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The mysterious life

of a musical genius

In December 1976, Tchaikovsky sat next to his literary boyhood hero, Leo Tolstoy, at a musical soiree in Moscow. During the andate cantabile of his First String Quartet, the composer saw that tears were poring down the writer’s face. For the rest of his days Tchaikovsky would declare that moment as the proudest in his professional career.

For Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, writing music was pure, unadulterated pleasure and achieving recognition as a composer was of supreme importance (he was fortunate enough to see international reknown in his own lifetime). However, like many gifted artists, he was a tortuous soul, often teetering on the brink of a mental crisis: “Without my music, I would fall into terminal depression, he once wrote to a friend.

Yet this inner turmoil helped create some of the world’s most sublime classical music, both breathtakingly emotional and darkly introspective. Tchaikovsky’s Concerto No 1 in B flat minor is one of the most well-known and frequently-heard pieces of music ever written.  Swan Lake, The Nutcracker, Romeo and Juliet, Don Giovanni and Eugene Onegin are all equally popular and equally loved.

Born in 1840 to a middle class family in Votkinsk, west of Moscow, Tchaikovsky played the piano exceptionally well as a child. However, an early admiration for Mozart and more than a glimmer of musical promise was discarded in favour of a career in the civil service (his father was the chief inspector of mines and metallurgical works).

At the age of 10 (just after the birth of his twin brothers Modest and Anatoly) Tchaikovsky was sent to the School of Jurisprudence 800 miles from home. He excelled in his studies and graduated nine years later to work as a clerk in the Ministry of Justice. However, civil service life held few attractions for 
for Tchaikovksy who longed to be a serious musician. After two years as a pen-pusher, he became a full-time student at the St Petersborg Conservatoire at the somewhat advanced age of 22.

Tchaikovsky was a lover of Italian opera (which dominated the Russian stage then) and almost married a glittering opera star who had made her debut in front of Queen Victoria. He was captivated by the professional (rather than personnel) talents of Desirée Artôt who had a commanding stage presence and powerful vocal range. While his friends were horrified about his intentions (he was an active homosexual), her mother was far from keen about the match and duly whisked her daughter away to Estonia, to Warsaw.

    When he reached the age of 56, Tchaikovsky announces that he planned to marry. And it seemed that any willing female would do. When he received a letter from a former student, Antonina Milyukova, who was clearly infatuated with him, he arranged to meet her and proposed on their second date.

It was the most ill-fated decision he ever made. Though Milyekova adored him and was happy to comply with his desire for an unconsummated marriage, “she loves me like a cat,” he told his brother Anatole, within three weeks’ he loathed the sight of her and within three months, their union was over.

Though his marriage may have been disastrous, Tchaikovsky was incapable of forming deep attachments to women. He adored his mother and was devastated when she died of cholera at 41.  “Every moment of that appaling day is as vivid to me as though it was yesterday,” he told a friend 26 years later.

  His life would certainly have been poorer (both emotionally and financially) without the succor of Nadezhda Filaretovna van Meck, a wealthy widower who was content to admire him from afar and furnish him with limitless funds. They never met properly it almost 14 years of correspondence (they saw each other once, fleetingly, by accident) though her devotion to the man and his music was unceasing; she died just two months after his demise.

Tchaikovsky’s own death at 53 is shrouded in mystery, though for years he was believed to have died of colera after drinking an glass of unboiled water. In recent years scholars have conclude that it is more than is likely that he committed suicide (by taking poison). As to why he should end his life – just a week after the performance of his 6th symphony, the Pathetique, of which he said, “I am prouder of this than of anything else I have ever written,” the answer is anyones guess.

Many theories have come to light – one hinted of an affair with someone in the Imperial household, another suggested that a ‘court of honour’ forced him to kill himself. Whatever the truth, his lifelong fear that his homosexuality would be exposed and lead to public disgrace was extremely real. Faced with such threat, Tchaikovsky may have felt that their was no alternative but to take his darkest secret to his grave.

