  In the following bars the 

dynamics decrease to mezzo forte making room for a poco a poco piu crescendo that 

begins in bar 108 and leads into the coda.  The A2 section that plays the role of the coda 

for the whole cycle (bars 114-161) is marked Meno mosso, sempre maestoso, ‘slower, 

always majestically.’  The dynamics in the coda are marked fortissimo and the rhythmic 

design represents the half notes grouped in triplets.   In bar 136 the dynamics suddenly 

decrease to mezzo forte in order to create another wave of crescendo which is preceded 

by a poco a poco rallentando, ‘slowing down little by little,’ that results in the grand final 
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statement or the post coda (bars 162-174).  The post coda is marked Grave, sempre 

allargando, ‘solemn, always slowing down, or broadening.’  This 13-bar long statement 

requires a sonorous fortissimo sound.  A performer needs to imagine an orchestra playing 

tutti.  The main purpose of such a grand post coda is to transmit the victorious sentiment 

of joy and hope into the world.   
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SUMMARY 

Mussorgsky created a unique set of character pieces, in which he presented people 

of diverse cultural groups: Russian, Polish, Jewish, Italian, and French.  The composer 

placed the characters of his pieces in dramatic and comic circumstances; showed them 

arguing and rejoicing; depicted them in cities, fields, and forests; whether alone, in small 

groups or gathered in crowds.  Mussorgsky showed essential aspects of life at different 

stages of maturity: embryonic life in Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells; the innocence of 

childhood in Tuileries; childhood memories that associate with fantastic fairy tales in 

Gnomus and Baba-Yaga; romantic aspirations and emotional wounds in The Old Castle; 

the injustice and hardship one faces and endures in adulthood in Bydlo and Samuel 

Goldenberg and Schmuyle; humor and the cheerful atmosphere of everyday life in The 

Marketplace in Limoges; death and transfiguration in The Catacombs; and positive, 

optimistic attitudes and hope for the future in spite of tremendous opposition in The 

Great Gate of The Kiev.  Mussorgsky’s creative imagination is unparalleled.  His 

characters are simple and the scenes are naturalistic and real.  Mussorgsky’s tonal music 

is harsh and dissonant at times because it includes the elements of atonality, 

polyharmony, and polytonality.  All of these specific traits make Pictures at an 

Exhibition unique and special.  Through his Pictures Mussorgsky shared his own 

perceptions of life, said something unique and new through his music, and offered a 

heartfelt message to the performers and listeners who are yet to experience his music. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Western and Russian researchers who have studied Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 

Exhibition in depth have brought to light many interesting insights and perceptions about 

the cycle.  These findings have to do with various aspects of the suite, such as: the 

interrelationship between Hartmann’s paintings and Mussorgsky musical representations, 

dramatic significance of the suite, programmatic content of the pieces, analysis of the 

form, and interpretation of the titles.  Bobrovsky, Schnitke and Russ might be considered 

the champions of form analysis.  Bobrovsky offered revealing details about the 

programmatic structure and design of the cycle.  Schnitke, being a composer himself, 

explained how Mussorgsky implemented his primary programmatic intent through 

harmony, meter, rhythm, form, and melody.   Russ provided thorough research into folk 

music and the genesis of the suite.  One of the leaders in harmonic analysis is 

Trembovelsky who found numerous devices that link the pieces together.  His findings 

include pivot intonations, pivot phrases, levels of dynamics, relationships between 

tonalities, et cetera.   

There is a significant difference between Western and Russian conceptions about 

the cycle.  Russian scholars, for instance, express deeply emotional viewpoints.  This is 

probably due to the dramatic history of Russia with its numerous wars, riots, and bloody 

executions that produced a prominent impact on Russian minds.  To the Russians, 

Mussorgsky’s Pictures is a document through which the composer revealed the lives and 

traditions of Russians presenting all of the most common and characteristic attributes of 

human lives: walks, romantic tales, mystery, childhood, poverty, struggles, gossiping, 
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worshiping, praying, celebrating, rejoicing, and dying.  Therefore, Russian researchers 

take the characters and the events in Mussorgsky’s suite personally.  To a certain extent 

the Russians identify themselves with the characters of this suite and naturally see 

themselves in the various scenes presented throughout the cycle.  Because Russian 

researchers believe that Mussorgsky’s suite is about Russia and its people, they offer 

traditional perceptions about the characters and the scenes of the cycle.  Western 

scholars, on the contrary, do not have the experience of being Russian natives.  

Therefore, their ideas about this suite do not necessarily coincide with the traditional 

viewpoints offered by Russian researchers.  Western experts pay close attention to the 

written source of an undoubted authority and tie their perception about Mussorgsky’s 

pieces to the information found in the source.  For instance, once Mussorgsky in his letter 

to Stasov mentioned that his image appears in Promenades, some of the Western 

researchers tried to connect the music of the Promenade to the composer’s idiosyncrasies 

and his gait.  Russian researchers, on the contrary, suggest that Promenade represents an 

image of Russia due to the fact that it is written in a folk style.  To some Western 

researchers The Gnome is a caricature.  Russian scholars associate the Gnome with a poor 

and humiliated person without a future.  Russian writers do not dare to criticize or 

question the value of any particular pieces in Mussorgsky’s cycle.  Lopouhov, for 

instance, singles out some of his favorite Pictures, but never mentions which pieces he 

personally dislikes.  Calvacoressi on the contrary, claims The Old Castle is a total fiasco.  

This comment is rather subjective because Calvacoressi never substantiates his point of 

view.  The title and programmatic content of the Bydlo is misinterpreted and 
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misunderstood by Western scholars due to the difficulties in translation.  The specific 

word “bydlo” translates from Russian as ‘the rabble,’ but not ‘the ox cart’ or ‘the cattle.’  

Therefore, the dramatic significance of the musical piece changes once the accurate 

meaning of the title is acknowledged.   As for The Hut on the Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga), 

Russian scholars associate this piece with the witch’s flight in a mortar and do not 

connect their description of this Picture with Hartmann’s sketch of the hut.  Western 

researchers, on the contrary, build a strong programmatic link between Hartmann’s 

drawing and Mussorgsky’s musical Picture.  None of the two French Pictures (The 

Tuileries and Limoges) provoked any arguments.  All of the researchers had similar 

perceptions about these two pieces.  This probably has to do with the eclectic character of 

the two French Pictures.  Surprisingly, Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells raised an 

argument between two Russian scholars.  The argument lays the question of whether 

Mussorgsky intended to depict the embryonic life of the chicks or to picture the chicks’ 

first steps into the world outside their shells.   

In general, the information found in the numerous sources written about 

Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition may be classified as objective, subjective, 

erroneous, or even contradictory.  Nevertheless, the divergent concepts and perspectives 

about the various aspects of the suite shared by the Russian and Western scholars broaden 

one’s horizon.  The rich and valuable information about the suite illuminates, enlightens, 

and stimulates a performer to reflect on Mussorgsky’s Pictures.  It also inspires 

performers and listeners alike to develop their own unique perceptions about the beloved 

suite.     
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APPENDIX 

Permission Letter from the Publisher 

Dear Svetlana, 
 
 
Your request to include measures 6-8 from the above referenced work in 
your thesis/dissertation for The University of Arizona has been approved 
on a gratis basis.  Following is the copyright notice for your reference. 
 
 
LENTO from LES CINQ DOIGTS 
 
 
By Igor Stravinsky 

Copyright (c) 1922 for all countries  
 
Chester Music Limited, 14-15 Berners Street, London W1T 3LJ 
 
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured. 
 
Reprinted by permission. 
 
 
Best regards, 
-- 
Aida Garcia-Cole 
Print Licensing Manager 
Music Sales Corporation & G. Schirmer, Inc. 
257 Park Avenue South, 20th Fl 
New York, NY 10010 
Phone: (212) 254-2100 ext 120 
Fax: (212) 254-2013 
Email: aida.garcia-cole@musicsales.com 
<mailto:aida.garcia-cole@musicsales.com> 
www.musicsales.com <http://www.musicsales.com/> 
www.musicsalesfilmtv.us <http://www.musicsalesfilmtv.us/>  
 
The Music Sales Group 
New York*Los Angeles*Nashville*London*Berlin*Copenhagen*Madrid*Spain 
Sydney*Tokyo 

https://www.email.arizona.edu/horde/services/go.php?url=mailto%3Aaida.garcia-cole%40musicsales.com
https://www.email.arizona.edu/horde/services/go.php?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.musicsales.com%2F
https://www.email.arizona.edu/horde/services/go.php?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.musicsalesfilmtv.us%2F
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