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Kiril Petrovich Kondrashin was internationally the best-known conductor of the Soviet Union 
and also the most prominent one to emigrate from that country. He was known for vigorous 
and solid performances of a wide repertory, particularly the Russian masters.
 He was brought up with music, as his family included several orchestral musicians. He 
took piano lessons, and the family got him lessons in musical theory at the Musical 
Teknikum with Nikolai Zhilyayev, who had a strong influence on him. While still a student, 
he made his conducting debut in 1931 at the Children's Theater. He entered the Moscow 
Conservatory in 1934, where he studied conducting with Boris Khaikin. He graduated in 
1936, but by then had obtained a job as assistant conductor at the Nemirovich-Danchenko 
Music Theater in 1934, debuting with the operetta Les cloches de Corneville by Planquette.
 In 1936 he was conductor at the Maly Opera Theater in Leningrad, retaining that post until 
1943. Along with other artists who were deemed important to the war effort, he was 
evacuated from besieged Leningrad after the German invasion of Russia. In 1943, he 
became a member of the conducting staff of the Moscow Bolshoi Theater, which was also 
in a wartime home outside the capital. He remained with the Bolshoi until 1956, making 
marked improvement in his interpretation.
 Meanwhile, a demand was building for him as a concert conductor. He received Stalin 
Prizes in 1948 and 1949. When he left the Bolshoi, it was with the intention of centering 
his career on the podium rather than in the pit. His fame grew greatly in 1958, when he led 
the orchestra in the prizewinning appearances of American pianist Van Cliburn at the 
Tchaikovsky International Competition. Cliburn charmed both his home country and his 
Russian hosts, and the resulting LP record of the Tchaikovsky First Piano Concerto, 
conducted by Kondrashin, was a long-time best seller. This led to his American and British 
debuts, making Kondrashin the first Soviet conductor to appear in the U.S.
 In 1960 he was named artistic director of the Moscow Philharmonic, and as such 
participated in another piano concerto blockbuster recording with a U.S. piano star, the 
great Prokofiev Third Concerto recording for Mercury with Byron Janis, still considered by 
many the greatest interpretation of that brilliant work on disc. Kondrashin's performances 
were bright and dramatic, tending to programmatic interpretations that commentators saw as 
the legacy of his theater career. He was the U.S.S.R.'s finest interpreter of Mahler, leading 
all the symphonies with unusual restraint and with the expressive and dramatic qualities of 
the music seemingly enhanced by understatement.
 He left the Moscow Philharmonic in 1975, turning to guest conducting. As a result of high 
demand outside the U.S.S.R., he decided to emigrate in 1978. He was named permanent 
conductor of the Amsterdam Concertgebouw in 1979, and immediately began making a 
notable series of recordings with them, but died in that city only two years later.



Rachmaninov's trio of Symphonic Dances (1940) represents the 
composer's last completed work, and the only one he wrote wholly 
in the United States. The first of the three dances, marked Non 
allegro - Lento - Tempo I, begins with a vibrant three-note motif 
that makes its way through the orchestra, from woodwinds to 
strings to brass, repeating, descending, ascending, climaxing in a 
proclamation of the theme in the strings, accompanied by tambou-
rine. The slow middle section unfolds with an expansive melody on 
alto saxophone, soon taken up with warmth and passion by the 
strings. After a return to the main material, the central theme is 
recalled briefly as the movement draws to a quiet close.

The Andante con moto recalls characteristics of both the second 
movement of the composer's Piano Concerto No. 3 (1935) and 
Ravel's La Valse (1919-1920). Commencing in a slow waltz rhythm, 
the music momentarily hesitates before resuming the initial mood 
with a subdued, suave, nocturnal theme. Toward the center of the 
movement the music again becomes hesitant, its direction seem-
ingly uncertain. The waltz theme returns, now becoming anxious 
and restive as the tempo increases. The climax is follwed by a 
subdued ending.

The Lento assai finale begins hesitantly, unhurriedly, lurching ahead 

and then slowing. With the entrance of "Dies irae" -- the plain-
chant requiem theme that Rachmaninov used so effectively in the 
Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini (1934) -- the tempo picks up 
and the music takes on a brilliance that is anything but gloomy or 
funereal. After a climactic episode the music slows, seemingly 
suspended in an ethereal state. Gradually, the mood becomes 
reflective, and the textures darken. "Dies Irae" returns amid even 
greater color and majesty, as if the composer were willingly and 
happily embracing a fate he knew was near. The music builds to a 
powerful and brilliant climax as the "Dies irae" theme is proudly 
stated again and again. In what seems to suggest an ominous 
close, the orchestra delivers crushing chords, punctuated by a 
thundering gong stroke whose fading strains appear to bring the 
work to an end. From this gesture, however, emerges a quotation 
from Rachmaninov's own Vespers (1915) that corresponds to the 
Resurrection of Christ.

While the composer worked on the orchestration of the Symphonic 
Dances, he also sketched out a version for two pianos that is 
generally a literal and faithful transcription. The work in its full 
orchestral clothing was premiered by Eugene Ormandy and the 
Philadelphia Orchestra on January 4, 1941.
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1 Non allegro 11:05
2 Andante con moto (Tempo di valse) 9:50
3 Lento assai - Allegro vivace 13:12
Total Time: 34:07
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