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In the early 19th century, Western classical music held sway over Russian musical culture. 
Russian orchestras performed Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven across the country. Russian 
composers, however, were not commonplace as there was no Russian style or school of 
composing that yet rivaled the Western style. That is, until Glinka. With an imaginative approach 
to composing and an assimilation of some Western techniques, Glinka became the father of 
Russian nationalist music and became a beacon of inspiration to future Russian composers 
including Balakirev, Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky and more.  
 
Glinka did not undergo a great deal of formal training in his lifetime. His studies were haphazard 
yet he traveled extensively and developed a network of teachers and composers in which he 
learned bits and pieces that came to influence his own style of composing. He met Hummel, 
Bellini, Mendelssohn, and Berlioz; the latter of which arguably had the biggest impact. The 
success of Glinka’s first opera, “A Life for the Tsar,” made him an overnight sensation in Russia 
and catapulted him into the position of Russia’s leading composer. Although his general output 
after this success was generally limited, he was respected and honored to the end of his life.  
 
The overture to his second opera, “Ruslan and Lyudmila,” is perhaps Glinka’s most performed 
work. The opera itself was less of a success than “Life for the Tsar” on account of its patchwork 
musical scenes, a mishandling of Pushkin’s story and a generally poor conversion of the story to 
the stage. But there is no denying the vivacity of the overture’s melodic material or its clear and 
effective use of the orchestra. This is “curtain raiser” music at its best: it grips you from the first 
note and carries you on an exhilarating roller coaster ride of excitement to the very last chord. 
 
Picture Studies 
By Adam Schoenberg 
Born November 15, 1980 in Philadelphia 
Auburn Symphony Orchestra premiere 
 
Note from the composer: 
 
In November of 2011, I received a commission from the Kansas City Symphony and the 
Nelson-Atkins Museum to write a 21st century Pictures at an Exhibition. The idea seemed both 
intriguing and ambitious, and given my own interest in visual art, I welcomed the challenge. 
After conceptualizing the piece for six months, and visiting the Nelson-Atkins on three different 
occasions, I decided to compose a series of studies.  
 
Unlike Modest Mussorgsky, who set all of his movements to the work of Viktor Hartmann, my 
piece brings eight seemingly disparate works of art to musical life. In honor of Mussorgsky and 
his original work (for solo piano), four of the ten movements were conceived in the form of 



piano etudes and later orchestrated. My main objective was to create an architectural structure 
that connected each movement to the next while creating an overall arc for the entire piece.  
 
The outcome is Picture Studies, a 28-minute work for orchestra based on four paintings, three 
photographs, and one sculpture. Creating this series pushed me in a new direction and allowed 
me to grow as an artist in the most unexpected ways.  
 
The following impromptu notes were jotted down from initial impressions and repeated viewings 
of the artwork, after my selections had been made. These original notes helped dictate the form, 
style, and musical arc of each movement, and ultimately the entire piece.  
 
I. Intro: Ghost-like piano theme (using the piano to pay respect to Mussorgsky) that transports 
the listener to the inside of the Nelson-Atkins Museum.  
II. Three Pierrots: Comedic, naïve, and excited. A triad will represent the three Pierrots, and 
throughout the movement the triad will be turned upside down, on its side, and twisted in every 
possible way. The form will be through-composed. End big.  
III. Repetition: Four figures walking, and each person is clearly in his or her own world. The idea 
of repetition can lend itself to ostinato. This is a photograph, a slice of life, and represents only 
one moment in time. Take this concept of time and manipulate it. Change the scenery (lighting, 
shade, color) so to speak, with a shutter click before returning to its original state. ABA form, 
with an abrupt switch to B to represent the shutter click.  
IV. Olive Orchard: Extended impressionism. Colorful, full of love. Perhaps a meeting place for 
two lovers. Start thin, gradually build to an expansive texture, end colorful. ABC (C references A 
to show the organic growth of the piece).  
V. Kandinsky: Geometrically fierce, angular, sharp, jagged, violent, jumpy, and complex. A 
battleground. Mustard yellow, encapsulates a sustained intensity. Block structures, cut and paste.  
VI. Calder’s World: As if time has stopped, dangling metal, atmospheric, yet dark. 
Quasi-aleatoric gestures, perhaps improvised. Gradually fade to niente.  
VII. Miró: Child-like, yet delirious. There appears to be a sexually ambiguous tone. Try 
something new, a saxophone or bombastic E-flat clarinet solo. Something spontaneous, bouncy, 
tribal, raw.  
VIII. Interlude: Return of original Ghost-like piano theme with minimal additional 
orchestrations. Takes us to the final chapter to be played without pause until the end.  
IX. Cliffs of Moher: Delicate and flowing, find a way to musically represent the ocean and cliffs 
in the most gentle and subtle means. A return to an ostinato.  
X. Pigeons in Flight: I’ve never looked at pigeons this way. There appears to be so much joy, 
beauty, and depth. This will be the longest and most expansive movement. Fly away.  
 
Pictures at an Exhibition 
By Modest Mussorgsky, Arranged by Maurice Ravel 
Born March 21, 1839 in Karevo; died, March 28, 1881 in St. Petersburg  
Last Auburn Symphony Orchestra performance: October 2002 
 
Vladimir Stasov, a prominent art critic during the late nineteenth century, proposed an exhibition 
of the work of the late painter and designer Victor Hartman. Mussorgsky admired Hartman and 



was distraught at his untimely death. After attending the exhibition Mussorgsky decided to honor 
his friend by writing a collection of small works for piano that described Hartman’s work in 
music. Very few of the works exhibited still exist today and only six of the designs and 
illustrations related to Pictures at an Exhibition survive. Interestingly, despite Hartman’s great 
talent, Michael Russ, a musicologist, suggests that without Mussorgsky’s musical work, he 
would likely not be remembered today.  
 
Mussorgsky was not a composer of orchestral works. He has only one to his credit: St. John’s 
Night on Bald Mountain, which, sadly, is known primarily by Rimsky-Korsakov’s orchestration. 
Thus it is critical to remember that Pictures at an Exhibition was conceived by the composer as a 
work for piano. Mussorgsky’s manner of writing for piano was unique. He dispenses with the 
forms and extended treatment composers like Mozart and Beethoven brought to their works for 
the piano. Instead Mussorgsky uses direct expression. He conveys his idea efficiently, without 
development, yet very musically. Often times his approach to the piano is rough-hewn making 
for awkward piano technique. Catacombs, for example, is difficult to perform on piano as the 
music is static with its massive chords. Likewise, the opening of the Great Gates of Kiev is 
chordal in nature. The focus is on vertical harmony as much as anything else.  
 
Pictures was not heard in public during Mussorgsky’s lifetime and it was not published until five 
years after his death. By the early twentieth century, however, as the work became more well 
known many took it upon themselves to turn it into an orchestral work. Maurice Ravel’s 
transcription for orchestra is the most well-known and performed version today.  
 
Pictures opens with a Promenade which represents Mussorgsky walking around the exhibit. The 
Promenade occurs five times in the original version for piano (but only four in Ravel’s 
transcription, he omits the fifth version) separating several of the movements. The Promenades 
disappear as the work unfolds but listen closely in the final movement as the Promenade theme is 
incorporated into the theme of Great Gates of Kiev. It is as if Mussorgsky went from being an 
observer of Hartman’s pictures to being a part of them.  
 
Stasov gave the following commentary about Pictures in the first published edition of the 
original piano version: 
 
The introduction is headed “Promenade” 
No. 1 “Gnomus” The drawing shows a tiny gnome clumsily waddling on bow legs.  
No. 2 “Il vecchio castello” A medieval castle, in front of which a troubadour is singing. 
No. 3 “Tuileries. Dispute d’enfants après jeux” Avenue in the Tuileries Gardens, with many 
children and governesses.  
No. 4 “Bydlo” A Polish farm cart on huge wheels, drawn by oxen. 
No. 5 “The ballet of the unhatched chicks” An illustration by Harmann for the performance of a 
picturesque scene from the ballet “Trilbi.” 
No. 6 “Two Polish Jews, one rich, one poor.” 
No. 7 “Limoges. Le Marché” French women arguing furiously in the market square. 
No. 8 “Catacombae” The picture shows Hartmann himself looking at the Paris catacombs by the 
light of a lantern. 



No. 9 “The hut on hen’s legs” This drawing by Hartmann depicts a clock in the form of a witch’s 
hut on hen’s legs. Mussorgsky added the ride of Baba-Yaga (the witch) on the mortar.  
No. 10 “The Bogatyr Gate in Kiev” Hartmann’s drawing is the design for a city gate in Kiev, in 
the old-Russian massive style, with a dome in the form of a Slav helmet. 
 
-Notes by Wesley Schulz 
 


