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Preface

Dedicated to Vladimir Davidov

Composed: February—August 1893

First performance: 16 October 1893, St Petersburg,

conducted by the composer

Original publisher: Jiirgenson, Moscow, 1894

Orchestration: 3 flutes (3 = piccolo), 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons —
4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba — timpani, bass drum, cymbals,
tam-tam — strings

Duration: ca. 48 minutes

In the autumn of 1892, four years after completing his Fifth Symphony, Tchaikovsky began
work on a new symphony in E flat and had already sketched all four movements before decid-
ing to abandon it. (The first movement was subsequently recast as the Third Piano Concerto.)
Undismayed by his lack of success, Tchaikovsky made another attempt at a symphony, this
time in B minor, which he began on 4 February 1893. By 9 February he had already fully
sketched the first movement, and from this he passed straight on to the third. Two days later
he wrote a letter to his nephew Vladimir Davidov, to whom the symphony is dedicated, in
which he discusses the genesis of the ideas that the symphony embodies.

‘During the journey [to Odessa] the idea for a new symphony occurred to me, this time a
programme-symphony but with a programme that shall remain an enigma to all — they may
guess as they please but the symphony will be called simply “Programme Symphony” (No. 6).
This programme is deeply subjective and while composing it in my mind during my journey
I often wept bitterly. On my return I set to work on the sketches, and things progressed with
such fervour and speed that in less than four days I had completely finished the first move-
ment and had already clearly outlined the other movements in my mind. Half of the
third movement is already completed. There will be much that is new as regards form in this
symphony and, among other things, the finale will not be a loud Allegro but, on the contrary,
a most protracted Adagio. You cannot imagine how delighted I feel now that I've convinced
myself that my time is not yet spent and that I'm still capable of work. Of course, it is possible
that I am mistaken, but I don’t think so.’

Work on the symphony was interrupted during the next five weeks by visits to Moscow and
Kharkov where Tchaikovsky conducted concerts of his own works, but on returning to his
home at Klin he resumed work on the new symphony on 19 March and by the 24th he had
completely finished it in sketch form.
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Extensive travels, including a journey to England to receive his honorary doctorate at
Cambridge, and the composition of the piano pieces and songs Opp. 72 and 73 prevented
him from getting down to the orchestration of the symphony until 20 July by which time he
had returned to Klin. Now, surprisingly, things went slower than he had expected. ‘I am now
up to my neck in work on the symphony’, he wrote on 22 July to his brother Modest. “The
orchestration is proving more difficult the further I get with it. Twenty years ago I tore
through everything without thinking and all went well. Now I have become timorous and
unsure of myself. The whole of today I sat over two pages — nothing seems to come as I want
it. But nevertheless the work is progressing.” The same idea is expressed in his letter to
Vladimir Davidov of 3 August. “The symphony (which I had intended to dedicate to you but
am now reconsidering by way of punishment for your not having written for so long) is mak-
ing progress. I am very pleased with its content but dissatisfied, or rather not completely
satisfied, with its instrumentation. Somehow everything is turning out not quite as I had
thought. I will in no way be surprised if this symphony is criticised or not much thought of for
it will not be the first time that this has happened. But I definitely consider it the very best,
and, especially, the 7z0s¢ sincere of all my works. I love it as T have never loved any one of my
other musical offspring.” By 12 August the orchestration was complete; all that remained was
for Tchaikovsky to insert tempos, phrasings, dynamics and bowings, for which latter purpose
he sought the assistance of the violinist and composer Julius Konius. By the time Tchaikovsky
despatched the score to his publisher Jiirgenson on 20 August the date for the first perform-
ance of the symphony had already been fixed. Before this, however, the work was played
through under the direction of Safonov at the orchestral class of the Moscow Conservatoire,
mainly in order to detect any mistakes in the orchestral parts before the composer took them
to St Petersburg for the premiere. The music critic Kashkin records in his reminiscences that
before leaving Moscow Tchaikovsky told him that he was wholly satisfied with the first three
movements but that he still had his doubts about the last, which he might find necessary to
destroy and replace with a new one after he had heard it performed.

The first public performance of the symphony was given in St Petersburg on 16 October 1893
under the direction of the composer, and although there was some show of enthusiasm on
the part of the audience, Tchaikovsky was disappointed in their guarded reception of what
he more than ever was convinced was his masterpiece. Already during the rehearsals he
had sensed a feeling of indifference to the work from the orchestra, and as he always valued
their opinion and felt the need of their moral support when he conducted his compositions,
it is possible that the performance suffered as a result. Despite several remarks that the
symphony lacked the thematic distinction, novelty and inspiration of previous works, the
press was largely favourable, though, again, the response fell short of what Tchaikovsky had
hoped for. Interestingly enough, the only review which gave the new work unstinted praise,
that of the Birzheviye Vedomosti, also found it necessary to add that ‘had the new symphony
been performed last night under the direction of M. Auer or M. Napravnik, it would have
achieved a greater success than was its lot’. But another view was held by Rimsky-Korsakov
who attended both the premiére and the second performance under Napravnik and who, in
his autobiography, specifically states that Tchaikovsky’s performance was excellent, and that
the public simply failed to appreciate the work at its first hearing through lack of concen-
tration.
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The origin of the symphony'’s title is revealed by Modest Tchaikovsky in his biography of his
brother where he recounts how, the day after the performance, he found the composer trying
to decide on a title for the symphony, which he had promised to despatch immediately to his
publisher for printing. ‘He did not want to leave it simply with a number, neither did he want
to call it “Programme Symphony” as he had originally intended. “How can I call it Pro-
gramme Symphony when I don’t want to reveal the programme!” 1 suggested that it should
be called “Tragic Symphony”, but he did not like this. I went out of the room, still leaving
Peter Ilyich in a quandary. Then the title “Pathétique” suddenly came into my head. I
returned, and, I remember as if it were only yesterday, standing in the doorway pronounced
this word. “Excellent, Modya, bravo, pathétiqgue!” and in my presence he wrote on the score
the name that it will always bear.’

Eight days after the premiére, Tchaikovsky died suddenly of cholera after drinking some
unboiled water. The work was given its second performance under Napravnik on 6 Novem-
ber at a Memorial Concert in St Petersburg, and this time the work made a profound impres-
sion on the public, especially in view of the valedictory character of the last movement which
was now proclaimed to be ‘prophetic’ of the composer’s impending death. (A month before
the first performance Tchaikovsky had declined an offer to write incidental music to
Apukhtin’s play Reguiem on the grounds that its mood was too closely akin to that of his
new symphony.) The unspecified programme, which has caused wide speculation, will in all
probability remain an enigma, though some idea of Tchaikovsky’s loose conception of a
symphonic programme may be gained from the known ‘Fate’ programme of the Fourth Sym-
phony. In the case of the Sixth, it does seem possible, however, that it contains at least traces,
if not more, of the projected programme for the ‘Life’ Symphony which, as we know from
some notes that have been preserved, Tchaikovsky had planned during his last years. In this
the four movements were to have depicted Youth, Love, Disappointment and Death (‘the
ending dies away’, he noted).

David Lloyd-Jones (adapted)
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Symphony No. 6
‘Pathétique’
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Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
(1840-1893)
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