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MODEST MUSSORGSKY   (1839-1881)    Night on Bald Mountain 

                    moh-dest   moo-SORG-skee    
 

 
HIS LIFE 

 
Mussorgsky was a Russian composer whose most important compositions were operas and 
songs, often based on Russian folk music or folk tales.  Mussorgsky grew up in a well-to-do 
family and his mother gave him his first piano lessons.  He was an early improviser and 
performed difficult works in home recitals.  At age 13, having had a general education 
including very good piano training, he was enrolled in the Cadet School of the Guards where 
he was interested in history and German philosophy.  At age 17 he left the Cadet School and 
joined the Regiment of Guards.  There he met other young officers with a musical interest.  
Up to this point, Mussorgsky had only had training on the piano and even though he knew 
nothing of harmony or composition, he had begun to compose.   
 
His formal training in musical form and theory began with Russian composer Balakirev who 
was later to become the leader of a group of Russian composers (including Mussorgsky) known as “The 
Five.”  These were five Russian composers in the mid-19th century whose interests in the spirit of 
nationalism then present in Europe, encouraged their efforts to rid Russian music of foreign influences.   
 
At age 19, Mussorgsky suffered a spiritual crisis, resigned his commission and several years later took a 
civil service job.  He was to experience numerous nervous and spiritual crises throughout his life.  

Mussorgsky’s most well known works include Night on Bald Mountain, Pictures at an 
Exhibition and his opera Boris Godunov.  At the time of his death, many of his works were 
unfinished.  Mussorgsky’s friend, composer Rimsky-Korsakov (also one of “The Five”), took 
on the task of completing, and in some cases rewriting Mussorgsky’s music.   
 
In an autobiographical sketch written at the end of his life, Mussorgsky wrote his opinion 
about the function of art:  “Art is a means of communicating with people, not an aim in 
itself.”   Mussorgsky believed that his art should be nourished by life experiences and serve 
as a means to communicate human experience.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN   (1770-1827)  Symphony No. 6, 4th mvmt 

      LOOD-vihg fan BAY-toe-fen  
 

 
HIS LIFE 

 
By all accounts, Beethoven had a difficult childhood.  As Beethoven©s first piano teacher, his alcoholic 
father was cruel and abusive.  From early on, Beethoven found solace and fulfillment in music, having 
little use for school or other children his age.   By age 11, Beethoven was serving in the electoral court 
orchestra in Bonn and at age 14 had a paying position as the deputy court organist.   By age 17, his 
father©s ability to earn a living had deteriorated so greatly that Ludwig was essentially serving as the 
family©s breadwinner and his father©s guardian.  Beethoven©s move to Vienna in 1792 released him 
somewhat from family demands and brought him to a more vibrant musical culture where he was well 
received, both as a piano virtuoso and a composer. 



 
Beethoven struggled all his life with the demands of serving his art, often at the expense of 
the sociability and personal relationships he craved.  Beethoven also desperately wanted the 
stability and sense of "human" life that only love, marriage, children and friends could bring.  
He was never successful in these efforts, and apparently knew that such a life of close 
personal relationships would serve as a distraction from what was most important: his music.  
His deafness further diminished his ability to freely communicate with others.  His one last 
effort at having a family involved a bitter battle for the custody of his nephew after his 

brother©s death.   Neither uncle nor nephew was happy in the relationship but ultimately they did reconcile 
prior to Beethoven©s final illness and death.   It is said over 10,000 attended his funeral.  He had become 
a great public figure as no other composer had before.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
GEORGE FRIDERIC HANDEL  (1685-1759)     Water Music, Suite No. 2   

  GAY-org frih-drick  HAN-dell 
 

 
HIS LIFE 

Born the same year as Johann Sebastian Bach, Handel outlived him by nine years.  By age 10 he was 
already proficient on several instruments and regarded as a keyboard prodigy.  He was known as a 
keyboard virtuoso all his life.  Handel’s father wanted him to study the law and he did spend one year 
pursuing a law degree.  He left those studies to take a job at the Hamburg opera house and never looked 
back.   

 
Handel traveled to Italy (1706-1710) and the Italians loved his compositions.  He 
returned to Germany to work in the service of George Ludwig, the Elector of Hanover.  
During this time he was allowed to make a trip to England which was highly successful.  
A year later, he requested permission to return to England and when it was granted, he 
told his employer that he would “return within a reasonable time.”  He never returned.   
 
 
 

 
In England, Queen Anne gave Handel an allowance for life.  When she died in 1714, this support came to 
a halt.  The new monarch was King George I, none other than George Ludwig, Handel’s former boss 
whom he had left in the lurch.  After a bit of initial difficulty, they renewed their 
relationship and Handel’s allowance was not only reinstated but increased.  He 
responded with his Water Music in 1717.  He became the Director of the Royal 
Academy of Music, a newly founded opera company, in 1719.  Handel 
composed a number of operas and oratorios, from this time through the 1740s.  
One of Handel’s best known and loved pieces is his Messiah, which he 
composed in only three weeks.  It was the last piece he conducted before his 
death.    

House where Handel was 
born in the city of Halle.  

 
 
 



 

 
JOHANN STRAUSS, JR.    (1825-1899) THUNDER AND LIGHTNING POLKA 

        Unter Donner und Blitz 
 

 
HIS LIFE 

 
Born in Vienna just two years before Beethoven’s death, this eldest son was discouraged 
from a musical career by his musician father.  If his father had had his way, Johann Jr. 
would have become a banker. However, his mother arranged for young Johann to have 
violin lessons in secret from the leader of his father’s own band!  After his father left the 
family when Johann Jr. was 17, he began serious study of music including violin lessons 
and theory.  He made his debut with his own orchestra of 24 musicians when he was just 
19; the program included six of his own pieces.  He thus became his father’s most serious 
musical rival and after Johann Sr. died, the two orchestras became one.   

 
Strauss became known as the Waltz King but he wrote nearly as many polkas and quadrilles. His most 
famous waltz is undoubtedly On the Beautiful Blue Danube.  Strauss developed the Viennese waltz to its 
most charming degree and served as the Royal Director of Music for Court Balls in Emperor Franz 
Joseph’s court.  He toured Europe with his orchestra and in 1872 he answered an invitation to come to 
the United States for an International Peace Jubilee in Boston at the end of the Franco-Prussian War.  
20,000 singers and 10,000 orchestral musicians all gathered for this incredible event.  Strauss conducted 
a few waltz sets, with the help of about 100 sub-conductors!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
GIOACHINO ROSSINI (1792-1868)   Overture to William Tell 

         JAH-kee-noh  roh-SEE-nee 
 

 
HIS LIFE 

Born of musical parents (his father was a horn player and his mother was a singer), Rossini received both 
horn and singing lessons.  By the age of the 13 or 14, he had performed a small role in an opera, 
composed several pieces, and had served as the maestro al cembalo in several theaters (he played the 
keyboard instruments and served as assistant conductor).  Also at this age, he entered the Music School 
in Bologna.   
 
No composer in the first half of the 19th century enjoyed the measure of prestige, 
wealth, popular acclaim or artistic influence that belonged to Rossini.  His 
contemporaries recognized him as the greatest Italian composers of his time.   
 
Rossini’s facility with vocal writing and melody quickly made him the most popular 
opera composer of his day.   He is said to have claimed “Give me a laundry list and I’ll 
set it to music.”  His most famous opera is The Barber of Seville.  The last opera he 
composed, in 1829, was William Tell.   Rossini lived nearly 40 more years after Tell, 
but did not write another opera.   

 
 


