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Preface

Composed: Summer of 1888 in Nyezhgovitsy on Lake Cheryemenyetskoye
First performance: 3 December 1888 in St Petersburg

Original publisher: M.P.Belaieff, Leipzig

Instrumentation: Piccolo, 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani, Triangle, Tambourine,
Snare Drum, Cymbals, Bass Drum, Tam-tam — Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 45 minutes

The Capriccio [Espagnol], the Shekherazada and the Easter Overture close this period of my activity, at
the end of which my orchestration had reached a considerable degree of virtuosity and bright sonority
without Wagner’s influence, within the limits of the usual makeup of Glinka’s orchestra,’

reported Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov (1844—-1908) concerning his three orchestral works com-
posed during 1887/88 in chapter 20 of his memoirs — a chapter, though, written many years
later, and dated 30 June 1906 in Riva on Lake Garda. That a reflection on his own oeuvre and
its genesis cannot be entirely without problems for the musical-aesthetic categorizing of the
work is shown especially in the case of Scheberazade.

Rimsky-Korsakov was numbered with Mily Balakirev, César Cui, Alexander Borodin and
Modest Mussorgsky amongst the Group of Five — also called the Mighty Handful — that
had formed at the start of the 1860s in St Petersburg. Their goal was an authentic, national
Russian music, outside the restraints of an academic education; and they regarded as oppo-
nents the supporters of a pro-West trend around Anton Rubinstein and Pyotr Tchaikovsky.
But all the same the rigid front between the camps was soon to soften, for Rimsky-Korsakov,
from 1871 at the latest, when he had assumed a professorship for composition and orchestra-
tion as well as the leadership of the orchestra at the St Petersburg conservatory, the edu-
cational institution against which the ‘Mighty Handful’ had previously vehemently fought
because of its orientation to Western models.

In his early works Rimsky-Korsakov had already dealt with fairy-tale subjects: for instance,
with the figure of the seafarer and gusli player Sadko in the orchestral work of the same name
or with Arabian legend forms in Antar. Nationalistic colouring, exotic subjects and decor-
ative sound magnificence also marked later works, thus in particular his symphonic suite

! Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov, My Musical Life, trans. Judah A. Joffe (New York, 1923, 1925; repr. Lon-
don, 1974), 296



VI

Scheberazade, Op. 35. As he worked in 1887 on the orchestration of Borodin’s unfinished
opera Prince Igor, the folkloristic elements of the stage work, in particular that of the
Polovtsian Dances, probably inspired him to his own composition:

In the middle of the winter, engrossed as I was in my work on Prince Igor and other things, I conceived
the idea of writing an orchestral composition on the subject of certain episodes from Shekherazada, as
well as an overture on the themes of the obikhod [Orthodox church liturgy]. With these intentions
and suitable music sketches I moved with my entire family, early in the summer [1888] to the estate of
Glinki-Mavriny, Nyezhgovitsy [...],2

the composer recalled in his memoirs and explained in detail the programme and the musical
rendering of the work. Rimsky-Korsakov actually took up these drafts in the summer and
finished both works. Thus, he could report on 25 June in a letter to the composer and col-
league Alexander Glazunov:

Yesterday I finished my suite. It will get the title ‘Scheherazade’. A special programme is not planned:
the first movement is a ‘Prélude’ [...], the second called ‘Tale’, the third ‘Réverie’, and the fourth is an
oriental holiday, a dance, in short: a kind of Carnival (!) in Baghdad.?

Immediately after concluding the composition there was still no mention of a detailed pro-
gramme with information as to what pictures and occurrences are or might be behind the
individual parts of the suite. However, in his reminiscence in 1906 Rimsky-Korsakov then
wrote:

The program I had been guided by in composing Shekberazada consisted of separate, unconnected
episodes and pictures from The Arabian Nights, scattered through all four movements of my suite: the
sea and Sinbad’s ship, the fantastic narrative of the Prince Kalender, the Prince and the Princess, the
Bagdad festival and the ship dashing against the rock of the bronze rider upon it. The unifying thread
consisted of the brief introductions to Movements I, II, and IV and the intermezzo in Movement III,
written for violin solo and delineating Shekherazada herself as telling her wondrous tales to the stern
sultan. The final conclusion of Movement IV serves the same artistic purpose.*

Whether at the time the work originated Rimsky-Korsakov was deliberately restrained in
describing a (possible) content, or whether in recollection, however, something else now
appeared: from the references that were originally only vague, a concrete programme had
evolved which the composer then still further explained in his memoirs.

Two motifs dominate the suite; first, the theme of the imperious sultan introduced imme-
diately at the start in powerful unison:

2 ibid., 291f

3 Trans. from Nikolai Andrejewitsch Rimski-Korsakow, Chronik meines musikalischen Lebens, ed. and trans. from
the Russian by Lothar Fahlbusch (Leipzig, 1968), 319

4 Rimsky-Korsakov, My Musical Life, ibid., 292
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and secondly, the narrating Scheherazade, an arabesque-like violin solo accompanied by
harp:
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In the course of the work both themes emerge in ever-new forms and with altered characters,
but — as Rimsky-Korsakov specifically emphasizes — without any leitmotivic function:

In vain do people seek in my suite leading motives linked unbrokenly with ever the same poetic ideas
and conceptions. On the contrary, in the majority of cases all these seeming leitmotives are nothing but
purely musical material or the given motives for symphonic development. These given motives thread
and spread over all the movements of the suite, alternating and intertwining each with the other.
Appearing as they do each time under different illumination, depicting each time different traits and
expressing different moods. [...] In this manner, developing quite freely the musical data taken as a
basis of the composition, I had in view the creation of an orchestral suite in four movements, closely knit
by the community of its themes and motives, yet presenting, as it were, a kaleidoscope of fairy-tale
images and designs of oriental character [...].

Orriginally — and this agrees with the information from the letter of 1888 — he wanted to give
the movements neutral headings. However, Anatoly Lyadov and other friends urged him to
make them more concrete: Rimsky-Korsakov gave way and now entitled the individual move-
ments after all: 1. The Sea; Sinbad’s Ship, 2. Prince Kalender’s Narrative, 3. The young Prince
and the Princess, 4. Festival in Baghdad — the sea — the ship smashes on a magnetic rock in the
form of a former warrior. But the composer, hardly persuaded, withdrew the headings again
for the edition of the score (published by Belaieff, Leipzig, in 1889):

[...] My aversion for the seeking of a too definite program in my composition led me subsequently (in
the new edition) to do away with even those hints of it which had lain in the headings of each move-
ment, like: The Sea; Sinbad’s Ship; the Kalender’s Narrative, etc.

In composing Shekhberazada 1 meant these hints to direct but slightly the hearer’s fancy on the path
which my own fancy had travelled, and to leave more minute and particular conceptions to the will and
mood of each. All I had desired was that the hearer, if he liked my piece as symphonic music, should

> ibid., 293f
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carry away the impression that it is beyond doubt an oriental narrative of some numerous and varied
fairy-tale wonders and not merely four pieces played one after the other and composed on the basis of
themes common to all the four movements. Why then, if that be the case, does my suite bear the name,
precisely, of Shekherazada? Because this name and the title The Arabian Nights connote in everybody’s
mind the East and fairy-tale wonders; besides, certain details of the musical exposition hint at the fact
that all of these are various tales of some one person (which happens to be Shekherazada) entertaining
therewith her stern husband.®

On the slight scale between absolute music and programme music the composer sought to
escape the danger of the striking, merely superficial ‘painting’ of a musical scene: it was to be
the goal of his symphonic suite not to lead the listener too precisely, but to give him simply an
interpretative direction and to stimulate his fantasy to colourful images and gripping tales.
On 22 October/3 November 1888 Scheherazade was given its premiere in a concert of the
Russian Musical Society in St Petersburg under the composer’s direction; he had dedicated

this symphonic suite to Vladimir Stasov, the influential art critic and passionate spokesman
for the ‘Mighty Handful’.

Rimsky-Korsakov’s teacher Balakirev saw in his pupil the born symphonist, even if it was to
turn out that he would gain greater importance for Russian music history in the field of opera.
But in both spheres Rimsky-Korsakov was seen as an excellent orchestral expert and instru-
mental virtuoso who further imparted his art to numerous pupils such as Glazunov and
Grechaninov, Prokofiev and Stravinsky. On a nearly three-year sea voyage in the 1860s
(a practical part of his marine-cadet training) he had already taken along Berlioz’s Grand
traité d'instrumentation et d’ orchestration modernes, and after his appointment as Inspector of
Naval Bands in 1873 he applied himself again extensively to the characteristics of orchestral
instruments, especially those of wind instruments. (He himself summarized his ideas later in
his ‘Fundamental Principles of Orchestration’, first published posthumously in 1913.)
Scheberazade is Rimsky-Korsakov’s last great orchestral composition, and it demonstrates his
dazzling dealings with the sound colour and effects of a large orchestral apparatus, particu-
larly since the subject really offered sufficient scope for exotic elements: in motif, harmony,
melismatic melody and especially in the instrumentation.

Both works [Antar and Scheberazade] are prime examples of the so-called St Petersburg orientalism
which makes itself known in the use of scales with augmented seconds, in abundant melodic ornamen-
tation, frequently notated in triplets, and in the orchestration with reed and percussion instruments.’

The philosopher Ivan Lapshin, a friend of the composer, especially appreciated the piece and
in 1945 summed up the general significance of the composer in Rimzsky-Korsakow und seine
Bedeutung in der Geschichte der russischen Musik [‘Rimsky-Korsakov and his Significance in
the History of Russian Music’]; for him, Antar and Scheberazade are

¢ ibid., 294f

7 Dorothea Redepenning, ‘Rimskij-Korsakov’, in: Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Allgemeine Enzyklo-
pédie der Musik, 2nd, newly revised edition, ed. Ludwig Finscher (Kassel, Basel, etc., 2005) col. 138-167, here
col. 154.



IX

exemplary instances of the ‘tone painterly’, as Rimsky-Korsakov was accustomed to denote it. In spite of
a lively succession of forms and images there does not arise any kind of musical colourfulness or inco-
herence, because the natural unity of the two works is guaranteed by a purported architectonic.?

To the present day the symphonic suite — once ‘The Flight of the Bumblebee’ from his opera
The Tale of Tsar Saltan is left out of account — has remained the most popular and appealing
work of the orchestral magician.

Wolfgang Birtel
Translation: Margit L. McCorkle

‘Programme

The Sultan Shakriar, convinced of the falsehood and inconstancy of all women had sworn an
oath to put to death each of his wives after the first night. However, the Sultana Scheherazade
saved her life by arousing his interest in the tales which she told during the 1001 nights.
Driven by curiosity the sultan postponed her execution from day to day and at last aban-
doned his sanguinary design.

Scheherazade told miraculous stories to the sultan. For her tales she borrowed verses from
the poets and words from folk songs combining fairy-tales with adventure.

& Quotation from: Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakow. Zuginge zu Leben und Werk, trans. from Russian and ed. Ernst Kuhn
(Berlin, 2000), 96.
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