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ANTON

RUBINSTEIN
(1829–1894)

SSyymmpphhoonnyy  NNoo..  44  iinn  DD  MMiinnoorr,,  OOpp..  9955  ““DDrraammaattiicc””
1. Lento – Allegro moderato (22:12)
2. Presto (14:35)
3. Adagio (15:13)
4. Largo – Allegro con fuoco (13:24)

TOTAL PLAYING TIME: 65:24

SSttaattee  SSyymmpphhoonnyy  OOrrcchheessttrraa  ooff  RRuussssiiaa
IIggoorr  GGoolloovvcchhiinn,,  ccoonndduuccttoorr



In the first half of the 1850s, the young Anton Rubinstein wrote – one after an-

other – four symphonies (he destroyed the original No. 3, in B-flat). After that,

he produced no other such works for almost 20 years; his attempt at writing

a program symphony - the Faustus - came to naught. The composer re-

newed his symphonic writing in the mid-1870s – when he produced his fourth

symphony (summer 1874), which he subtitled the “Dramatic” – and the fifth

(summer 1880), the “Russian.” 

Having spent the first half of that decade outside of Russia, Rubinstein re-

newed his symphonic efforts at a relatively fallow time for the genre in Eu-

rope. Between Schumann’s last symphony (composed in 1841 and revised

in 1851) and Brahms’ first symphony (1876), no truly outstanding works in the

genre emerged. Of course, Bruckner’s early symphonies were composed

during that span of years – but they were still unknown; indeed, they were not

heard until the 1880s. As for Tchaikovsky’s first two works in the genre, they

had not enjoyed much initial acclaim and were still totally unknown to West-

ern audiences.

Such was the state of symphonic affairs when Rubinstein came out with his

“Dramatic” Symphony. It was first heard in 1875, under the composer’s

baton, in Russian and major western European cities. The primary question

that emerged among Rubinstein’s contemporaries was why the composer

called his symphony “Dramatic,” and what the message of this title was –

but, when asked about it, Rubinstein remained silent. There was lively con-

troversy in the press, and various opinions were expressed on this subject.

Some were perplexed, while others pointed out the dramatic intensity of cer-

tain themes; still others emphasized the dramatic character of the develop-

ment in the first and final movements. Some maintained that the title referred

to its orchestration, singling out the dramatic dialogues between various in-

struments. Others drew analogies between the symphony and Shakespeare’s

dramas; one reviewer even characterized it as a “sort of Rlchard III embod-

ied in sound.” 

In order to understand the “Dramatic” subtitle, it would be useful to analyze

the motives that inspired Rubinstein to write the work in 1874. His major aim

was to express, by means of this new work, a protest against a widespread

theory proclaimed by Wagner and his proponents. They postulated that

Beethoven had exhausted all the potential of symphonic development, which

was why he had felt compelled to use a poetic text in the finale of his Ninth

Symphony. Purely instrumental symphonic writing was thus doomed to dis-

appear, and the advancement of “synthetic” art combining multiple genres

was inevitable. But Rubinstein sought to demonstrate the possibility of re-

viving Beethoven’s style of symphonic composition; of bringing his sort of

“symphonic drama” back to life. Thus the composer subtitled the piece to in-

dicate such a purpose, vindicating those among his contemporaries who

drew parallels between this symphony and Shakespeare’s dramas.

In terms of the thematic material employed and its masterly compositional

development, Rubinstein’s “Dramatic” symphony deserves to be ranked

among his best compositions for orchestra. It is cast in the traditional four-

movement form, with very modest instrumentation; only in the finale was

the usual pre-Berliozian orchestral configuration enhanced with three trom-

bones. Despite this rather sparse orchestration, the diversity of colors and

effects attained by means of contrasting various instrumental groups is

rather impressive. 

Compared to the composer’s earlier symphonies, the “Dramatic” symphony’s

thematic material is entirely different – especially from that of the “Ocean”

symphony, in which  the themes reflected the influence of the Russian “ro-

mance.”  The Fourth Symphony contains no such themes; instead, the work

is based on motifs more like those of Beethoven or Schumann. Thus, in the

main part of the passionate and intense first movement, the Beethoven-like

rhythmic patterns are of major importance; the secondary theme could even

belong to late Schumann (or Brahms). The magnificent first theme of the fi-

nale bursts with dynamic energy, elasticity and determination – displaying a

“Florestan-like” character.

Out of the four movements, the scherzo-like second is perhaps the finest.

There were few composers in the second half of the 19th century who could

fully achieve the kinds of humor, spontaneity and captivating joy found in 
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Igor Golovchin

Igor Golovchin was born in Moscow in 1956. Having displayed a remarkable gift for
music very early, he was admitted to the Central Specialized (Gnessin) Music School
at the age of six. In 1975, at the age of 19, he was admitted to the Moscow Conser-
vatory – where his examination board (including renowned musicians Gennadi
Rozhdestvensky, Boris Khaikin, Kiril Kondrashin and Leo Ginsburg), in view of his tal-
ent and high marks, granted him the right to choose the musician with whom he
wished to study there: the first time in the conservatory’s history that a student had
been honored with such a privilege. He chose Kondrashin, who – until his departure
to the Netherlands – was young Igor’s teacher for nearly four years. He continued his
studies with Yuri Simonov, the Bolshoi Theatre’s chief conductor – under whose guid-
ance he began his study of opera scores. 

At 25, Igor became chief conductor of the Irkutsk Symphony Orchestra. In 1982, he
was a prizewinner at the Herbert von Karajan Conductors’ competition, and won first 

prize at the National Conductors’ Competition in Moscow the following year. In 1988,
he was invited to conduct the USSR State Symphony Orchestra (now the Russian
SSO) for the first time; there he met Maestro Evgeni Svetlanov, with whom he worked
extensively. 

With that ensemble, Golovchin has toured widely to great acclaim – to include en-
gagements in France, Spain, Germany, Switzerland, Lichtenstein, Italy and Japan. He
has led productions of many well-known operas in Russia’s finest theatres. His discog-
raphy – mostly with the RSSO – includes recordings of Rubinstein, Glière, Stravinsky,
Rachmaninoff and Sibelius for Russian Disc, now part of the Delos-Russian Disc se-
ries. He has also recorded for Naxos the complete symphonies of Balakirev and Scri-
abin, as well as orchestral music by other Russian masters like Tchaikovsky,
Rimsky-Korsakov, Glazunov, Kabalevsky and Medtner, among others.

BIOGRAPHY

Beethoven’s scherzos – with their powerful triple meters plus their dynamic,

rhythmic and instrumental contrasts: Rubinstein was among them, as this

movement demonstrates. 

However, no matter how brilliant the thematic content of the Fourth Sym-

phony may be, how many compositional and structural virtues it offers, or

how successful it is in certain sections – the work is not particularly im-

pressive as a complete and unified work nowadays. The question naturally

arises as to whether the composer created this four-movement work – oth-

erwise virtually faultless in overall design – without any clear and signifi-

cant underlying poetic or philosophical foundation that could have unified

the entire composition. Did the symphony have no programmatic basis? 

The reaction of most Russian and foreign critics to the “Dramatic” symphony

for some years after its premiere was quite positive, even rapturous. Only

César Cui gave it a very harsh review (as he did to a majority of Rubinstein’s

compositions; Tchaikovsky’s too); yet even he singled out the second move-

ment as praiseworthy. 

Many foreign critics rated it as an “epochal” work. Tchaikovsky described it

as “… one of the most interesting I’ve heard recently. What primarily catches

the attention of listeners in this symphony is the abundance, even an exces-

sive abundance, of main ideas; of which many appear only episodically, and

are underdeveloped, only slightly outlined ... The style of this symphony is

rather close to that of late Beethoven. Apart from this characteristic feature

of the form, the symphony is also striking in its masterly technique, daring in-

vention in the choice of idioms and narration of ideas ... As for the separate

movements, the finale is most wholesome, with the two principal themes

being astonishingly charming, inspired and impassioned.” 

Notes © 1994 Russian Disc; translated by Marina Ter-Mikaellan, 

edited by Lindsay Koob 
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Rubinstein: Ivan IV, Don Quixote  •  DRD 2011

Glière: Symphony No. 3 - “Ilya Muromets”  •  DRD 2014

Kara Karayev: Ballet Suites
Abdullayev • Moscow Radio and TV Symphony Or-
chestra • 
DRD 2009

Kabalevsky: Romeo and Juliet, The Comedians • La-
punov •  Byelorussian Radio and TV Symphony Or-
chestra • DRD 2017

Rubinstein: Piano Concertos Nos. 2 & 4 • Alexander
Paley, piano • Golovchin • State Symphony Orches-
tra of Russia •  DRD 2013 

Rubinstein: Symphony No. 2 “Ocean”; Ballet Music
from Feramors • Golovchin • State Symphony Orches-
tra of Russia • DRD 2010
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