Mussorgsky: A Night on Bare Mountain 

Introduction:

Mussorgsky’s symphonic poem depicts the terror of a witches’ Sabbath on St. John’s Night atop a bare mountain. The music suggests looming, oppressive evil and the worship of the Russian folklore demon Chernobog by cavorting imps and devils. Finally, the sun rises, and the evil is dispelled.

Inside the Music:

Mussorgsky’s symphonic poem was inspired by a short story by Nikolai Gogol, and echoes both the Walpurgisnacht  from Goethe’s Faust and the devil-worship described in heavy metal band Iron Maiden’s The Number of the Beast. Mussorgsky uses swirling strings and dark brass chords to suggest the arrival of Chernobog and the swelling of evil forces. The prancing demons and devils are depicted by frantic figures in the woodwinds and strings—themes derived from Russian folk-music. 

This was Mussorgsky’s first major completed work but was never performed in his lifetime.

The Russian Five:

Mussorgsky was a revolutionary composer, who battled alcoholism for most of his career and died at the age of forty-two. He was the key member of a school called “the Five”, with four other Russian composers:  Balakirev, Borodin, Cui, and Rimsky-Korsakov. Their goal was to create Russian music that sounded distinctly Slavic, incorporating folk tunes and peasant dances into their work. Of the Five, Mussorgsky is now considered to be the most revolutionary, whose music was so far ahead of his time that it was often watered down and made more palatable by his good friend Rimsky-Korsakov.

Historical Perspective: 

A Night on Bald Mountain dates from the early part of Mussorgsky’s career, before the slide into alcoholism. Unfortunately, before the premiere of the work, Mussorgsky had a disagreement with Mily Balakirev, who was scheduled to conduct. Balakirev refused to conduct the work, and as a result, the world did not get to hear Bald Mountain during the composer’s lifetime.  When it finally premiered, Rimsky-Korsakov had lent his glossy touch to the score. Mussorgsky’s version was finally published in 1968.

Mussorgsky vs. Vodka:

Mussorgsky was a great composer when he was sober. His work includes the brilliant opera Boris Godunov, the piano cycle Pictures at an Exhibition (later orchestrated by Maurice Ravel) and the Songs and Dances of Death. Unfortunately, the composer’s battle with the bottle (which started following the death of his mother when Mussorgsky was 26) prevented him from finishing some of his most important works. Among them, three major operas: Salammbo, Sorechintsy Fair, and Khovanschinha.

A Night on Bald Mountain was popularized after being included in Walt Disney’s 1940 animated extravaganza Fantasia,  complete with demons, undead seletos,and the menavcing bat-winged form of Chernobog himself. The Fantasia version uses yet another version of the score, one assembled by conductor Rleopold Stokowski.

