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What was the political context for the 
composition of Spartacus? 

Khachaturian’s first ballet Gayane was written in 
1942, and it was a success: his talent for melody 
and rhythm worked well in a ballet context. But 
Khachaturian, like Prokofiev and Shostakovich, 
had a difficult time under the Soviet regime. One 
moment they would be darlings and the next 
they would be denounced. Khachaturian was 
denounced in 1948 and his music was deemed 
decadent and bourgeois. There was a lot of petty 
jealousy at work in these times – the committees 
that sat in judgement on artists were often made 
up of less successful artists, who were bitter that 
their own work had been overlooked. But there 
were all sorts of serious consequences to being 
denounced: you could be imprisoned, you could 
be exiled to Siberia, and certainly your work would 
no longer be performed. Khachaturian eventually 
apologised and was ‘rehabilitated’. 

Writing Spartacus was one of the ways 
Khachaturian clawed his way back into favour: 
it eventually won the Stalin Prize. But like many 
denounced artists, Khachaturian used subtle 
elements of his work to get back at the regime. 
While the Soviets chose to interpret the story of 
Spartacus in a way that was flattering to them, 
the music that Khachaturian chose to represent 
Crassus, the oppressor, was also symbolic of 
the kind of music used in the big Soviet military 
parades to represent the power of the state. 

Khachaturian was born in Georgia, and had an 
Armenian background. He spoke of folk music as 
“the natural soil nourishing all my work.” What 
elements do we see in the Spartacus score that 
reference folk music? 

The two roots of classical music in Armenia are 
both vocal – one is religious music, and the other 
is folk music, in the troubadour tradition. It’s music 
that is based on lyricism and melody. Khachaturian 
is a great writer of melodies, and that’s what we’d 
expect from a composer versed in Armenian 
traditions. 

Khachaturian was proud of his heritage, but 
his work wasn’t about making a nationalistic 
statement. Like all the great composers, he heard 
different elements from a number of traditions and 
absorbed these and used them, just as Tchaikovsky 
and Shostakovich and Mussorgsky did.  

In Armenian folk music there are instruments 
similar to a violin, and wind instruments that sound 
like an oboe or a clarinet. In Spartacus you have a 
lot of violin solos with an emotive, speaking kind 
of melody. In the slave market scene, Khachaturian 
uses the wind instruments of the orchestra to 
create an exotic feel – think of the sound of a 
snake charmer’s instrument in an Oriental market. 
It’s like Tchaikovsky’s use of the oboe for the 
Arabian dance in The Nutcracker, or in Cinderella 
where Prokofiev uses oboe and cor anglais for 
the Prince’s journey to the Orient. Of course, 
it’s an idea of the Oriental, rather than an actual 
translation of oriental music – just as Minkus’ score  

for La Bayadère was a 19th-century Western 
composer's representation of what Indian music 
would sound like.

The troubadors were travelling songsters, and 
went all over Europe and Asia and even Africa, so 
all the different forms of folk music intermingled 
and influenced one another. Also, at the end of the 
19th century Russia was being opened up to the 
East and West through the advent of rail travel, 
so composers were hearing different sounds, 
different scale and harmonic structures, and these 
made their way into their music. You hear traces of 
these different influences in Spartacus, for instance 
in the ‘Khachaturian seconds’ (intervals), which  
are really just augmented seconds, as you hear  
in Jewish klezmer, and in a lot of Arabian music. 

What are Khachaturian’s strengths as a 
composer, and how do these manifest in 
Spartacus?

Something to note about Spartacus: there are three 
very different versions of the score. Khachaturian 
cut bits and added bits to cater for different 
versions of the ballet. That’s just what a theatre 
composer does, but it does mean that an overriding 
sense of harmonic architecture, the overarching 
structure, is missing to a certain extent. 

Khachaturian’s music is epic, in the true sense of 
the word, work on a grand scale. The size of the 
orchestra is massive. It’s very cinematic – he wrote 
for film, and he knew how to write music that 
told a story. The score is very descriptive. Take 
the opening scene, which is a triumphal march: 
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without knowing where you are in the world, 
or what era you’re in, it is clearly a big military 
parade. He chooses brass and percussion, which 
are used in military bands around the globe, and 
he uses the harmonic series of trumpets in the way 
that military calls do: because military trumpets 
didn’t have valves, they don’t play chromatic 
scales. Just from the sound of those trumpets,  
one instantly hears a call to arms. It’s like 
designing the right costumes for something:  
his music creates, a wonderful backdrop to a  
story. He’s very adept at setting the scene. 

Melodies flow from him. They’re expansive – 
they start from very low down and rise up very 
high. That’s a classic device used to create a 
sense of longing, of want, of aspiration. Take the 
introduction to Spartacus and Flavia’s central 
pas de deux. It starts all the way down in the 
cellos, then goes all the way up into the highest 
instruments, depicting expectation and yearning. 
The strings provide the heartbeat, the pulse 
of their passion: the flute trill at the beginning 
provides a note of optimism, it has an association 
with birdsong, with freedom. Then there’s the 
oboe. Tchaikovsky uses it in his Swan Lake pas 
de deux, because it has a singing quality, but also 
a plaintive quality. You can tell from the wistful 
voices of the oboe and the solo violin that this  
love story is not going to end well.  

Because he has such a large orchestra, 
Khachaturian has a massive set of colours with 
which to paint, and he’s very inventive in the way 
he combines those colours to make new ones; this 
makes his music really vivid. He loves rich, middle-
register instruments, which have an exotic, sexy 
sound. There’s a saxophone in there, which is still 
an unusual orchestral interloper. In the original 
scenario for Spartacus, a Roman courtesan comes 
to visit the rebels’ camp. He wrote an incredibly 
sensual clarinet solo for her dance. It has a folk-
music feel, but it also has a strong jazz flavour. 
Soviet composers were really interested in jazz, 
despite it being a ‘decadent’ Western art form. 
There are moments in Spartacus where you almost 
feel like you’re at a Weimar-era Berlin burlesque 
show. In other places, you feel like you’re in a 
1960s Bond film. It’s a real time-capsule piece: it 
can often feel a bit dated, but it’s very catchy, and 
what makes it such great dance music is the use of 
driving, energetic rhythms. There are tambourines, 
wood blocks, the sort of instruments you would 
shake and bang on if you were sitting around a 
campfire. It’s got that ‘come on, let’s just jump  
up and dance and have a good time’ kind of feel. 

Khachaturian has great moments, but he’s not in 
the league of the super-geniuses like Tchaikovsky. 
His music doesn’t often take us into the expressive, 
symphonic realms that the great ballet composers 
evoke. The pas de deux in an exception – it’s a 
stunning piece of music, and suggests emotional 
growth, the tragedy of the moment, but the 
longing, the hope for something better. That music 
transports us beyond the descriptive storytelling. 

Rose Mulready is The Australian Ballet’s content 
expert 

Nicolette Fraillon gives free talks on the score 
before selected performances. Check The Music 
of the Dance section of our website for upcoming 
dates. australianballet.com.au/stepinside


