
Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition: A
Masterpiece From Beyond the Grave
Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky's piano suite, Pictures at an Exhibition,
stands as a testament to the composer's unparalleled ability to evoke vivid
imagery through music. Composed in memory of his close friend, the artist
Viktor Hartmann, the suite is a cycle of ten pieces, each inspired by one of
Hartmann's paintings or drawings. Mussorgsky's masterful use of musical
color, texture, and rhythm brings Hartmann's artworks to life, creating a
deeply moving and emotionally resonant experience for the listener.

A Musical Journey Through Hartmann's Gallery

Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition opens with a grandiose
"Promenade" theme, which serves as a musical transition between the
different pieces of the suite. This theme, with its stately walking rhythm and
rich harmonies, evokes the image of the composer wandering through
Hartmann's exhibition, contemplating each painting in turn.
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The first painting, "Gnomus," depicts a mischievous garden gnome.
Mussorgsky's music perfectly captures the gnome's playful and
unpredictable nature, with its quick, darting melodies and unexpected
harmonic shifts. The following piece, "The Old Castle," transports the
listener to a medieval fortress, with its somber harmonies and majestic
chords.

"Tuileries" is a charming depiction of children playing in the Parisian
gardens. Mussorgsky's music is light and airy, with delicate melodies and a
playful rhythmic pattern. In contrast, "Bydlo" depicts a heavy, lumbering
cart, and the music is correspondingly slow and ponderous.

The suite continues with "Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks," a delightful
portrayal of young chicks struggling to break out of their eggs.
Mussorgsky's use of pizzicato strings and high-pitched melodies creates a
sense of anticipation and excitement.

"Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle" is a witty musical portrait of two
Jewish characters. Mussorgsky uses contrasting melodies and rhythms to
differentiate the two men, with Goldenberg's pompous march contrasting
with Schmuyle's more subdued and lyrical theme.

"Limoges" is a vibrant depiction of a French market scene. The music is full
of energy and vitality, with its rapid-fire melodies and lively rhythms.
"Catacombs" is a more somber piece, evoking the eerie atmosphere of a
subterranean burial ground.

The penultimate piece, "The Hut on Fowl's Legs," is a fantastic depiction of
the witch Baba Yaga's dwelling. Mussorgsky's music is suitably bizarre and
unsettling, with its irregular rhythms and dissonant harmonies.



The suite concludes with the magnificent "Great Gate of Kiev," a musical
triumph that represents the grand entrance to the city of Kyiv. The music is
majestic and uplifting, with its soaring melodies and powerful chords. This
piece is a fitting end to Mussorgsky's musical journey through Hartmann's
exhibition, leaving the listener with a sense of awe and wonder.

Unfinished Masterpiece

Tragically, Mussorgsky died before he could complete the orchestration of
Pictures at an Exhibition. It was left to his friend and colleague, Nikolai
Rimsky-Korsakov, to orchestrate the suite and bring it to its full potential.

Rimsky-Korsakov's orchestration is a masterpiece in its own right,
enhancing Mussorgsky's music with color, texture, and clarity. However,
some critics argue that Rimsky-Korsakov's orchestration obscures the raw
emotional power of Mussorgsky's original piano score.

Legacy and Influence

Despite the controversy surrounding its orchestration, Pictures at an
Exhibition remains one of Mussorgsky's most popular and enduring works.
It has been recorded countless times by pianists and orchestras alike, and
has inspired countless arrangements, adaptations, and reinterpretations.

The suite's influence on subsequent composers has been profound. Its
innovative use of melody, harmony, and rhythm has influenced composers
from Debussy to Stravinsky. Pictures at an Exhibition is a truly unique and
remarkable work of art, a testament to Mussorgsky's genius and his
enduring legacy.

Alternative Versions and Interpretations



Over the years, there have been numerous alternative versions and
interpretations of Pictures at an Exhibition. Some notable examples
include:

Leonid Rozenberg's piano score (1939): Rozenberg's edition
restores some of the elements that were omitted from Rimsky-
Korsakov's orchestration, such as the repetition of the "Promenade"
theme at the end of the suite.

Vladimir Ashkenazy's orchestral version (1982): Ashkenazy's
orchestration is more faithful to Mussorgsky's piano score than
Rimsky-Korsakov's, while still retaining some of the latter's additions
and enhancements.

Emerson, Lake & Palmer's progressive rock interpretation (1971):
ELP's version of Pictures at an Exhibition is a highly stylized and
eclectic interpretation, which incorporates elements of rock, classical,
and jazz.

Modest Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition is a masterpiece of the
Romantic era, a work that continues to captivate and inspire listeners to
this day. Its vivid imagery, emotional depth, and musical innovation make it
one of the most beloved and enduring works of classical music.

Whether you experience it through Mussorgsky's original piano score,
Rimsky-Korsakov's orchestral version, or one of the many alternative
interpretations, Pictures at an Exhibition is a journey not to be missed. It
invites the listener to enter the world of Viktor Hartmann's paintings, to
experience their beauty, humor, and mystery through the transformative
power of music.
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