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 Like several of Tchaikovsky’s major works, the Fourth Symphony was the product of an 

emotional crisis in his personal life.  Two women figured prominently in Tchaikovsky’s life during this 

time.  The first of these was Nadezhda Filaretovna von Meck, a wealthy forty-six-year-old widow whom 

he addressed as “My Beloved Friend” and who had recently become his patroness and confidante.  Aside  

from a couple of brief and wholly unintentional encounters, the two would never meet face-to-face; 

however, they carried on a bizarre relationship-by-mail that lasted nearly fourteen years and exchanged 

more than 1,100 letters in which they literally poured out their hearts to each other.  The other woman 

was Antonina Ivanova Milyukova, a student at the Moscow Conservatory who had become hopelessly 

infatuated with Tchaikovsky and threatened to commit suicide if he did not respond to her.  In one of the 

most lamentable and poorly thought-out decisions of his life, Tchaikovsky married her.  It was hardly a 

match made in heaven.  While the marriage of a homosexual to a nymphomaniac may have some low-

comedy possibilities, in a real-life situation such as this, it could only be catastrophic.  Their union was 

predictably short-lived and the two soon separated, but not before the composer made a rather half-

hearted attempt at suicide by wading waist-deep into the ice-strewn waters of the Moskva River one 

night, and then suffered a complete mental breakdown that lasted for several months.   

 Tchaikovsky began work on his Fourth Symphony in May of 1877, around the time that he 

became engaged to Antonina Milyukova, and continued working on it while he was convalescing in the 

Swiss Alps from the emotional crisis that was precipitated by their disastrous marriage.  He completed the 

score in San Remo, Italy on January 7, 1878.  Tchaikovsky dedicated the new symphony, though not 

openly by name, to Madame von Meck.  The title page of the original manuscript bears the inscription 

“To My Beloved Friend” and, in their subsequent correspondence, they both frequently referred to it as 



CSO/20001119-3 (Tchaikovsky) 

 

 2 

“our symphony.”  The first performance of the work took place on February 22 of that year under the 

baton of Tchaikovsky’s friend and mentor Nikolai Rubinstein, the Director of the Moscow Conservatory. 

 The Fourth Symphony is the first of Tchaikovsky’s so-called “programmatic” symphonies and, 

like its two successors, is concerned with the power of Fate.  In the Fourth Symphony, Tchaikovsky sees 

Fate as a force “that hangs over our heads like the sword of Damocles” and “thwarts the struggle for 

happiness” and “poisons the soul.”  He musically depicts Fate with the strident brass fanfare that opens 

the symphony, is repeated several times throughout the course of the first movement, and makes a 

dramatic return toward the end of the finale.  Although Tchaikovsky publicly refused to divulge whatever 

program it was that lay behind the Fourth Symphony, he did provide a quite lengthy explanation of the 

work to Madame von Meck in one of his many letters to her, excerpts of which are quoted below. 

 The first movement, Andante sostenuto, is the longest and most emotional of the four and begins 

with the brass fanfare that Tchaikovsky uses to personify Fate.  The exposition presents two main themes:  

the first, a downward-moving melody with soft, jagged accompaniment; and the second, a melancholy, 

vaguely waltz-like theme.  The development section is relatively brief and based almost entirely on the 

first theme.  In the recapitulation, the thematic materials are compressed slightly.  The movement ends in 

a stormy and agitated atmosphere with a lengthy coda that concludes with a huge accelerando. 

 Acccording to Tchaikovsky, the second movement, Andantino in modo di canzone, expresses 

“the melancholy feeling that suffuses you towards evening when you are alone and weary of work.  A 

host of memories appears and you are sad because so much is past.”  This meditative, occasionally 

bittersweet movement is cast in simple three-part form.  The plaintive first theme is introduced by the 

oboe, and then passed around throughout the orchestra; the second theme is introduced by the strings. 

 A marvel of orchestration, the third movement is a scherzo in which the strings play pizzicato 

throughout.  The woodwinds, brass, and percussion do not make an appearance until the trio.  “It is a 

capricious arabesque, fleeting apparitions that pass across the mind when wine is beginning to induce 
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intoxication,” Tchaikovsky tells Madame von Meck.  “The soul is neither happy nor sad, and the mind 

has begun to paint curious pictures.  You remember some mouzhiks on a spree, a street song, a military 

band moving along in the distance.  These disconnected images have no reality; they are strange, exotic, 

incoherent.” 

 The finale, Allegro con fuoco, is a rousing Russian peasant festivity, the authenticity of which is 

heightened by the composer’s inclusion of the Russian folksong “The Birch Tree,” which he uses for two 

contrasting variation episodes.  “If you cannot discover reasons for happiness in yourself, look at others,” 

Tchaikovsky advises.  “Get out among the people.  Look what a good time they have as they surrender 

themselves to joy!”  The wild music races along with a nearly unrestrained intensity.  Suddenly, the 

momentum is brought to a standstill by the reappearance of the symphony’s opening “Fate” fanfare—

surely one of the most dramatic moments in any of Tchaikovsky’s compositions.  The mood turns somber 

momentarily as the low strings sink into a Tchaikovskyan gloom.  But, after a soft roll from the 

kettledrums, a mighty crescendo begins and speeds the movement to one of the most exciting conclusions 

in all symphonic literature. 

 

20001105  (925 words)          ©Kenneth C. Viant, Canton Symphony Orchestra 


