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Preface

Composed: 1888, Frolovskoye

First performance: 5 November 1888, St. Petersburg;

St. Petersburg Philharmonic, conducted by the composer

Original publisher: Jiirgenson, Moscow, 1888

Instrumentation: 3 Flutes (Piccolo), 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 46 minutes

Close on 10 years elapsed between Tchaikovsky’s Fourth and Fifth Symphonies, though dur-
ing this time he continued to compose for orchestra as intensively as ever, writing his four
Suites, the Italian Capriccio, the String Serenade, and, most important of all, the Manfred
Symphony which, with its greater emphasis on subjective emotion, anticipates the individual
character of the last two symphonies. In the period preceding the composition of the Fifth
Symphony Tchaikovsky had also begun to follow a more active career as conductor of his
own works, and the beginning of 1888 found him engaged on his first European tour. During
the course of four tiring months of rehearsals, concerts, receptions he met Grieg and Brahms,
and also the octogenarian chairman of the Hamburg Philharmonic Society, Theodor Avé-
Lallement, who amused him by confessing a dislike for his music, with its noisy orchestration,
and tearfully imploring him to settle in Germany where he would be able to put to better use
the talents that had been ruined by the faulty education that he had received in backward
Russia. Both the man and the occasion must have made some impression on Tchaikovsky for
the following year he dedicated the Fifth Symphony to Avé-Lallement.

His return to Russia in March coincided with the move to his new home at Frolovskoye not
far from Moscow, and it was while resting here to shake off the extreme fatigue brought on by
the concert tour that the idea of writing a new symphony presented itself. Still exhausted
mentally as well as physically, Tchaikovsky found it unusually difficult to get started, but at
last on May 19 he was able to report to his brother Modeste: ‘I am now slowly and laborious-
ly beginning to squeeze out a symphony from my dulled wits.” This difficulty in getting under-
way with the symphony proved to be not merely an initial one, for the same sense of effort
and strain persisted throughout the whole course of its composition, leading him to the dis-
tressing conclusion that he had written himself out as a composer. On June 10 he wrote to his
benefactress Nadezhda von Meck:

‘’m now going to work intensively as I'm terribly anxious to prove not only to others but also
to myself that I'm not yet played out. I often have doubts about myself, and ask myself —
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hasn’t the time now come to stop, haven’t I always overstrained my imagination too much,
hasn’t the source dried up? For this must happen some time if I am destined to live another
10 years or so, and how is one to know whether the time hasn’t already come to lay down
one’s arms? I don’t know if I wrote to tell you that I’'ve decided to write a symphony? At first
it went rather slowly but now the inspiration seems to be forthcoming. We will see.’

On June 22, the day on which he finished the sketch for the whole symphony, he wrote to her:

‘It is difficult to say at the moment how my symphony has turned out compared with the pre-
vious ones and especially compared with ours [the Fourth]. It doesn’t seem to have the old
lightness and constant flow of material. As I remember it, I used not to be so exhausted at the
end of a day; now I am so tired each night that I am not even able to read.’

After some little delay Tchaikovsky began the orchestration in July, and his letter to Mme. von
Meck of July 25 sounds a new note of enthusiasm:

‘I have been working very well lately and already more than half the symphony has been
scored.’

By the time he finally finished the work on August 14 he had become very pleased with it;
already seven days previously he had written to Mme. von Meck:

‘Now that the symphony is nearing completion I am more objective in my attitude towards it
than I was in the heat of composition and I can say that, Heaven be praised, it isn’t inferior to
the earlier ones. The fact that I feel this to be so gives me great delight.’

In spite of this personal satisfaction with his new symphony Tchaikovsky was still nervous
over the impression it would make on his colleagues, and his pleasure was therefore all the
greater when he learnt of its reception by his Moscow friends who had seen the manuscript
score.

‘Tust imagine my joy; my new symphony is creating a furore among my Moscow circle of
friends, and S. I. Taneyev (this is most gratifying of all to me) is uttetly captivated by it. Yet
I had been feeling that it was worthless and had imagined with apprehension how they would
somehow tactfully hide from me the fact that I had written rubbish.” (Letter of September 7
to Modeste.)

In October 1888 the score was published by Jiirgenson and on November 5 the symphony
received its first performance under Tchaikovsky’s direction at a St. Petersburg Philharmonic
concert exclusively devoted to his compositions. The evening was a resounding triumph and
Tchaikovsky received enthusiastic ovations from both the public and the orchestra. The criti-
cal reaction of the press, however, was largely hostile. Cui, an old enemy of Tchaikovsky, was
loudest in his condemnation of the new symphony in which the only good thing he could find
was ‘a charming little phrase, reminiscent of Rimsky-Korsakov’. (Muzykalny Obzor. No. 25,
1888.) Other reviews compared the new symphony unfavourably with earlier compositions
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such as the Second and Fourth Symphonies and Francesca da Rimini, while one critic dis-
missed Tchaikovsky’s talent as being ‘Exhausted and played out’, citing as evidence the fact
that the new symphony contained as many as three waltzes which, furthermore, ‘were orches-
trated in such a way as to produce the most banal effect’. Only two reviewers received the
symphony favourably.

Tchaikovsky conducted the work again in St. Petersburg on November 12 and later the same
month in Prague. It was this series of performances that prompted a new feeling of dis-
illusionment with the symphony which he voiced in his letter of December 2, to Mme. von
Meck:

‘After playing my new symphony twice in Petersburg and once in Prague I have become con-
vinced that this symphony is unsuccessful. There is something repellent about it, a certain
patchiness, insincerity and artifice. All this the public instinctively recognises. It was quite
clear to me that the ovations which I received were directed at my previous activities but that
the symphony itself was incapable of attracting or, at least, pleasing them. The realisation of
all this causes me a keen, tormenting feeling of discontent with myself. Have I really already,
as they say, played myself out, and am I now only able to repeat and imitate my old former
style? Last night I looked through the Fourth Symphony, ours! What a difference, how much
loftier and better it is! Yes, this is all most, most distressing!’

At the end of January 1889 Tchaikovsky set out on his second concert tour of the West and
on arriving at Hamburg was flattered to discover that Brahms had stayed behind an extra day
in order to hear him rehearse his new symphony. Writing to his brother Modeste after the
highly successful performance Tchaikovsky concluded:

‘But the most pleasing thing of all was that the symphony ceased to strike me as bad and that
T have fallen in love with it again.’

Apart from these performances under Tchaikovsky’s own direction, the Symphony never
achieved much success in his lifetime, and it was not until the conductor Artur Nikisch
revived and championed the work that it gained the great popularity that it has enjoyed ever
since.

The manuscript of the Symphony is in the Glinka Central Museum of Musical Culture,
Moscow.

David Lloyd-Jones
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Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
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