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Cosmic combat 
 
 
Dmitri Kitaenko reaches for Scriabin's stars with the Berlin Philharmonic 
 
Volker Tarnow 
 
Russian music is widely considered to be music of pure emotion and its breadth of expression 
appears to oscillate between bold and simple opposites, sadness and joy beyond measure, love 
and hatred, naïvety and daemonic power – and the Russian symphony is complete! Tchaikovsky's 
music is apparently simple, or at least the pan-Germanic classical music lover doggedly holds to 
this belief, and its popularity stems from this perceived simplicity. In fact, for decades “Peter the 
Great” was dispensed as a sugary drug in the West. Only in the 1950s did Yevgeny Mravinsky first 
let a different and massively multi-layered Tchaikovsky be heard. 
 
Unfortunately this emphasis on special effects is still prevalent today, and not just in the West. 
Some Russian conductors have made their names worldwide precisely through this Draconian 
thundering. This is not the case for Dmitri Kitaenko, however, whose art is firmly established at the 
opposite end of the universe. He spurns mere demonstrations of high volume and superficial 
smoothness; but his music is also far removed from Mravinsky's harsh, merciless style. Born in 
1940, Kitaenko studied in his native Leningrad and Moscow, as well as under Hans Swarowsky in 
Vienna. In 1969 he won the first Karajan Conducting Competition in Berlin, and aged 29 he 
became the principal conductor of the Stanislavsky Theatre in Moscow. Between 1976 and 1990 
he conducted the Philharmonic there and subsequently the Frankfurt Radio Symphony Orchestra 
as well as the Philharmonic Orchestras in Bergen, Bern, and Seoul. At present he is especially 
closely associated with the Cologne Gürzenich Orchestra. For 20 years he has lived in 
Switzerland, with a second home in Moscow, as is only fitting. 
 
Kitaenko seeks neither tonal extremes nor excessive prominence in the outer voices, but rather a 
warm, harmonious overall sound. Even with Shostakovich or Prokofiev, he achieves astonishingly 
nuanced and polished tonal landscapes. With Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov, however, he is truly 
in his element; the “western” orchestral treatment of both composers favour interpretations of great 
depth and beauty. Kitaenko knows especially how to render Tchaikovsky in particular exceptionally 
vivid and colourful – his complete recording of the symphonies (currently in production with Oehms 
Classics) promises to be one of the few genuinely significant Tchaikovsky cycles. 
 
The situation is different again in the case of Alexander Scriabin. “It is a very specific music, whose 
performance can be quite problematic,” states Kitaenko. Conductors must bring to bear a particular 
sound and colouring, he continues. And yet this does not solve all the problems by a long way. 
“Scriabin's music is full of energy, agitation, and optimism. There is an upward-moving tendency, a 
permanent ascent. In this sense, Scriabin was the first cosmonaut in the history of music.” But, he 
says, this constant ascent can quickly become monotonous, and up on high, quite thin air prevails 
alongside a warrior spirit. “Scriabin told mankind: be strong and powerful, in every one of you there 
lives the divine. You must fight in order to bring it to the light of day.” 
 
It is not possible to come to terms with things of this nature purely in terms of a game of tonal 
quality, a sentiment which may potentially still apply to the Poème de l'extase, a work which, due to 
its name, is easily appreciated by an audience. Especially for the Third Symphony, entitled Le divin 
poème, another approach is required. Here, we are dealing with an ambivalent world of thoughts 
and feelings, which is also reflected in its tonal architecture. “The Third Symphony especially is 
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often as clear as glass or a watercolour painting,” says Kitaenko, “but much is also dark, 

 
 
 
labyrinthine, mystical.” He knows what he's talking about, having already played Scriabin's Piano 
Sonatas as a student and later having recorded the complete orchestral works of the great mystic. 
 
The concert with the Berlin Philharmonic could be a stellar moment of the season. “This orchestra 
understands every gesture instinctively. You don't need to talk much. You can absolutely feel the 
electricity crackling. When I stand there, I am live – far more than 220 Volts!” Which for journeys 
into space can only be a good thing. 
 
 
Concert Tip 
Th 27th May, Fr 28th May & Sa 29th May 2010, 20h 
Philharmonie 
Berlin Philharmonic 
Dmitri Kitaenko (conductor) 
Radék Baborák (Horn) 
Bartók: Hungarian Pictures Sz 97 
Glière: Concerto for Horn in B flat major op. 91 
Scriabin: Symphony Nr. 3 in C minor op. 43 “Le divin poème” 
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