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Khachaturian: Suites from Gayaneh and Spartacus

Aram Ilyich Khachaturian was born in Tbilisi, Georgia, to a poor Armenian family.
Although he was fascinated by the music he heard around him as a child, he remained
self-taught until the early 1920s, when he moved to Moscow with his brother, who had
become stage director of the Second Moscow Art Theatre. Despite this lack of formal
training, Khachaturian showed such musical promise that he was admitted to the
Gnessin Institute, where he studied cello and, from 1925, composition with the
Institute’s founder, the Russian-Jewish composer Mikhail Gnessin. In 1929,
Khachaturian entered the Moscow Conservatory where he studied composition with
Nikolai Myaskovsky and orchestration with Sergei Vasilenko. He graduated in 1934
and wrote most of his important works – the symphonies, ballets and principal
concertos – over the following 20 years. In 1951, he became professor at the Gnessin
State Musical and Pedagogical Institute (Moscow) and at the Moscow Conservatory.
He also held important posts at the Composers’ Union, becoming Deputy Chairman of
the Moscow branch in 1937 and Vice-Chairman of the Organising Committee of Soviet
Composers in 1939.

In 1948, however, Khachaturian temporarily fell from official favour and was
condemned by Andrei Zhdanov, secretary of the Communist Party’s Central
Committee, as ‘formalist’ and ‘anti-popular’, a charge also levelled at Shostakovich,
Prokofiev and Myaskovsky. Although the composers in question were established
internationally as leading figures in Soviet music, and Khachaturian had always striven
to incorporate folk elements into his music, he was forced to make a public apology for
his ‘stylistic deviations from the socialist path’. In time, however, he regained official
favour. He received many state awards, both before and after the Zhdanov decree, and
went on to serve again as Secretary of the Board of the Composers’ Union from 1957.
Although Khachaturian lived and died in Moscow he was buried in Yerevan, Armenia,
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Aram Khachaturian 1903–1978

Gayaneh – Ballet Suite
1 Dance of the Rose Maidens 2’42
2 Aysha’s Dance 4’22
3 Dance of the Highlanders 1’57
4 Lullaby 5’53
5 Noune’s Dance 1’44
6 Armen’s Var 1’58
7 Gayaneh’s Adagio 4’00
8 Lezghinka 2’57
9 Dance with Tambourines 2’59

10 Sabre Dance 2’30

Spartacus – Ballet Suite
11 Introduction – Dance of the Nymphs 6’04
12 Aegina’s Dance 4’00
13 Scene and Dance with Crotalums 3’52
14 Adagio of Spartacus and Phrygia 9’43
15 Dance of The Gaditan Maidens – Victory of Spartacus 8’10
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alongside other distinguished compatriots who had made Armenian art accessible to
international audiences. In 1998, his image appeared on the Armenian 50-dram
banknote in honour of his achievements.

Khachaturian’s two surviving full-length ballets Gayaneh and Spartacus are his
longest works, and also contain his most famous music. Gayaneh was composed in
1942 for the Kirov Ballet, based in Perm in the Ural Mountains, to a libretto by
Konstantin Derzhavin, and choreographed by the librettist’s wife Nina Anisimova. The
premiere was conducted by Pavel Feldt in December 1942 on the small stage of the
Perm Theatre and, despite being performed by an ad hoc company of dancers who
happened to be in the city at the time, was a brilliant success, with the part of Gayaneh
danced by Natalia Dudinskaya.

The ballet’s action was originally based on the story of a young Armenian woman
(named Gayaneh after the Armenian saint Gayane), living on a collective farm of which
her father is the chairman, whose patriotic convictions are brought into conflict with
her personal emotions when she discovers her drunkard husband is involved in
smuggling and anti-Soviet plotting. However, the scenario was modified in later years
to emphasise the romantic element rather than Armenian national aspiration.
Khachaturian had written one previous ballet, Happiness, about the life and labour of
Soviet frontier guards and collective farmers, which had been premiered by the Bolshoi
Ballet in 1939, but he had been dissatisfied with the result and subsequently broke up
the score of Happiness for use in Gayaneh. Since he had spent a considerable time
researching Armenian and Central Asian folklore to add national colour to Happiness,
the music proved highly appropriate for the new ballet: Gayaneh celebrates the
friendship among the various peoples of the Soviet Union, and therefore places great
prominence on the rhythms and textures of Central Asian folk music. Altogether, the
ballet did much to inspire a folkloristic strain in postwar Soviet music, even though its
composer would later be condemned by Zhdanov and the Soviet Composers’ Union.
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In 1943 Khachaturian assembled three orchestral suites from Gayaneh; he
distributed the most popular numbers across the three suites, so they are seldom heard
as he originally devised them, and conductors often make their own selections. In
addition to a number of folk dances, the programme heard on this disc includes
numbers associated with particular characters: Aysha is a Kurdish girl living in the
mountainous settlement near the collective farm (also referenced in the ‘Dance of the
Highlanders’), who is loved by Gayaneh’s brother Armen, while Noune is Gayaneh’s
younger sister who is in love with a young man called Karen. Gayaneh, however, has
centre stage in her famous Adagio, which was used by Stanley Kubrick on the
soundtrack of his film 2001: A Space Odyssey. Most famous of all – in fact, probably
the most famous piece Khachacturian ever composed – is the exuberant and fiery ‘Sabre
Dance’, which originally formed part of a collection of ethnic dances in Act 3 of the
ballet (the ‘Lezghinka’ is another of these). A whirling war dance in which the dancers
display their prowess with sabres, the piece also includes an Armenian folksong from
the Gyumri region. This orchestral warhorse, with its compulsive rhythmic drive, has
been recycled in countless other contexts, including as a jazz number and a pop song.
Ironically, Khachaturian is said to have composed this world-renowned piece in about
40 minutes, in a bet with a colleague as to how quickly he could write a complete
movement!

Khachaturian completed his other major ballet, Spartacus, in February 1954. He
had been working on it for four years, mainly during the summer months at his retreat
in Staraya Ruza, yet the original idea had occurred to him many years before – before
Happinesss and Gayaneh, in fact. The initial impulse came from the critic and author
Nikolai Volkov, who, in 1938, presented Khachaturian with a scenario based on the
accounts of the Roman historians Plutarch and Appian, embellished to introduce new
characters including the sly Aegina, the traitor Harmodius and a love interest for
Spartacus’s wife Phrygia. Volkov took many liberties with the historical record. The



Khachaturian extracted four suites from Spartacus, the first three in the period
1955–57 and the last in 1967, when he undertook a thorough revision of the ballet for
a new Bolshoi production by Yuri Grigorovich. On this disc we hear Suite No.1, but
with the famous ‘Adagio of Spartacus and Phrygia’ inserted from Suite No.2. Naturally,
Khachaturian made no attempt in this colourful and bravura score to imitate Ancient
Greek, Roman or even Thracian music, yet much of the music in both the ballet and its
suites has the central-Asian flavour that Khachaturian had made his own, as in the
‘Dance with the Crotales’ and the ‘Dance of the Maidens from Gades’ (modern Cadiz
in Spain). Undoubtedly the most famous number is the ‘Adagio of Spartacus and
Phrygia’, a high-powered and epic outpouring of romantic feeling. This too has
reappeared continually in a number of different contexts, for instance as the theme for
the BBC’s maritime soap opera The Onedin Line (1971–1980), and as a pop song,
Journey’s End, recorded by Andy Williams in 1984.
� Malcolm MacDonald, 2012
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historical Spartacus was a Thracian warrior who was enslaved and made to fight as a
gladiator, before staging an initially successful rebellion against Rome, beginning in 73
BC. Two years after establishing their fortress on Mount Vesuvius, he attempted to lead
his army out of Roman domains, but was out-voted and his army were defeated in a
bloody battle by the Roman generals Crassus and Pompey. Six thousand captured
slaves were subsequently crucified along the Appian Way, including Spartacus himself.

Though Khachaturian was intrigued enough to announce to the press his intention
to compose a ballet on the story as early as 1940, he later drew back, believing that a
subject drawn from classical antiquity would hardly fulfil the Soviet precepts of topical
relevance. In the dying years of Stalin’s tyranny, however, he came to see that its story
of slaves rebelling against oppressive rulers was just the kind of thing that the Soviet
arts commissars were looking to promote, as it could be read as an allegory of the
proletariat struggling against their bourgeois overlords. In fact, Karl Marx had
regarded Spartacus as the first great proletarian hero, while Khachaturian may have
attached a personal significance to the story, as the general who crushed Spartacus’s
rebellious uprising, Marcus Licinius Crassus, met his death in 53 BC during an attempted
invasion of Parthia by way of Armenia. (Western listeners will be familiar with the
story of Spartacus from the 1961 Hollywood movie, starring Kirk Douglas, Laurence
Olivier and Peter Ustinov, based on the novel Spartacus by the American Communist
writer Howard Fast. It is interesting to note that while Khachaturian was writing his
ballet, Fast – who had served time in prison for refusing to denounce his writing
colleagues before Joseph McCarthy’s notorious House Un-American Activities
Committee – managed to self-publish his novel in 1951, and in 1953 was awarded
the Stalin Peace Prize, raising the international topicality of the subject.) Khachaturian
received a Lenin Prize for his score in 1959, and the ballet was first staged in Leningrad
in 1956, with choreography by Leonid Yakobson. A Bolshoi production followed 
two years later, and the ballet has seldom been absent from the Bolshoi Ballet’s
repertoire since.
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