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ABSTRACT 
 

As a pianist, I had the opportunity to study Modest Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 

Exhibition, Op. 11 for many years. Performing it on stage remains the most insightful 

source for understanding the work and its complex beauty. Through playing it more and 

more, my perception of Pictures became more concrete and detailed. At the same time, it 

was clear how firmly it could withstand different interpretations. This work can be 

approached in infinite ways in order to solve the technical challenges and to accomplish 

the ultimate goal of holding the piece together on the stage. Mussorgsky’s cycle stands 

alone in its grandeur and truly represents the enigmatic nature of Russian music. His 

“unpolished” style of writing – Mussorgsky was considered an amateur by his 

distinguished colleagues such as Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 

– contributes to the dramatic effect of the composition. Vladimir Ashkenazy, in his 

preface to the Wiener Urtext edition of Pictures at an Exhibition, perfectly sums up the 

profundity and importance of the work: 

Perhaps the most important and crucial point in understanding this piece  
is that although it was conceived initially as a programmatic cycle, the 
result is music that not only goes far beyond mere descriptive qualities but 
in fact gives us a penetrating insight into the dark and brooding spirit of 
Mussorgsky - or for that matter of Russia itself. (x) 

 

The monograph consists of ten chapters. In Chapter 1, I describe the social and 

historic aspects of Mussorgsky’s time, and his attempts to find an authentic Russian voice 

in his composition.  
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Chapter 2 covers the motifs embedded in the cycle and a description of each visual 

picture seen by Mussorgky as he goes through the exhibition. Not all of Hartmann’s 

original pictures survived.  

The “Promenades,” which connect the pictures in the cycle are discussed in Chapter 

3. I attempt to visualize and understand the composer based on how each “Promenade” 

reflects his reaction upon seeing the pictures at the gallery.  

Chapter 4 analyzes the meaning of the rhythm in the cycle, how it represents the 

images Mussorgsky creates, and how it serves compositionally as a binding mechanism 

of the form. 

Chapter 5 discusses the composer’s revolutionary sense of harmony.  

Chapter 6 gives a few practical fingering solutions in the most technically demanding 

moments of the cycle. Additionally, I discuss the pedaling which is not indicated by the 

composer, leaving the door open for the personal choices of the performer. 

Chapter 7 compares motivic and textural connections with other works such as Songs 

and Dances of Death and Boris Godunov. 

Chapter 8 gives insight through visual artists in connection to Mussorgky. Repin, a 

close friend of Mussorgsky who painted his most famous portrait, describes 

Mussorgsky’s deteriorating physical condition at the end of his life. Another great 

Russian modern painter Kandinsky was inspired by the music and created a visualization 

of his cycle in the twentieth century.  

The chapter 9 discusses a few differences in the musical editions. By now, there is no 

longer controversy about the manuscript of the work nor discrepancies between editions. 

However, Rimsky-Korsakov’s alterations of the original manuscript in the first edition 
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are observed. Because the score is both authentic and objective, the editions providing 

editorial remarks are not included in this chapter. For the same reason, I found it 

unnecessary to mention arrangements, including the famous orchestration by Maurice 

Ravel and Vladimir Horowitz’s piano arrangement. In chapter 10, I summarize the 

research on Pictures. 

Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi (1877 -1944) was a prominent writer on music and a 

distinguished advocate of Russian music. His particular interest was the life and music of 

Modest Mussorgsky. Known by the music community as a dedicatee of Maurice Ravel’s 

Alborada Del Gracioso, Calvocoressi wrote three books on Mussorgsky, which was the 

starting point of my research. Calvocoressi devoted himself to understanding the complex 

nature of the composer. In Modest Mussorgsky: His Life and Works, Calvocoressi writes: 

 
To write, at thirty-one years interval, two books on the same composer is 
bound to be a strange experience… By that time, it seemed reasonable to 
hope that a fairly adequate biographical and critical study could be 
achieved, even though many important materials (neither I nor anybody 
else realized how many) were still undiscovered or inaccessible. (x) 

 
The undiscovered materials eventually were brought to light, especially with 

Pavel Lamm’s complete critical edition of Mussorgsky’s works. However, Calvocoressi’s 

perception of the composer’s music greatly influenced the western musical world. One of 

the most comprehensive works on Pictures at an Exhibition was completed by Michael 

Russ. It includes all of the updated data and available sources. Russ, very well aware of 

the legacy of Calvocoressi, shares his sentiment and begins his book with this 

introduction: 
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In his study of Mussorgsky written in the years coming up to the Second 
World War, M. D. Calvocoressi says of Pictures at an Exhibition: ‘the 
whole suite… is an attractive but not particularly significant work.’ (ix) 

 
In contrast, Solomon Volkov in his book Romanov Riches introduces Mussorgsky 

in a different manner: 

 
Mussorgsky was undoubtedly the most talented member of the Mighty 
Bunch, but no one in the group understood it. They treated him the way a 
family might a gifted but wayward child, despairing of his eccentric 
behavior, intemperate drinking, excessive (in the opinion of others) self-
regard, and inability to work in an organized and concentrated manner 
(attention deficit disorder, perhaps). (218) 

 

All the literature on Pictures represents a detailed analysis of the work from a 

theoretical perspective, which makes the understanding of the work rather one-sided. My 

personal and practical understanding of how the work can be perceived and performed 

might provide a fuller appreciation for one of the greatest Russian piano compositions. I 

hope that my approach can bring a different pianistic outlook on the work, which can 

have practical application for students and teachers.  

For this monograph the last name Mussorgsky is spelled with “ss”, while the 

spelling with “s” is preserved if used in the cited source. Occasionally, for the sake of 

variety Mussorgsky is addressed by his patronymic name Modest Petrovich. Italics are 

used for the title Pictures at an Exhibition or simply Pictures. When addressing 

Hartmann’s sketches themselves, the word picture/pictures is written without italics. For 

the score examples, Pavel Lamm’s edition is used. 
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CHAPTER 1 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND SOCIAL IDEAS 

 Tsar Alexander II is an important figure to discuss in order to understand the 

atmosphere in which Modest Mussorgsky lived and created his works. Alexander II was 

considered to be an emancipator who abolished slavery in 1861, which tragically and 

ironically led to his assassination 1881. Tsar Alexander II implemented a few very 

important reforms along with the emancipation of serfs, such as promoting university 

education and reinforcing the local self-governed authority. In all, Alexander II was a 

truly progressive leader who was ahead of his time and who paid a price for it. Left-wing 

political movements were dominant at that time, foretelling the revolution of the 20th 

century and, more importantly for the subject at hand, the cultural aesthetics of Soviet 

Russia. 

  Along with liberalism, it is fair to point out a few other characteristics of that 

time. Populism was established on the liberal social foundations of the time, focusing on 

the rural life of the country. Populism was an intellectual movement, which put peasantry 

and rural provincial life on a pedestal as a symbol of morality and noble simplicity. A 

few intellectuals such as Nikolay Chernyshevsky, Alexander Herzen, and Mikhail 

Bakunin most certainly could be named as leaders of such a movement.  

Chernyshevsky says in his Aesthetic Relationship of Art to Reality that: 
 
 …true beauty resides in life and the primary purpose of art is to reproduce 

reality. The artist is not simply a passive recorder; in his selection and 
creation he explains and passes judgement on the reality he portrays, and 
thus gives his art a moral dimension as well. (Russ, Michael, 9) 
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 Realism, which was circumstantial from populism with its focus outside of urban 

life, is another important characteristic of the epoch. Undoubtedly, this core statement for 

Chernyshevsky’s philosophy heavily influenced the sensitive minds of the intelligentsia 

of that time. Mussorgsky was aiming towards realism in his art, especially in Pictures at 

an Exhibition. The ordinary, everyday scenes, such as “Limoges Market” or “Two Jews,” 

are portrayals of daily life. Realism in art and in music was highly valued in Russia 

throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. Boris Pasternak wrote a brief essay on Frederic 

Chopin’s realism, where the power of truthful expression of the story is more powerful 

than the convenient pathos and melodramatic nature of romanticism. There are no other 

two artists who could be further from each other than Mussorgsky and Chopin, but the 

power of both composers comes from the deep realism of their art, the highest degree of 

an author’s exactitude. 

 For Chopin (for which the parallel is drawn for the sake of quoting Pasternak and 

his understanding of realism in music), his realism is tied to his favorite instrument, the 

piano, regardless of the musical idea. For Mussorgsky, it is always connected with the 

human voice, and the voice is the essence of realism and dramatic power. He is interested 

and drawn to it, but not solely because of the beauty of the voice. As a great portraitist, he 

mimics speech-like intonations (a good example is “Two Jews”), and evoking the variety 

of characters of all walks of life, in his songs and operas. 

 From the very beginning of the cycle, the human voice is the ultimate brush 

stroke which the composer uses in almost every picture. We hear the theme of 

“Promenade”, which is a self-portrait of Mussorgsky himself, the joyful cries of children 

in “Tuileries,” speech-like recitatives in “Two Jews,” a massive choir singing in the 
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“Great Gates of Kiev,” exciting shouting in “Limoges Market,” and the melancholic 

singing of a troubadour in “The Old Castle.” The other side of the realistic nature of 

Pictures is a refusal to develop the pianistic texture in the Germanic manner, with use of 

counterpoint. In a letter to Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Modest Petrovich writes: 

 …regarding symphonic development, you seem appalled that you are 
writing in a Korsakov manner rather than a Schumann manner. … [In] brief, 
symphonic development technically understood, is developed by the 
German, just as his philosophy is…. The German, when he thinks, first 
theorizes at length and then proves; our Russian brother proves first and 
then amuses himself with theory. (Leyda and Bertenson, Musorgsky 
Reader, 122)  

 

 Pictures does not have any development in the tradition of Germanic music. It is 

indeed a kaleidoscope of different characters in different circumstances. The content of 

each picture dictates the form in which it exists. The lengths of pieces are widely 

different. The longest piece, “The Old Castle,” begins and dwells on the organ pedal of g-

sharp and does not move nor develop, neither texturally or harmonically. In most cases, 

pieces of the cycle are in ternary form. In contrast to the singing (sometimes speaking) 

nature of Pictures, Mussorgsky explores realistic sound effects over the pure aesthetics 

and musical norms of that time. “Bydlo,” with its incredibly low, grating, creaking sound 

truly captures a sound picture of an old, crooked, wooden cart, covered with dried mud. 

“Baba Yaga,” with its purposefully awkward piano writing, gives a perfect impression of 

the evil witch. One would consider that a flaw; others would see that as a unique quality. 

I am in the latter camp, who sees the composer’s “unpolished” style of writing as an 

essential component for creating a unique atmosphere in his work. 

 Mussorgsky is naturally focused on all things Russian. He is a nationalist, and his 

Russian sound simply cannot be disputed. As a Russian musician myself, it is audibly 
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clear to me that another musical giant of that era, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, sounds more 

“civilized” and ear-pleasing than the nationalistic Mussorgsky, who lacks a certain 

refinement in his musical language. That being said, it would be a misunderstanding on 

our part to consider Mussorgsky as a lesser composer. 

 This notion existed during Mussorgsky’s life and was reinforced by Rimsky-

Korsakov, who made an edition of Pictures, trying to edit and “help” the composer. This 

is even more obvious in the edition of Boris Godunov, where Rimsky-Korsakov, a master 

of orchestration and counterpoint, polished the score to complement the execution of the 

musical ideas. The result was simply the opposite. With the colorful orchestration of 

Rimsky-Korsakov, the music loses the intimacy and fragile lyricism of the original score. 

However, it is crucial to avoid a negative view towards Rimsky-Korsakov. A great 

colleague of Modest Petrovich, Rimsky-Korsakov had a deep appreciation of the author 

of Boris and helped to shine light on the music of Mussorgsky. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PICTURES AT AN EXHIBITION 

Pictures at an Exhibition, Op. 11 is a piano suite composed by Mussorgsky in 

1884 in memory of his friend Viktor Hartmann. The suite comprises a number of pieces 

evoking drawings by Hartmann that Mussorgsky saw at an exhibition organized by 

Vladimir Stasov in collaboration with The Society of Saint Petersburg Architects. This 

exhibition took place after the death of Hartmann and displayed over 400 works by the 

artist over the span of the last fifteen years of his life. It had a variety of works, such as 

watercolor paintings and sketches of theater decorations. A lot of these works were 

created by Hartmann while he traveled abroad. This factor plays an interesting role in the 

composer’s Pictures. Mussorgsky uses several languages to label the pieces in the cycle 

to reflect the location of each picture. Even this seemingly trivial detail conveys one of 

the most important features of the suite, which is the depiction of physical movement. 

Mussorgsky brilliantly connects all the pieces by “Promenades.” It is this recurring 

theme, varying throughout the cycle, which depicts the composer himself walking from 

one work of Hartmann to the next. In the case of musical pieces connected by 

Promenades, we see not only the movement in the picture (e.g., the rumbling of the 

crooked cart in “Bydlo” or the staged “Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks”), but the travels 

of Hartmann himself to countries he visited in his short life. In summary, we can sense 

three dimensions of movement, making the cycle exciting and cinematographic. 

Mussorgsky was deeply moved by the sudden loss of his friend in 1873.  In a 

letter to Vladimir Stasov, the composer expresses his unwillingness to make peace with 

this fact: 
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 Thus the wise console us fools in such cases: “he” no longer exists, but what 
he had time to do exists and will exist, but then, are there many people who 
have such a happy lot - not to be forgotten. Again that beef-cutlet (with 
horseradish for tears of petty human self-love. Devil take your wisdom! If 
“he” has not lived in vain, but created, what a scoundrel one would have to 
be to reconcile oneself with the delightful “consolation” that “he” “no 
longer creates”. There is not and there cannot be repose, there is not and 
cannot be consolation - this would be weak-kneed. (Russ 67) 

  
            To commemorate Viktor Hartmann, Mussorgsky passionately wrote Pictures in 

record time. It took three weeks in June 1874 for the composer to finish the work. 

Considering the success of the cycle - and the place it holds not only within Russian 

piano literature of the 19th century, but also to the present - the staggering speed of 

Mussorgsky’s creative process is simply extraordinary.  

 What makes Pictures unique is the fact that Mussorgsky was never particularly 

interested in instrumental music. Mentored by Mily Balakirev, Modest Petrovich was still 

guided to analyze instrumental works of the past. Both composers played duo 

arrangements of works by Ludwig van Beethoven, Robert Schumann, and Mikhail 

Glinka. The latter was considered by many, including Balakirev, as the father of Russian 

music. Therefore, the idea of national music was prevalent in the works of all the great 

Russian composers of the 19th century. 

 Balakirev insisted on creating instrumental music, which Mussorgsky was not 

interested in. Before creating Pictures at an Exhibition, he barely wrote for piano, nor 

would he write anything substantial after it. Pictures was truly an unprecedented 

explosion of the composer’s inspiration in the field of instrumental music. There are no 

solo works for other instruments, nor chamber music. Mussorgsky is a miniaturist when 

he writes for the piano; that did not change when he wrote Pictures.   
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 Pictures at an Exhibition is a set of short pieces, which are not constrained by 

sonata form and connected by the recurring theme of “Promenade.” Schumann’s 

Carnaval has the similarity of a kaleidoscope of colorful images. But in the case of 

Mussorgsky, the existence of “Promenades” makes the suite even more visually realistic. 

Both cycles consist of relatively short pieces, ending in a significantly longer, triumphant 

finale. But, as Michael Russ points out, “in Mussorgsky, structure is subordinate to 

content and Russianness in a way that Schumann’s respect for a pure musical language 

would never allow” (Russ 4). 

Other than the repeated theme of a “Promenade,” there is no motivic development 

of the form. For Mussorgsky, color and depiction of an image are the most important 

goals. However, to make cohesive transitions between the pieces, the composer creates a 

harmonic structure, which forms the construction of the whole. This will be discussed in 

the chapter “Harmony in Pictures.” 

              The exhibition starts with the piece “Gnome:” 

Example 1. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome”. 

The first gesture is the fantastic image of the creature. With the indication sempre vivo, 

we hear the blabbering, twitching gnome, whose purpose is to scare the listener (the 
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opening “Promenade” is connected with “Gnome” through an attacca). The opening 

motif has a distorted resemblance of the Promenade’s VI - V - I formula. But here, it is 

the e-flat - d - g-flat motif, hidden in the opening bar. The gnome hesitates in the 

beginning, constantly stopping his motion. 

In the first part of this piece (in ternary form), the pauses between the motifs, or 

sentences, become crucial in creating a spooky atmosphere. It might remind one distantly 

of the opening of the Liszt Sonata in b minor: 

 

Example 2. Liszt. Sonata in b minor. 

Franz Liszt is the only composer whose piano writing can somewhat resemble 

Pictures. In his opening material, with the following outburst of the first theme, Liszt 

explores contrasts: sound vs silence, short articulation vs legato, and piano vs forte. 

Mussorgsky uses the same tools. Even with the somber, dark e-flat minor, “Gnome” 

retains its folk nature and certain quirky elements. The composer uses grace notes, 

bringing comic relief: 
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Example 3. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

 

A bigger contrast can be seen in the juxtaposition of the first and second parts. In the 

middle section, legato dominates the writing, creating a howling, groaning image of the 

gnome: 

 

Example 4. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

Vladimir Feltsman, a Russian pianist and pedagogue, shared a unique personal depiction 

of the section: “Gnome, slowly limping, walks with a burning candle, casting huge 

shadows from a crooked small body of his” (Feltsman, personal interview, 2010). 

Interestingly, this piece was based on Hartmann’s “Gnome,” which was a drawing 

of a nutcracker. Mussorgsky transforms the sketch of the toy into a powerful and 

dramatic, if not tragic, image. The drawing of this creature unfortunately has disappeared. 

The image of the gnome has something humane in it, and it becomes a task for the 
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performer to strike a balance between its ugly and evil nature and the pity the listener has 

for it. Emelia Fried points out the humanity of the composer: 

 Mussorgsky’s piece is grotesque, with a touch of tragedy; a 
convincing example of the humanization of a ridiculous prototype. 
In the music portraying the dwarf’s awkward leaps and bizarre 
grimaces are heard cries of suffering, moans, and entreaties. (1975) 

 

 “The Old Castle” (Il vecchio castello) is the most meditative and introverted piece 

of the cycle. It happens to be the longest piece, without many contrasts or changes. 

Mussorgsky gives an Italian name to the composition. Stasov, in the second edition of 

Pictures, describes a medieval castle in front of which a troubadour sings his song. The 

tune, though, sounds like a Russian folk song. The only musical suggestion of a southern 

European location is the use of a siciliano rhythm. 

 Being a long tune without harmonic development, it impresses with an 

unchanging g-sharp in the bass line and an ostinato pattern of a quarter and eighth note. 

While performing the cycle in its entirety, it becomes clear that “The Old Castle” has the 

most significant meaning in the suite, and it presents a theme of tragedy, which ends in 

“Con mortuis in lingua mortua (With the Dead in a Dead Language).” 

 Moreover, in a paradoxical way, “The Old Castle” becomes emotionally charged 

and attention-grabbing if the meditative nature of it is carefully preserved. Again, the 

unchanging pulse in the bass line sounds like the heartbeat of the viewer, who is 

observing the picture. As with several pictures of the cycle, “The Old Castle” appears to 

be a personal reflection of the composer. In the catalogue of Hartmann’s works, there is 

no evidence of such a painting, which strongly suggests that this composition is an 

“improvised” image by Mussorgsky. The “heartbeat” of the bass could also remind the 



11 

listener of the instrument a troubadour would use while singing: the sound of a lute or 

rebec comes to mind. It is difficult to find a 19th century piece of piano music of that 

length which would be composed on an unchanging bass line with such a powerful 

execution. 

 The next picture is represented by a piece in a completely different mood. 

“Tuileries” (Tuileries: Dispute d’enfants après jeux) is a scene of a garden filled with 

children, watched over by nannies in Paris. Again, we travel to another country, reflected 

in his use of French. The running children are charmingly depicted by the staccato 

articulation in the sixteenth notes of the melody: 

 

Example 5. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Tuileries” 

In the middle section, which starts at bar 14, the tone is changed. It starts on the d-sharp 

minor chord with less energy and a less playful rhythm than the opening theme. It might 

paint a figure of a nanny, who is a bit exhausted taking care of children running nonstop: 
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Example 6. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Tuileries” 

Acknowledging this visual image and analyzing the form, it is appropriate to take a 

slightly slower tempo to show the contrast and complaining nature of the nanny. 

Mussorgsky liked children and they liked him back. Varvara Stasova-Komarova recalls 

him visiting her, when she was seven years old: 

…he came into our child life as “Musoryanin” as our elders called him 
and we children began to call him deciding that must be his real name…he 
wasn't hypocritical with us and never talked to us in that false way that 
grown-up people who are friends of the family usually talk to children… 
[he] always kissed our hand as if we were grown-up ladies, saying ‘Good 
day, young lady’ or ‘your hand, young lady’ - strange and astonishing it 
seemed to us, and amusing, so we came to talk with him quite freely, as 
with an equal. (Leyda and Bertenson 134) 

 
 In 1836, Glinka’s opera A Life of the Tsar was staged at the Bolshoi Theater in 

Saint Petersburg. The plot involves the peasant Ivan Susanin, a 17th century hero who 

died in resistance to the Polish Army. Glinka’s “Ivan Susanin” is considered to be the 

very first Russian opera free of French or Italian influences. For the first time, the 

audience, consisting of members of high society, saw peasants, Russian izbas 

(countryside houses), and most importantly, a Russian folk hero. It was so revolutionary 

that a rumor still exists that the matrons in the opera house covered their noses with 

handkerchiefs during the second act where we can see Ivan Susanin’s izba. Slowly, 

Russian aristocracy was introduced to the national culture of Russia and Russian themes. 

This would become a major theme of the arts in Russia during the 19th century. Not only 
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was there a focus on folk music, but also the imagery of Russian life prevails in the 

legacy of most Russian composers of that time. “The Mighty Five” cherished Glinka and 

the idea of national music. Mussorgsky lifted the theme of national drama to its absolute 

height in Boris Godunov years later.  It is important to note that “Bydlo” in Pictures is a 

shocking image and would not have appeared in works of art in the previous generations. 

“Bydlo” is a depiction of a Polish cart. The picture no longer exists, but in Mussorgsky’s 

suite it appears as one of the most Russian pieces. It starts off with a pondering, low-

registered, heavy accompaniment in the left hand, and a simple melody in g-sharp minor: 

 

Example 7. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Bydlo” 

Mussorgsky insists on a heaviness of the left hand by marking every eighth note with 

tenuto. 

 While performing this piece, even a conventional balance between melody and 

accompaniment seems to be ill-suited. It is so heavy in its sonority and mood that hearing 

the a minor “Promenade” afterward seems to suggest the strong impression it has left on 

the viewer. The word bydlo, translated as cattle, has now changed its meaning in the 

Russian language. Nowadays it is not used in its original definition, but describes a mass 

of people who are primitive in their actions, lacking freedom and dignity. No picture of a 
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cattle or cart appears in the catalogue of Hartmann’s works. Michael Russ suggests that 

“One might speculate that he is acknowledging some unrecorded discussion with Stasov 

about the scenario for the piece; or even that, given Mussorgsky’s Russophile tendencies, 

that the Sandomir cattle are the Polish people themselves…” (Russ 40). 

 It seems that this proposition can be misleading. The image of peasants living in 

hard, often unfair conditions is close to the composer. He also develops this idea in “Two 

Jews,” reaching the climax by setting both images against each other.  

 “Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks” is a miniature, which brings a bit of much-

needed relief from the heavy imagery of “Bydlo.” Nothing could contrast more with the 

old Polish cart. Fortunately for us, the next picture is one of the few surviving drawings 

of Hartmann appearing in the composer’s suite. It is a sketch of the children’s costume in 

the ballet “Trilby.” This ballet was based on the story “Trilby or the Elf of Argyle” by 

Charles Nodier, with music by Julius Gerber and choreography by the legendary Marius 

Petipa. What we see in this sketch are front and side views of a child wearing a costume 

and a separate drawing of the costume’s helmet.  “Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks” is in 

stark contrast to the previous picture in many dimensions. First, from the darkness of g-

sharp minor in “Bydlo,” we move to the light and uncomplicated key of F major. The 

overall use of register complements the motion from dark to light. While in “Bydlo” the 

left hand drags the piece to the lower part of the keyboard with heavy and loud 

accompaniment, “Ballet” is in the upper register with no bass foundation. In both pictures 

we see a representation of the animal world. In “Bydlo,” the oxen dragging the cart are 

heavy and pulled to the ground by their own weight. In “Ballet,” a child in the costume of 

a bird is dancing around. If “Bydlo” is an image that reflects reality, in “Ballet” we are 
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viewers in the theater watching the ongoing action on stage. The effect of flying and 

chirping birds is achieved by adding grace notes to the intervals of the right hand: 

  
Example 8. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks” 

In “Baba-Yaga,” Mussorgsky uses a similar textural detail; but here it sounds as if crows 

would scream in an ugly voice, accompanying an old, flying witch: 

 

Example 9. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 

 “Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle” is the next piece, which depicts the two 

characters named in the title (an original title given by Mussorgsky). Stasov, in his 

remarks on every picture, calls it “Two Polish Jews: Rich and Poor.” This replaced the 

original title in Soviet Russia in the respected Lamm edition. Mussorgsky’s picture is a 

combination of two existing works of Hartmann, which were not intended to be 

associated with each other. Samuel Goldenberg is depicted as a wealthy, confident-

looking middle aged man. Schmuÿle, a poor old man, is pictured on the street, possibly 



16 

taking a rest from a walk, with his hands holding a cane. If the first man exudes self-

assurance and looks straight ahead, Schmuÿle is captured in a doomed state of 

hopelessness. 

 Goldenberg speaks assertively, if not aggressively. His image is conveyed by a 

“recitative” style of writing. Phrases are written in unison, without the need for texture or 

harmony. He speaks rather than sings, and does not hesitate to repeat the same thought 

twice: 

 
Example 10. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Samuel Goldenberg and 
Schmuÿle” 

There is a drastic contrast upon Schmuÿle’s introduction to the scene: his high-pitched 

voice trembles from his despair. Mussorgsky writes repeated notes and an unusual 

rhythmic pattern: 

 
Example 11. Mussorgsky, Pictures at an Exhibition, “Samuel Goldenberg and 
Schmuÿle” 



17 

The constant repetition of the same notes gives the impression of chattering teeth. The 

dramatic climax arises when both characters clash with one another. Goldenberg is 

doubled in octave and placed lower in register, while Schmuÿle is doubled in octave as 

well. For Mussorgsky, it seems that the traditional, stereotypical vision of a rich man 

denying the poor is not satisfactory, as he develops further the powerful sound of 

Schmuÿle in the last section of the piece. The poor Jew suddenly sounds not only 

stronger, but even as a dangerous threat to Samuel Goldenberg. It epitomizes the tension 

between the different social classes and portrays a near revolutionary conflict. This 

interpretation is fitting, considering the turbulent political life in Russia at that time. That 

idea affects the performance of the closing section. Instead of the conventional treatment 

of the repetitive octaves of the upper voices as an accompaniment to the theme of 

Goldenberg in the bass, the reinforced line of Schmuÿle should be brought out as strong 

as the bass line: 

 
Example 12. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Samuel Goldenberg and 
Schmuÿle” 

This creates an almost unbearable tension between the two characters and brings the 

drama to its conclusion. 

While traveling in Europe, Hartman spent a considerable amount of time in the 

city of Limoges, where he produced 75 sketches of the town, all of which are either lost 
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or held in private collections. The musical version we encounter in the suite depicts a 

marketplace filled with people screaming, quarreling, and disputing one another. 

“Limoges” is one of the most joyful pictures in the cycle, portraying the excitement and 

chattering of the crowd. Mussorgsky does not hesitate to use sforzando indications 

liberally throughout the entire cycle. For example, in “Gnome” which already suggests 

sudden forces and strong articulation, the composer obsessively writes sf on many notes 

of the phrase: 

 

Example 13. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

In the case of “Limoges,” Mussorgsky pushes the usage of sforzando to its limit. 

Through the racket of the crowd, we can catch certain words shouted out above the rest: 

 

Example 14. Mussorgsky. “Pictures at an Exhibition”, “Limoges” 
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The ending of “Limoges” brings the excitement of the piece to its peak in the last 

martellato passage where all the screams and noises blend together in a beautiful 

cacophony. This passage resembles Liszt’s virtuosic style of writing: 

 

Example 15. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, Ending of “Limoges” 

“Catacombae” is perhaps the strangest piece in the cycle, which ceases the feeling 

of any motion. Hartman’s existing picture for this movement is a depiction of himself, his 

friend Vasily Kenel, and their guide visiting the Parisian catacombs. Observing the 

catacombs by a weak lamplight, they emerge in the mysterious dark atmosphere of the 

painting. To capture the coldness and motionlessness of the stone walls, Mussorgsky 

writes a series of chords which sound harmonically disconnected from each other. 

Mussorgsky consistently places fermatas on every chord, which take away any sense of 

pulse. The picture is frozen. 

The second part of this picture (Mussorgsky divides his impression of the painting 

into two pieces connected by attacca) is “Con mortuis in lingua mortua.” In this chilling 

music “With the dead in a dead language” (the title itself written in the “dead” language 

of Latin), we hear the “Promenade” theme in the left hand under the continuous tremolo 

of the upper register. 
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Example 16. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Con mortuis in lingua mortua” 

After the mysterious “Con mortuis in lingua mortua”, a piece which paralyzes and 

hypnotizes the listener with the “glow” of a constant tremolo, “Baba-Yaga” jumps 

abruptly on the stage. With short, shrieking gestures, Modest Petrovich portrays the old 

witch getting ready to fly on her large mortar to haunt and torment innocent children. The 

piece is violent, requiring extraordinary physical force from the performer. Hartman’s 

sketch exists simply as the design of a wall clock in the form of an ornate hut. The 

difference between Hartman’s “Baba-Yaga” and Mussorgsky’s is product of the latter’s 

fantastical imagination. 

 The last picture, “The Knight’s Gate” (Bogatyr Gate), brings the entire suite to a 

monumental ending. The name of the last piece is commonly known as “The Great Gates 

of Kiev,” which is not far from the truth. However, a specific detail of the painter’s 

picture needs to be acknowledged. The gate is designed in a traditionally Russian style 

with intricate ornamentation, crowned by a gigantic Slavic helmet. The helmet is an 

essential attribute of a bogatyr (or vityaz) character. Bogatyr is an errant knight from 

Russian folk poems. It is the warrior’s heroism that inspires the victorious nature of the 

final piece, celebrating the glorious light after the dark image of “Baba-Yaga.” 
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In “The Knight’s Gate” we hear three themes: the opening theme, chorale, and the 

theme of the “Promenade,” coming in at the climactic sound of the bells. The second 

theme of the chorale appears twice in a-flat minor and later in e-flat minor. The 

processional nature of this chorale is so strong that one might think Mussorgsky quotes 

an orthodox hymn. In this original tune, his fascinating indication of senza espressione 

should be taken into account: 

 

Example 17. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “The Knight’s Gate” 

This hymn is perhaps the most powerful moment in the entire cycle. The purity and 

holiness of it is overwhelming, which might provoke the performer to express his or her 

feelings in a pronounced manner. However, this instinct would be a mistake. Mussorgsky 

instead asks for asceticism and detachment with senza espressione. Following 

Mussorgsky’s counterintuitive instructions allows this simple melody speak in a truly 

expressive manner, which cannot be achieved more effectively in any other way. 

Moreover, this religiously restrained prayer sheds light on the nature of the picture of the 

“Old Castle.” One might encounter reading criticism of “Old Castle” being 

compositionally weak due to the lack of harmonic progression. This is utterly misleading 

as it shows a misunderstanding of the language of Pictures. Along with the frightening 

imagination of Mussorgsky in pictures like “Gnome” and “Baba-Yaga” and the 
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humorous relief of “The Dance of Unhatched Chicks,” there is also a theme of restraint 

and religious obedience. “The Old Castle” speaks powerfully if kept in the atmosphere of 

detached, frozen space and solitude. After all, the dramaturgical progression from “Old 

Castle” to “Catacombae” to “Con mortuis in lingua mortua”, culminating in the second 

theme of “The Knight’s Gate” is most significant in understanding the depth of the cycle. 

The leitmotif of religion appears throughout the music of Mussorgsky. He asks 

important questions about death (“Catacombae”, Songs and Dances of Death), the 

fragility of life (the scene of Boris dying in Boris Godunov, “Con mortuis in lingua 

mortua”), and the fate of the nation (the turbulent plot of Khovanshchina, the very image 

of Yurodivy in Boris). As a Russian, I strongly feel that Mussorgsky introduces the sense 

of orthodox Christian obedience, the acceptance of the outcome in the worst-case 

scenario, and the symbol of “нести свой крест” (carrying your cross) with those 

examples. It is hard to prove Mussorgsky’s personal faith through available sources; 

however, it does not ascertain that he had none. This question can be developed as a 

separate topic for research, but it is undeniable that religiosity is one of the core aspects 

of Mussorgsky’s musical world.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

PORTRAIT OF MUSSORGSKY 
 

It is fascinating to have a chance to picture the face of a great composer; his 

personal characteristics, habits, and traits which made an impression on his 

contemporaries, who would be either amazed by the encounter or not so. Modest 

Petrovich Mussorgsky was definitely an unusual character with certain eccentricities that 

could not be ignored. Avoiding biographical statements, which are very well known, 

some of the psychological characteristics are crucial for understanding his legacy and, 

specifically, Pictures at an Exhibition. Here is an interesting description of the composer 

by Madame Nadezhda Rimskaya-Korsakova: 

Mussorgsky was an enemy of every sort of routine and commonplace, not only in 
music but in every phase of life, even in trifles. He disliked using ordinary simple 
words. He always contrived to alter and distort even surnames. The style of his 
letters was unusually individual and piquant; they glittered with wit, humor and 
bull’s-eye-hitting epithets. In the last years of his life this individual style became 
an affection, particularly noticeable in his letters to V. V. Stasov. However, this 
affectation and unnaturalness sometimes showed itself not only in his letters but 
in the whole of his behavior. (Leyda and Bertenson ix) 

 
In the research of the subject of Mussorgsky and Pictures, it is necessary to point 

out an unfortunate reoccurring tendency - the editing of Mussorgsky’s music by other 

composers. Moreover, in the “Musorgsky Reader” by Jay Leyda and Sergei Bertenson, 

we see that even the composer’s literary writing style was under scrutiny and correction: 

We learned that “free adaptation” had been considered as legitimate a practice 
with Musorgsky’s documents as with his scores. “Distasteful” elements have 
been skirted with no more respect for his intention than have the “crude” 
elements in his manuscripts. (Leyda and Bertenson x) 
 
In his letters, Mussorgsky appears to be very sincere and vulnerable. He 

passionately shares his art and expresses unreserved love and gratitude towards his circle 
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of friends. As a person of great intelligence and self-awareness, Mussorgsky seems to 

clearly understand his eccentric character as a human being and as an artist. He refers to 

himself as a “disorderly being” in a letter to Stasov. Modest Petrovich was very grateful 

to Stasov and dedicated his most important work Khovanschina to him: 

“I dedicate to you both myself and my life for that period, for I still vividly 
remember: I lived Boris in Boris [Godunov], and the time I lived in Boris has left 
precious and indelible marks on my mind. Now the new work, your work, will 
boil, I already begin to live in it - how many rich impressions, how many new 
lands to discover, glorious! - So I beg you to accept “all my disorderly being” in 
the dedication of Khovanschina, whose beginning came from you. (Leyda and 
Bertenson 194) 

 
The phrase “I lived Boris in Boris” is a fascinating one. The identification of 

himself with music and musical characters is an integral part of the composer’s persona. 

It is fair to say that any great composer is intertwined with his or her musical world. In 

some cases, the degree of subjectivity in which the composer involves himself can vary, 

whereas with Mussorgsky, every movement of Pictures is another side of his persona. 

There is an example of musical self-portraiture that Mussorgsky creates in the connecting 

“Promenades.” The listener can imagine the composer himself walking from one picture 

to another. Mussorgsky’s letter to Stasov proves this point: 

Hartman is boiling as Boris boiled; sounds and ideas have been hanging in the 
air; I am devouring them and stuffing myself - I barely have time to scribble 
them on paper. I am writing the fourth number - the links are good (on 
‘promenade’). I want to finish it as quickly and securely as I can. My profile can 
be seen in the interludes. I consider it successful to this point… The titles are 
curious: ‘Promenade’ (in modo Russico). No. 1, ‘Gnomus’ - intermezzo (the 
intermezzo is untitled); No. 2, ‘Il vecchio castello’ - intermezzo (also untitled); 
No. 3, ‘Tuileries’ (dispute enfants après jeux); right between the eyes, No. 4, 
‘The Sandomirsko Bydlo’ (le telegue) (le telegue, obviously is untitled, which is 
between us). How well it is working out…I want to add Vityushka’s [Victor 
Hartman’s] Jews. (Russ 17) 
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As one can see, Mussorgsky “draws” himself as a visitor of the exhibition, 

observing the art of his beloved friend. It is interesting to see how the “face” of the 

composer changes after seeing each different picture. By analyzing every “Promenade” 

of the cycle, we can glean a musical portrait of the composer, which could be more 

telling than even biographical details and personal letters. The beginning of the cycle 

shows Mussorgsky walking into the exhibition with joy and enthusiasm at a firm, 

straightforward pace: 

 

Example 18. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” I 

While the first Allegro indication might direct the performer to play the beginning on the 

faster side of the tempo, Mussorgsky suggests pulling back with his more detailed tempo 

indication of senza allegrezza, ma poco sostenuto. As if that was not enough, the 

composer thoroughly adds sostenuto markings on every note of the opening phrase. All 

of these details combined present a strong celebratory atmosphere with which the 

composer enters the exhibition. 

Every “Promenade” (composer’s portrait) is deeply affected by Hartman’s 

pictures. The opening “Promenade” I is connected with the first picture, “Gnome,” in 

a drastic manner with an attacca indication: 
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Example 19. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” I, “Gnome” 

 
 

 

As we can hear, the composer did not expect the shocking image of a gnome. 

This first picture interrupts the flow and pace of the opening “Promenade” I. After 

seeing the evil creature, Mussorgsky walks away with shock and uncertainty: 
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Example 20. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome,” Moderato commodo assai e con 

delicatezza (final measures) 

 

Though not connected with attacca, here the performer has an interpretative decision to 

make. At the end of “Gnome” we have a full bar with a fermata on the last quarter rest. 

Inspired by the example of Arthur Schnabel’s edition of Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas, one 

should be aware of the duration of the pauses between movements. In Schnabel’s edition 

of Beethoven’s Sonata No. 28, Op. 101, he gives a suggestion on how to connect the 

first and second movements: 

 

Example 21. Beethoven. Piano Sonata No. 28, Op. 101 
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Fermata (with pedal) very long, but not exceeding 3 bars (in continued 
ritardando): then a very long pause (without pedal), about 8 bars (at the most) of 
the Allegretto tempo. Then the “Vivace alla Marcia.”  

 

In the case of “Gnome,” starting from the last bar of the piece, I suggest keeping the 

pause between this picture and the following “Promenade” for eight measures (in the 

tempo of “Gnome”), to allow the e-flat minor chord to resonate and fully fade away. 

 
Most of the pictures and “Promenades” have a similar vertical presentation: the 

melody is written in the top voice and the texture is beneath as its support. In the case of 

the next “Promenade” II transition, the melody is in the bass, suggesting a cello-like 

sound. There is an old Russian saying “dusha v pyatki ushla,” which can be translated 

as “the soul went down to one’s heels.” This saying can be used to describe the moment 

of sudden fear and stupor the composer finds himself in after encountering the gnome. 

In this transition the melody drops down into the low register as a “soul dropping into 

one’s heels.” Despite the spookiness of the gnome and its effect on the viewer of the 

exhibition, this conflict has a folkish nature in the style of Nikolai Gogol’s Evenings on 

a Farm Near Dikanka, with charming, almost humorous aspects. This “Promenade” 

gradually prepares the gentle appearance of the next picture “The Old Castle.” 
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Example 22. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” II, Moderato commodo assai e con 
delicatezza 

 

“Promenades” serve the role of connecting material throughout the cycle. The 

coming pictures are either prepared or occurring as a surprise (if not a visual shock) to 

the viewer. Two other great examples of disruption (change of the picture with no 

connecting “Promenade”) are “Catacombae” and “The Knight’s Gate.” Both pictures 

come to the viewer’s sight with no warning and are thus played immediately after the 

previous material, interrupting the unfinished phrases: 



30 

Example 23. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Catacombae" (Catacombs) 
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Example 24. Pictures at an Exhibition, “The Knight’s Gate”  
 

 

These two examples are unique and revolutionary. There seem to be no piano examples 

until that time of such bold connections between different material which do not belong 

to each other neither harmonically nor motivically. Not only do these moments create an 

element of surprise, but they produce an even stronger visual effect in the listener’s mind, 

which can almost be compared with a sudden camera shift in cinematography. 

 
With the other function of the “Promenades,” they serve to gradually prepare the 

next picture to emerge in the cycle. The next link following “Il vecchio castello” is 

placed in the of key B Major, which happens to be the key of the next picture, 

“Tuileries:” 
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Example 25. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Tuileries” (Dispute d'enfants après jeux) 

 

“Tuileries” is prepared harmonically and dynamically by the previous transition. The 

bold, strong sound of “Promenade” III inevitably reminds the listener of the first one. 

We can imagine the composer boldly walking from “Il vecchio castello” as if trying to 

shake off the trance-like fog he found himself in. This time, the interlude is significantly 

shorter, fading away gradually to set the stage for the upcoming picture. The composer 

reinforces this process by the indications of ritardando and diminuendo. All those 

elements give a visual impression of Mussorgsky seeing at first only a glimpse of the 

picture and then approaching Tuileries to observe it in full.  

 
Another change of the composer’s profile can be seen before the “Ballet des 

poussins dance leurs coques” (Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks). In this “Promenade” we 
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see the composer having been deeply affected by the previous picture “Bydlo.” This is 

the most significant interlude in the cycle for two reasons. Firstly, this “Promenade” is 

the first time we hear the theme in a minor key; secondly, the crucial detail, which is 

almost unnoticeable, is in the omission of the first two notes of the theme: 

 

Example 26. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” IV Tranquillo 

 
The opening motif of the “Promenade” (ˆ6 -ˆ5 -ˆ1) plays an important role. 

Upon observing the thematic material of Pictures, it becomes clear that motivic 

motions such as ˆ6 -ˆ5 -ˆ1 and ˆ1 -ˆ2 -ˆ3 are essential devices in Mussorgsky’s 

technique. Those two motivic gestures contribute to the composition’s inherently 

Russian sound. Most of the Russian folk songs have the ˆ6 -ˆ5 -ˆ1 block. 

 
Example 27. Tchaikovsky. Arrangement of folk song “Ulichnaya”  
  

(Prokhorov) 
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In the opening gesture of the original “Promenade” I, the motif ˆ6 -ˆ5 -ˆ1 has great energy 

– specifically in the jump from V to I - creating forward momentum. Even if we did not 

have a tempo indication, the first three notes spin the motion in a very straightforward 

manner. Throughout Pictures, this motif has a strong affiliation with physical movement, 

which is essential for the purpose of the “Promenades.” It seems no coincidence that in 

Tchaikovsky’s The Seasons, the piece called “November. On the Troyka,” depicting a 

riding carriage drawn by three horses, uses the same VI—V—I device in the opening 

theme: 

Example 28. Tchaikovsky. The Seasons, Op. 37a, “November. On the Troyka” 

 

By omitting the first two notes in this “Promenade” Tranquillo, Mussorgsky in 

effect removes much of the kinetic energy of the initial theme. This is the composer in a 

somber, melancholic state. Starting with piano, it does not have the same dynamic 

predictability and straightforward character as the previous “Promenades.” It swells to 

forte by the end with rhythmical instability and an uncertain direction of the phrase. 
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Altogether, this brief interlude hints at Mussorgsky struggling emotionally with what he 

had seen in “Bydlo.” 

 
Example 29. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” IV Tranquillo  

 

Again, as with the transition to “Tuileries,” we see a gradual transformation. But in the 

case of Tranquillo, the material of the upcoming picture “Ballet of the Unhatched 

Chicks” intrudes into the fabric of this “Promenade”. 

The strongest dynamically out of all “Promenades” is the transition right 

before the seventh picture, “Limoges le Marché.” It is very similar to the first one, 

but with the melody reinforced, doubled in octaves: 

 
Example 30. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” V  

Lastly, we hear the “Promenade” theme as a separate number in the cycle called 

“Con mortuis in lingua mortua.” Here we have an example of where the world of the 

observer (Mussorgsky) and the world of Hartman’s pictures intertwine and exist in the 
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same dimension. In Pavel Lamm’s 1931 edition of Pictures, some of the composer’s 

original remarks are preserved and they shed a light on the emotional impact that 

Hartmann’s death had on Mussorgsky: “NB: Latin text: With the dead on the dead 

language. If only the Latin text: the creative spirit of the late Hartmann leads me to the 

skulls, invokes them, the skulls are quietly glowing.” Hartmann pictures himself walking 

in the Parisian catacombs. Mussorgsky uses the theme of the “Promenade” (self-portrait) 

to depict Hartmann, as if the composer would identify himself with his dear friend: 

 

Example 31. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Con mortuis in lingua mortua”  
 

 

The “Promenade” theme comes back near the end of “The Knight’s Gate”, 

which is the last appearance of Mussorgsky himself in the exhibition. It comes at the 

most climactic point of the “Gate,” which brings Pictures to its triumphant closure. 

The “Promenade” theme in its final form gloriously celebrates Russian culture as the 

iconic symbol of bells, like those rung by the orthodox churches. It celebrates both 

artists’ art and friendship through majestic perezvon - the simultaneous mass of 

sounds, created by the bells.   
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Example 32. Pictures at an Exhibition, “The Knight’s Gate”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

  



38 

CHAPTER 4 

RHYTHM IN PICTURES 

Mussorgsky employs motion to connect movements through his recurring 

transitional “Promenade,” Hartmann’s journeys around the world, and the dynamic 

activity within each piece. The cycle is linked through the recurring image of the 

composer walking inside the exhibition. Otherwise, the movements do not have much 

motivic connection. Mussorgsky is interested in the realistic depiction of each image, 

which does not continue nor develop the musical ideas of any previous pictures. The only 

clear motivic recurrence can be seen at the end of “The Knight’s Gate,” where 

Mussorgsky brings back the theme of “Promenade.” The binding element in the suite is 

the motion of the composer walking from one picture to another, which brings all the 

differences together and produces the form of the cycle.  

Hartmann’s diverse travels also contribute to this theme of motion. Some of the 

pictures bring the viewers to France (“Tuileries,” “Limoges,” and “Catacombae”) and 

some to Poland (“Bydlo” and “Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle”). In conjunction, 

Mussorgsky creates “Il Vecchio Castello,” which describes an old Italian castle, though 

none of Hartmann’s sketches had a direct connection to Italy. The titles which are given 

in different languages further suggest the physical journey from one place to another. 

Within each of Mussorgsky’s pictures themselves, the motion of the visual image 

plays a crucial role. The “Gnome” stumbles around, awkwardly jumping on his crooked 

legs; “Tuileries” depicts running children;  the ponderous, low registered accompaniment 

of the “Bydlo” describes the cart being dragged by the bulls; in contrast with the 

heaviness of the previous picture, “Ballet of Unhatched Chicks” reveals dancing kids on 
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stage; the image of “Limoges” shows people frantically running and trying to outbid one 

another in bustle of the marketplace; and “Baba-Yaga” flies through the air in her mortar 

chasing children for her meals. 

Mussorgsky does not use dance rhythms but insists on ostinato figures and 

patterns, which can also be considered a building element of the pieces. In “Il vecchio 

castello” the ostinato figure in the bass serves as the pulse of the work. In this quiet, still 

image, this bass sequence of a quarter note followed by an eighth note can be heard as the 

heartbeat of either Mussorgsky himself or of the troubadour, who sings in front of the 

castle as in the description of Stasov, his musical mentor. “Bydlo” utilizes the unrelenting 

accompaniment of eighth notes throughout the piece, suggesting the never-ending 

struggle of the animals dragging the cart. Even at the end of the movement, the ostinato 

figure slows down concurrent with diminuendo, but it does not halt.  The image simply 

disappears from the viewer’s sight: 

 

Example 33. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Bydlo” 

The ostinato occurs throughout “Ballet of Unhatched Chicks,” heightening the 

energy and excitement, and finally culminates in “Limoges.” In both pictures, the 

ostinato rhythm is established from the very first note. On the contrary, in “Baba Yaga,” 
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there is no ostinato in the beginning. Rather, the witch pushes the ground with her 

broomstick multiple times (m. 1-8), trying to launch into the air for the pursuit of her 

victims. Only on the fifth try, she successfully takes off (m. 9). 

 

Example 34. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 

In contrast with the rapid rhythm of some of the pictures, Mussorgsky’s long 

notes in the other movements depict the immobility of architectural structures instead. In 

“Catacombae,” he spaces out one chord per measure, all harmonically disconnected. On 

each dotted half note, he indicates a fermata in the time signature ¾, which stills the flow 

of the music. Similarly, Mussorgsky uses long notes to demonstrate the motionless 

construction of “The Knight’s Gate.”  

Mussorgsky’s use of rhythm also emphasizes the Russianness of the cycle. In the 

first “Promenade,” Mussorgsky writes the theme in eleven beats by combining 5/4 and 

6/4 measures. It can be difficult for listeners to predict where the downbeat will occur 

next, and it avoids the squareness of conventional rhythmic groupings. The combination 

of 5 and 6 references the hendecasyllable in Russian folk culture, a meter found in epic 

songs and poetry. It broadens the pulse and grants the phrase more importance. A great 

example of the hendecasyllable can be found in the opening dialogue between two 
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characters, knyaz Vorotynsky and knyaz Shuysky, from Alexander Pushkin’s Boris 

Godunov: 

Наряжены мы вместе город ведать, 
Но, кажется, нам не за кем смотреть: 
Москва пуста; вослед за патриархом    
К монастырю пошел и весь народ. 
Как думаешь, чем кончится тревога? 

 
To keep the city's peace, that is the task 
Entrusted to us twain, but you forsooth 
Have little need to watch; Moscow is empty; 
The people to the Monastery have flocked 
After the patriarch. What thinkest thou? 
How will this trouble end? 

 
The dialogue between Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle is both highlighted and 

contrasted by the intricate use of the rhythm. The abrupt, short motifs are the key 

characteristics of Goldenberg. Mussorgsky uses sixty-fourth notes only for this portrait. 

(Sixty-fourth notes appear in “Baba-Yaga,” but only to notate the tremolo effect, which 

does not have motivic merit.) 

 
Example 35. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Samuel Goldenberg and 
Schmuÿle” 

It brings energy to his blustering attitude, while the pauses contribute to his heavy, 

confident way of speaking. On the opposite hand, Schmuÿle whimpers with chattering 

teeth, begging for a coin: 
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Example 36. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle" 

Most musical material can be categorized in either duple or triple meter. In “The 

Knight’s Gate,” the theme is in 4/4, and the level of intensity is already high. Mussorgsky 

builds up to the climax of this movement even more by changing from duple meter to 

triple. Along with the meno mosso indication, he makes the bells sound broader and more 

majestic: 

 

Example 37. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “The Knight’s Gate” 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

HARMONY IN PICTURES 

Mussorgsky was not influenced by Western music; moreover, there is evidence 

that he consciously rejected it. He was not particularly interested in the strict rules of 

harmonic development like his European colleagues. In his piano music, it is near 

impossible to find an example of thorough counterpoint. In Pictures, the hint of 

polyphony that exists derives from folk heterophony, which can be observed in the 

opening of Promenade. Michael Russ points out that “his restrained use of passing and 

auxiliary notes and the most complete absence of suspensions are symptomatic of a 

technique in which each vertical has harmonic potential. This makes a reductional 

approach of the Schenkerian kind difficult in the more advanced pieces…” (63). 

Modest Petrovich was more interested in the colors of the harmony itself rather 

than its function on a larger scale. In some instances, his harmonies are freestanding with 

no need for resolution, provoking the speculation of the connection between Mussorgsky 

and atonality. The greatest example of it is “Catacombae”: 

 

Example 38. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Catacombae” 



44 

To hold every note, not only to its full length but with fermata indications, removes any 

linear progression, essential for much of the other music of the 19th century.  

 Much of the cycle lacks substantial modulation. The key changes happen 

suddenly and without preparation. Mussorgsky connects chords through common tones. 

In the opening “Promenade,” he shifts the melody from B-flat Major to D-flat Major 

through the common notes of “b-flat” and “c”: 

 

Example 39. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” 

 

This sudden change of color requires interpretive decisions by the performer. In 

Ashkenazy’s preface to the Wiener Urtext Edition, he comments that “attention to 

dynamics is especially advisable considering the relative monotony of the material…” 

(x). 

The shift to the relatively distant key of D-flat Major conveys more energy and 

brightness to the “Promenade.” In “Limoges,” the composer similarly moves from A-flat 

Major to D Major with no preparation. Then, quite an exotic progression of harmonies is 

written: e minor - c minor – A-flat Major. The surprising harmony can be comprehended 
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as a sudden turn of the head by seeing something unexpected in the artwork.  One of the 

examples in the cycle where it is difficult to discern the key is “Baba-Yaga.” It is in the 

key signature of C, but the “g” note is heavily emphasized from the very beginning. It is 

harmonically unsettling and puts listeners off balance, much like the off-kilter character 

that the picture describes. 

 Despite all the harmonic spontaneity, Mussorgsky clearly establishes a key 

progression, which makes the narrative more cohesive. The first “Promenade” is in B-flat 

Major, which is the dominant of the coming “Gnomus” in e-flat minor. E-flat minor is 

replaced with E-flat Major in “Promenade” II, and it becomes the dominant of “Il vecchio 

castello” in g-sharp minor. Following this, “Promenade” III and “Tuileries” are in the 

relative key of B Major. Then, “Bydlo” brings us back to g-sharp minor again. As 

discussed earlier in the chapter “Portrait of Mussorgsky,” “Promenade” III has a truly 

significant place in the suite. Not only is it in minor for the first time, but also the key of 

d minor is relatively distant to g-sharp minor. The d minor of “Promenade” III is easily 

connected to the parallel F Major of “Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks.” The key of the 

“Chicks” becomes the dominant of “Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle” in b-flat minor. 

Next, “Promenade” IV in key of B-flat Major becomes the dominant of “Limoges.” 

The harmonic confusion comes from “Catacombae.” This picture is hard to identify in 

any particular key. It can be perceived as a dominant function to the “Con mortuis in 

lingua mortua,” which is placed in b minor/F-sharp Major. The ending of “Con mortuis in 

lingua mortua” strongly suggests the dominant nature of F-sharp Major. After all, the 

piece ends in the question-like B Major. The harmonic uncertainty perfectly illustrates 

the unworldly atmosphere of this picture. “Baba-Yaga” resolves the uncertain “f-sharp” 
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of the previous picture to “g,” which again sounds unexpected (the polarity of “f-sharp” 

against “g” is seen in “Catacombae,” “Con mortuis,” and the beginning of “Baba-Yaga”). 

With the wild depiction of “Baba-Yaga,” Mussorgsky brings us to the surprising key of 

E-flat Major in “The Knight’s Gate.” 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINGERING AND PEDALING 

Some of the pictures in the cycle present an incredible challenge to the performer, 

yet finding technical solutions is not the only task facing the pianist. Being a vivid, 

imaginative work, it provokes one to co-create and focus on the palette of colors different 

fingerings can create. 

In the first “Promenade,” the boldness of the opening theme can be reinforced by 

playing with the thumb alone throughout the solo line for a bell-like sonority: 

 
Example 40. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” 

The continuous use of the thumb complements the sostenuto indication. Use of the thumb 

will require pedaling throughout the theme, which will be discussed below. 

 To emphasize the distance between the lowest note of the down beat and the top 

note of the second octave in the middle section of “Gnome,” this finger distribution can 

be suggested. It will make the “shadows” of the gnome appear longer: 

1       1      1     1    1    1    etc. 
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Example 41. Mussorgsky.  Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

In the closing section of “Gnome” there is a trill, which is often executed incorrectly by 

performers. The trill starts on “a-natural” in the left hand with the upper neighbor “b-

flat.” With a slur, “a” is connected with the next note “b-double-flat”. Since “a” and “b-

double-flat” are the same note on the keyboard and are connected with a slur, most of the 

time, performers play an unchanged trill for two measures. However, the trill on “b-

double-flat” necessitates “c-flat” to become the upper note, therefore changing the trill. I 

suggest playing the second trill either with the right hand or with a tremolo of both 

thumbs, which better support the crescendo marking: 

 

Example 42. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

 

The last passage in “Gnome” is one of the most difficult moments in the suite. There is an 

infinite number of fingering possibilities that can be used in this passage. Coming from 

R.H. R.H. R.H. R.H. 

1 1 1 1 

R.H. 
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the idea of having a strong finger (either 3 or 1) on the downbeat of each measure, I 

would suggest the following example: 

 

Example 43. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome”  

To acknowledge the fact that “Tuileries” is one of the most technically awkward 

pieces may be surprising to many, especially when the suite includes the famously 

difficult “Limoges” or “Baba-Yaga.” The challenge lies in the articulation: staccato in 

the upper voice and slurs in the inner voices. 

 

Example 44. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Tuileries” 

The distribution between the hands in the case of “Tuileries” can be done by taking the 

note to the left hand at the end of each two-note slur. The gentle atmosphere of 

“Tuileries” is created by a repetitive motif which imitates children shouting “Nyanya, 

Nyanya” (Nanny, Nanny) – an example of Mussorgsky’s realism in music and his 

4      3   1   2   1  2    3   1   2    1   2    3  4      3   1   2    1  2    1     2    3  1  2    3   4 

          1   3   1   2   3  1    2   1    2   3   4   3      1    3   2   4   3   1     2    3   1   2   4   3 
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fascination with the human voice. To show the tender quality of this gesture, I would use 

fingers 4 and 2 on “f-sharp” and “d-sharp” respectively. 4 and 2 are considered weaker 

fingers of the hand, but also the most sensitive ones. (Chopin had complained about the 

weakness of the 4th finger, while Rachmaninoff remarked that the 2nd finger is not among 

the strongest.) 

In the “Promenade,” which is followed by “Limoges,” the repeated thumb 

fingering can again be applied and can be mirrored in the left hand as well: 

 
Example 45. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” 

“Limoges” stands as the most difficult piece in the cycle and could turn away a 

performer from learning Pictures at all. The main problem the pianist experiences with 

“Limoges” is the repetitive texture in both hands without any breaks; the left hand in 

particular suffers with spasms and fatigue by the end of the piece. In the very beginning, 

the “g” of the left hand can be aided by the right: 

 

1       1      1       1    1   1       etc. 

1       1      1     1     1    1       etc. 
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Example 46. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Limoges” 

The same solution can be used with the sforzando quarter notes in the left hand: 

Example 47. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Limoges” 

Historically, Pictures at an Exhibition became well-known through Ravel’s 

orchestration, but the original piano version is arguably stronger. Despite Mussorgsky’s 

vocal quality of writing, he embraces the percussive nature of the piano. Through this, he 

creates the sound of bells, an inherently Russian symbol, found in the climax of “The 

Knight’s Gate”:  

 

Example 48. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “The Knight’s Gate” 

etc. R.H. 

R.H. 

1 1 1 1 1 
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The best choice for the middle “e-flat” is the thumb, which creates a force in the sound 

that cannot be matched with the use of another finger. Moreover, there are no upper 

dynamic limits for the “e-flat,” since it will need to cut through the massive texture. The 

very same texture can be seen in “Baba-Yaga” with the use of the thumb on the top notes 

of the left hand: 

 

Example 49. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 

Mussorgsky does not provide the score with pedaling instructions, nor do most of 

the editions. An exception would be Wiener Urtext Edition of Pictures with editorial 

suggestions by the great Russian pianist Vladimir Ashkenazy. His suggestions mostly 

focus on choices of fingering and guidance for understanding the atmosphere of the 

pieces. Nevertheless, one pedal observation can be found in the preface “Suggestions for 

Performance”: “‘Catacombs’ …To get maximum sonority in bars 13-14 I actually keep 

the pedal from bar 12 into bar 13 just shaking the foot in order to make the harmony 

clean. And I keep bars 13 and 14 on the same pedal” (xiii). 

Generally, the use of the pedal in the cycle comes easily to the performer through 

the detailed study of the work and performing it on stage. In many cases the musical 

1 
1 1 
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texture straightforwardly suggests the appropriate use of pedal. For instance, in the 

opening “Promenade” the choral-like parts should be pedaled with one per chord for the 

connection of all voices.  

In “Gnome” the pedal plays an important role in enhancing contrasts. Where the 

beginning of the picture can be articulated choppily into abrupt gestures personifying the 

creature, pedaling the Poco meno mosso, pesante can create the brooding, dark 

atmosphere of the dwarf walking with lamp and casting long shadows. Even without any 

specification in the score, it becomes clear that the bass of the downbeat needs to resonate 

throughout the bar: 

 

Example 50. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” 

 

 

 

 

 

In the section Poco a poco accelerando of “Gnomus,” the running sixteenth notes from 

one trill to another should be played with the pedal to create an effect of a gust of 

blowing wind.  

 The pedaling for “Il vecchio castello” is relatively self-explanatory. However, the 

ostinato figure in the left hand plays an integral part on the dramaturgy of the piece and 

therefore must always be kept clear and articulated with a subtle pedaling. As the theme 

P_______
_ 

P_______
_ 

P_________  etc. 
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arrives, it is important not to use just one pedal throughout the long note, but change it in 

the middle of the bar: 

 

Example 51. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Il vecchio castello” 

 

It is hard to imagine traditional pedaling in the Trio section of the “Ballet of 

Unhatched Chicks.” It is entirely possible and effective to play the whole section with 

one pedal down, creating a magical effect in contrast with the crisp senza pedale of the 

outer sections. 

 The same generosity of pedal use can be applied to “Con mortuis in lingua 

mortua.” To create the effect of “glowing skulls,” the pedal can be kept through the 

phrase with a vibrating motion in order to avoid muddying the sound: 

 

Example 52. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Con mortuis in lingua mortua” 

P____P_____  etc. 

P_____________  _  _. _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _  _   
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In contrast with those examples, it is easy to consider “Samuel Goldenberg” being 

played with absolutely no pedal. This drastic contrast can be heard especially when 

Schmuÿle appears with a trembling voice with legato in both hands and generous use of 

the pedal.  

 In Pictures, there are additional instances of unorthodox pedaling that can be 

justified through considering the development of the plot throughout the work, just as the 

“Promenades” are interpreted based on what the viewer (Mussorgsky) has seen 

previously. Along with understanding the narrative of the work, we can observe this 

composition in its entirety and out of time of the actual performance. Moreover, we can 

see how the ending of the work can inform the beginning. This is something that cannot 

be perceived during the performance but can be felt as an afterthought. For example, the 

sound of the bells achieved triumphantly in the end of the suite, appears to be existing in 

the previous material. The episode in “Baba-Yaga” discussed in the chapter on fingering 

strongly resembles the texture of the bell sound in “The Knight’s Gate.” Perhaps the most 

effective connection is between “The Knight’s Gate” and the first “Promenade.” 

Mussorgsky develops the climax of the last picture by bringing back the “Promenade” 

theme, which sounds as a part of an intricate set of church bells. With that in mind, it 

might inform the sound of the original “Promenade,” where I would suggest to explore 

the bell-like sound in the very beginning with this pedaling: 
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Example 53. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” 

 

There are some examples of this approach, for instance in a recording by pianist Vladimir 

Feltsman. 

  

P________________________________________________ 
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CHAPTER 7 

SONGS AND DANCES OF DEATH 

Consisting of four songs, the cycle was composed in 1875 and 1877. The fact that 

these songs were written so close in time to Pictures at an Exhibition suggests both 

cycles as relatives. Several months after having finished Pictures, Mussorgsky uses the 

idea of the serenade in the second song of Songs and Dances of Death. This song, 

“Serenade” has Death appearing as a seductive lover to a dying woman. The last section 

of the romance has the same unchanging pulse in the bass similar to the “Il vecchio 

castello”:   

 
Example 54. Mussorgsky. Songs and Dances of Death, “Serenade” 

There is a feeling of the inevitability of the next beat, creating a still atmosphere 

with the ever-present Death in both works. The scene in Boris Godunov seeing the ghost 

of the dead child, the picture of Hartmann “With the Dead in a Dead language,” and the 

cycle Songs and Dances of Death are some of the best examples of Mussorgsky’s tragic 

genius. 
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 The third song depicts a drunken peasant (muzhichok) freezing to death during a 

snowstorm. One of the ways he captures “the freezing breath of death” is by using hollow 

sounding chords of open fifths: 

 

Example 55. Mussorgsky. Songs and Dances of Death, “Trepak” 

Another open “dead" chord we hear in Pictures: 

 

Example 56. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Con mortuis in lingua mortua” 
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 The fourth song “Field Marshal” portrays Death walking in the field after the 

bloody battle of two armies. The song is the triumph of Death. She does not console; she 

evilly declares her victory over the dead bodies. In the beginning of the song, while the 

battle is at its climax, the piano part resembles the texture Mussorgsky uses to depict the 

evil, if not violent, “Baba-Yaga:” 

 

Example 57. Mussorgsky. Songs and Dances of Death, “Field Marshal” 

 

Similar ostinato octaves are in the left hand with ugly, screaming chords: 

 

Example 58. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 
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The image of Baba-Yaga is no longer folkish and whimsical but appears triumphantly 

menacing and mortally dangerous.  
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CHAPTER 8 

BORIS GODUNOV AND PICTURES 

Two of Mussorgsky’s most monumental works were composed within a few 

years from each other. He completed the opera Boris Godunov in 1869, and then Pictures 

in 1874. Upon analyzing other piano works by Mussorgsky, it becomes clear that 

Pictures is unprecedented in its originality and appears under the composer’s pen as an 

imaginative revelation. Firstly, Mussorgsky did not approach any large forms in his 

earlier piano works. Secondly, all the previous works do not exhibit a distinctive writing 

style, which Pictures undoubtedly embodies. Piano music aside, a source of some of the 

interesting aspects of the suite can be traced back to Boris Godunov. In his 

correspondence, Mussorgsky shows not only a passionate love for both of those works, 

but goes even further by identifying himself with the protagonist Boris Godunov. In 

Pictures, the composer inserts himself into the storyline of his narrative as the exhibition 

viewer. 

As discussed earlier, while others may hide it, Mussorgsky embraces the 

percussive nature of the piano, lending to his compelling imitation of church bells. The 

grandiose climax of “The Knight’s Gate” is a great example of perezvon, but not his first. 

In the second scene of the first act of Boris, Mussorgsky depicts bells in a most 

memorable way. It is sufficient to say that this excerpt has since become a symbol of 

Russian classical music: 
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Example 59.  Boris Godunov, Prologue, Scene 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The bell sound is not only the majestic symbol of Russia and its religiosity. In Boris 

Godunov’s death scene, it is a death knell, telling Boris his life is ending: 

Example 60. Mussorgsky. Boris Godunov, Act 4, “Death Scene” 

 

Godunov’s voice of conscience, his guilt for killing an innocent infant, inevitably 

destroys him by the end of the opera. In the final moments, Boris dramatically screams, 

asking for forgiveness as he falls to the floor. After this moment, Mussorgsky creates an 

otherworldly atmosphere in the quiet key of D-flat Major with a shimmering tremolo in 

the strings: 
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Example 61. Mussorgsky. Boris Godunov, Act 4, “Death Scene” 

This mysterious atmosphere is reminiscent of the texture in “Con mortuis in lingua 

mortua,” leaving the listener an unspoken, mesmerizing impression on the listener. 

Another interesting connection is between Pictures’ “Baba-Yaga” and Boris’ 

“Varlaam Song”: 

 

Example 62. Mussorgsky. Boris Godunov, Act 1, Scene 2, “Varlaam Song” 

It is a drunk song that Varlaam sings in the tavern. It tells a story of Ivan the Terrible 

invading Kazan. The atmosphere of the song is wild and aggressive. The opening 

measures strongly resemble the passage from “Baba-Yaga,” who is also raging, 

dangerous and destructive: 
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Example 63. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 

Perhaps the most interesting connection is with the character of Yurodivy. Boris’  

Yurodivy is a homeless, wandering “holy fool,” who dispensed of his worldly 

possessions in order to come closer to God. Yurodivy does not hesitate to tell the truth to 

Boris. There is a very distant connection with the image of a jester. In some sense, 

Yurodivy represents the Russian people, struggling with the change of the politics and 

their fate and misery. A musical element Mussorgsky uses to depict Yurodivy is the 

sighing motif: 

 

Example 64. Mussorgsky. Boris Godunov, Act 4, Scene 1 

A strong parallel can be drawn between Yurodivy and Schmuÿle of Pictures. They both 

are poor with no possessions, vulnerable, and broken. The repetitive “sighing” of 

Yurodivy is deeply imbedded in the compositional writing of Mussorgsky. For example, 
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the innocent picture of “Tuileries” is based on the repeated motif of the minor third. In 

some cases, it is repeated so rapidly and for such a long duration, that it takes on the 

ostinato quality of Mussorgsky’s rhythm in the cycle: 

 

Example 65. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” 

Even in the first “Promenade,” Mussorgsky cannot help himself but briefly suggest this 

gesture: 

 

Example 66. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” 

These features, at first glance almost unnoticeable, form connections with the imagery of 

the opera Boris Godunov to make the sound of Pictures characteristically Mussorgskian 

and unmistakably Russian. 
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CHAPTER 9 

REPIN, KANDINSKY, AND PICTURES 

The great painter Ilya Repin and friend of Mussorgsky writes: 

“… When I painted M. P.’s portrait in the Nikolayevsky Hospital, it was just as a 
terrible event had occurred: the death of Alexander II, and in the intermissions 
between sittings we read a mass of newspapers, all on one and the same terrible 
topic. … He lived under a severe regimen of sobriety and he was in an especially 
healthy, sober condition… But, as always, alcoholics are gnawed inside by the 
worm of Bacchus; and M. P. was already dreaming about compensating himself 
for his long patience.” (Leyda and Bertenson 412-413) 

 
Tragically, Mussorgsky was battling alcoholism all of his life. After preparatory school, 

Mussorgsky entered the Guards’ cadet school, where debauchery was the lifestyle of the 

future officers. Mussorgsky was exposed to this as early as the age of fourteen and 

fifteen. Worldwide, the composer’s face is known to us through a masterpiece of Repin. 

Mussorgsky appears to us in the last phase of his life, shortly before his agonizing death. 

Alexandra Purgold wrote: 

Intrigues and unpleasantnesses affected Musorgsky terribly, he became ill more 
and more often, and his nerves were completely upset. Falling ill in 1881… his 
weakened, exhausted organism was unable to resist the illness… he passed away 
in a hospital… The nurse then in attendance told us that he suddenly screamed 
loudly - “All is ended. Ah, how miserable I am!” (Leyda and Bertenson 414) 

 
The powerful portrait of the composer painted by Repin plays a significant role in 

understanding the atmosphere of his music. Repin portrays Modest Petrovich with 

uncompromised honesty, neither flattering nor complimenting him. We see a deeply sick 

man, who will perish within a few years. In the “Promenade” Tranquillo, the theme is in 

d minor – the only time it appears in a minor key. In the middle, the dynamics swell 

almost as if the composer is experiencing physical pain: 
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Example 67. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Tranquillo” 

Another observation can be drawn from one of the most famous paintings of 

Repin, The Volga Boatmen. The work was commissioned by the Grand Duke Vladimir, 

and it instantly lifted Repin to the status of a leading national painter in Russian culture. 

Solomon Volkov states in Romanov Riches that “according to Repin, the minister of 

transportation gave Repin a serious scolding for ‘showing Europe’ the miserable 

wretches slaving under the broiling sun when I have ‘reduced that antediluvian method of 

transport to zero’” (Volkov 213). The oil on canvas painting depicts barge haulers 

dragging a boat on the river Volga. Paintings depicting this brutal and long-gone 

profession also existed elsewhere in the works of Italian painter Telemaco Signorini and 

Russian artists such as Alexei Savrasov and Vasily Vereshchagin. 

Similarities can be drawn with the picture “Bydlo” from Mussorgsky’s cycle in its 

depiction of the struggle and physical challenge of its subjects. “Bydlo” with an 

unusually low and unyielding figure in the left hand conveys the labored movement of an 



68 

old, crooked cart. With the understanding of this artwork, Rimsky-Korsakov’s change of 

the forte dynamic to piano goes against the image of “Bydlo”: 

 

Example 68. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Bydlo” (original) 

 Pictures at an Exhibition had a powerful impact on one of the greatest Russian 

painters and the founder of abstract art, Vasily Kandinsky. He was deeply impressed by 

Mussorgsky’s suite and produced a number of sketches for a theatrical project in 1938 in 

the city of Dessau. Kandinsky pursued the synthesis of art forms. One of the aspects of 

his project was stage decorations of the pictures that would move along with the music. 

For example, Kandinsky’s watercolor version of “Gnome” is vaguely reminiscent of the 

original picture: its stage realization was composed of the movable parts. In the 

beginning, horizontal stripes would appear on the stage, then vertical ones, and in the end 

- a green circle. A picture of “Limoges” surprisingly looks like a colorful map. Elements 

of choreography were used in “Limoges” and “The Knight’s Gate” with figures dancing 

on the stage. Unfortunately, the original decorations no longer exist, but the sketches can 

be found in the University of Cologne and in The Centre Pompidou in Paris. Kandinsky 

compliments the idea of strong visual movement within the cycle. 
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CHAPTER 10 

EDITIONS 

Fortunately, there is no controversy over the authenticity of the score for Pictures 

at an Exhibition. Unlike Boris Godunov, which was unfinished and only in klavier, there 

is only one version taken as an autograph for the all the subsequent editions for Pictures. 

Therefore, only a few minor differences can be pointed out. 

 The first printed edition was published in 1886 by V. Bessel and Co. in Saint 

Petersburg. Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov revised the score and made a few alterations. The 

biggest distortion from the original idea can be found in “Bydlo.” Mussorgsky intended 

this piece to start loudly with a fortissimo indication which Rimsky perceived as 

aesthetically wrong and removed this important dynamic choice: 

 
Example 69. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Bydlo” (Rimsky-Korsakov edition) 

This detail could be considered inconsequential; however, it has the potential to 

misconstrue the original effect of a crooked, crude, old cart. A consequence of this 

editing can be heard in Ravel’s famous orchestration of the work, where he begins the 

picture pianissimo, drastically changing the atmosphere of “Bydlo.” Though criticized 

nowadays for his editorial liberties with Mussorgsky’s scores, Rimsky-Korsakov did not 

change much neither in notation nor performance suggestions. Spurious alterations such 
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as sempre pedante instead of sempre pesante in “Bydlo” and senza espressione replaced 

with sempre espressione in the choral of “The Knight’s Gate,” suggested by Edward R. 

Reilly could not be found. All in all, Rimsky-Korsakov’s edition can be considered a 

valuable source for studying the work. 

The most popular edition, by Pavel Lamm, has advantages for understanding the 

composer’s intention throughout the working process. Some phrases have variants 

included in this edition which were eventually crossed out by the composer. For example, 

we can see the alternative version of the climax in “Gnomus”: 

 
 Example 70. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Gnome” (Lamm edition) 

 

 

 

 

The fascinating original gesture before the recapitulation in “Baba-Yaga” can add an 

element of authentic surprise to the performance: 

 
Example 71. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Baba-Yaga” (Lamm’s edition) 
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The most significant change Mussorgsky made for the final version can be seen in the 

octave passage of “The Knight’s Gate.” The rejected variant appears to be more 

technically demanding. That option can be considered an effective alternate choice in 

performance as well. The most interesting detail preserved in Lamm’s edition is the text 

(crossed out) that Mussorgsky provides as a description of the plot of “Limoges.” It is not 

clear where this comical text is coming from. It could be from a story Hartmann himself 

told Mussorgsky after visiting France, or simply from the composer’s imagination. In the 

original Russian language, it can be described with no hesitation as hilarious 

commentary:  

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. (Russ 45) 
       

Lamm, for the sake of convenience, adds key signatures to “Promenades” II, III, IV, 

placing the key signature, which traditionally appears to the right of the clef, at the 

beginning. In the autograph, Mussorgsky painstakingly writes every sharp and flat right 

next to every note: 

 
Example 72. Mussorgsky. Pictures at an Exhibition, “Promenade” II (Lamm edition vs. 

original notation) 
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It seems that by omitting the key signature, Mussorgsky shows the transitional nature of 

those “Promenades”. They are not grounded by the key indication, and therefore can be 

perceived as structurally lighter, as an upbeat to the coming picture. 

Vladimir Stasov’s brief descriptions of each picture can be found in the Wiener 

Urtext Edition (edited by Vladimir Ashkenazy) and in Lamm’s. It is omitted in the first 

edition; nonetheless, they could provide significant value to the performer: 

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 governess.  
No. 4 “Bydlo.” A Polish farm cart on huge wheels, drawn by oxen. 
No. 5 “The ballet of the unhatched chicks.” An illustration by Hartmann 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  
  place. 
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 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 
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The Wiener Urtext Edition also includes facsimiles of the remaining drawings (excluding 

“Catacombae”). While this urtext contains a brief historical introduction, the most 

insightful addition is the preface by Ashkenazy. Before going into the practical matters of 

performing such a complicated work, this legendary pianist shares his feelings toward 

one of the greatest works in the Russian piano literature: 

Perhaps the most important and crucial point in understanding this piece is that 
although it was conceived initially as a programmatic cycle, the result is music 
that not only goes far beyond mere descriptive qualities but in fact gives us a 
penetrating insight into the dark and brooding spirit of Musorgsky - or for that 
matter of Russia itself. (x) 
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CONCLUSION 

As a pianist, I never tire from performing this majestic work. On each playing, my 

interpretation changes dramatically, to the extent of sounding the polar opposite of what I 

expected and planned. This wild characteristic makes Pictures at an Exhibition truly 

spontaneous and surprising. It is not an invitation for indulgent manipulation, but rather 

an invitation for one’s own imagination and co-creativity, which this work begs from the 

pianist. I am sincerely hoping that this performer’s investigation will be interesting, most 

relevantly, to pianists, who will find eternal joy opening the door to the magical world of 

Mussorgsky. 
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