Symphony No. 6 in B minor, op. 74

"Pathétique" (1893)

Peter Illyth Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

"Tchaikovsky's 'Symphony Pathétique' was, for the composer, the expression of a constant preoccupation.  Indeed, a climate of legend and disquiet envelops this composition, an atmosphere that takes on even wider significance when one considers the tragic circumstances of Tchaikovsky's death, which explain with an almost premonitory truth the title 'Pathétique.'  The name was proposed by his brother Modeste . . . . While composing the work, Tchaikovsky had no precise title in mind: in his own words, it was a 'programme' symphony.  'This programme will remain a mystery for all,' he admitted.  'It is based on so much emotion and feeling that when I composed this work I found myself crying.'  It is the expression of a personal drama through which, according to Modeste, he wished 'to create an exorcism to drive out all the dark demons which had possessed him for a long time.'

"At the first performance of the work, conducted by Tchaikovsky himself on October 28, 1893, the audience's enthusiasm was less than notable, but in November that year, in Napravnik, there was great emotion. Tchaikovsky had died in the meantime, and this symphony appeared as a musical testament.

"The introduction is represented by some grave and solemn bars of music, and the First Movement, in six episodes, constitutes a symphonic poem almost on its own . . . .

The Second Movement, particularly original due in part to its 5/4 meter, is in a three-part song form.

The Third Movement is highly brilliant, seen by critics as an 'unleashing of malevolent forces' . . . .

The Fourth Movement may appear . . . as the effects of the First, a sort of prolonged disquiet.  It is indeed the image of man's pitiless destiny that is revealed, justifying the title of 'Pathétique.'  It is also, perhaps, Tchaikovsky writing his own funeral music."

~ Christophe Combarieu

