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A well connected programme of Russian music played for us by the Dacorum Symphony Orchestra 
guaranteed a heady mix of luscious melody, deep emotion, and also passages of virile and 
passionate orchestration which, taken together, could easily suggest a blend of Rachmaninov and 
Tchaikovsky, the two main composers of our concert. But how would they have fared without the 
mighty push administered to their country’s music by Mikhail Glinka? Before his time the roots of 
Russian music were an untidy sprawl in which one might discern  bits of folk-song and church music 
(Rusian Orthodox) and much else besides. ‘Westernization’ across a wide range of Russian life had of 
course been in progress since the time of Peter the Great but musical art had been slow to catch up. 
So the premiere of Glinka’s opera Ruslan and Ludmilla in 1842 was iconic. As an opera it had 
everything which enriched the work of later masters: an elaborate plot; drama; phantasy and magic 
(where appropriate) romance (of course!) and glorious melody; a mix to inspire Borodin, Rimsky 
Korsakov, Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky and other composers both inside and outside of Russia. The 
overture, which can stand alone as a concert piece, sums all of this up with bravura and at top 
speed. 
In this context we can appreciate Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto no. 2 more fully. All that was typical 
of the Russian romantic movement – its passion, its unashamed emotionalism, its glamour, its 
technical brilliance are to be found in this work which has stamped itself on the public imagination 
ever since. Its rapturous melodies are part of our culture and form the backdrop to films and many 
other literary art forms, but we don’t need to be watching Brief Encounter, The Seven year Itch or 
the rest to be deeply affected by this concerto. The circumstances of its creation, though not 
necessarily familiar to many music lovers, may afford added drama when we read how the 
psychiatrist Dr. Dahl brought the hyper-sensitive young composer back from the brink of a nervous 
breakdown to the inspired and confident artistry of the Second Piano Concerto, and how fortunate 
we are to enjoy virtuoso Martin Cousin’s commanding interpretation of the piece played with all the 
panache we have come to expect from his previous performances with the DSO. 
The move from Rachmaninov to Tchaikovsky brought us from one Russian Romantic to another. One 
might, of course, complain that this deprived the programme of contrast. Certainly one  detects the 
same strain of melancholy in the music of both composers, the same intense emotionalism and 
disregard of strict sonata form. But there is one feature common to all the great masters of music: 
individuality. To state the obvious you could not, for example, mistake the music of either 
Rachmaninov or Tchaikovsky for that e.g. of Debussy  or, for that matter, Handel for Wagner – 
surely we have hit upon one of the attributes of genius? In the case of Tchaikovsky’s symphony no. 4 
the individuality is assertive. True, the melancholy is there, but such is the explosive, even manic 
energy of this work that the melancholy is all but swept aside. The dynamic force of symphony no. 4 
could, perhaps, be related to two powerful emotions at work within the composer at this time, one 
positive, the other negative. On the positive side Tchaikovsky was at last enjoying international 
acclaim and was further buoyed up by the support of his patroness Nadezhda von Meck. In the 
negative sense he was still recovering from a disastrous marrriage which had triggered a nervous 
breakdown, and it was thanks to the support of his family and friends that he recovered and that his 
star still shines in the musical constellation. 
 
 


