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The Russian pianist and composer Nikolay Medtner was born in Moscow on 5th January 
1880, Russian Christmas Eve. His father, a man of marked cultural interests, had been born 
in the Estonian port of Parnu and had settled in Moscow as director of a lace factory, while 
his mother, of similar remoter German ancestry, was descended from a family that had 
literary and musical connections. One of her forebears, a contemporary of Pushkin, had set 
two poems of his, while another, a friend of Goethe,had sewed as stage director at the 
Imperial German Court Theatre in St Petersburg. Medtner's maternal uncle, Fyodor 
Karlovich, was organ professor at the Conservatory and his cousin, Alexander Goedicke, 
was known as a well considered representative of the Moscow school of composers. 

Medtner had his first piano lessons from his mother and at the age of ten continued these 
with his uncle Fyodor, before, at the age of twelve, entering Moscow Conservatory, once he 
had determined that he would be a musician. Here he studied with Pabst, Sapelnikov and 
Safonov, graduating with a gold medal in 1900. He won first prize at the International 
Rubinstein Piano Competition in Vienna with a performance of Anton Rubinstein's Piano 
Concerto No. 5, and was to set out on a concert tour with his teacher, Safonov. At this 
juncture, with the advice of Taneyev, he decided to abandon the tour and now to dedicate 
himself to composition. The period brought the first publication of earlier compositions. 

During these early years Medtner lived at home with his parents and much influenced by 
his eldest brother Emil. Medtner himself was the youngest of five children. After Emil came 
Karl, destined to follow his father in business, then Alexander, a musician, violinist and later a 
conductor. Their only sister, Sophie, was two years older than Nikolay. He himself had 
become closely drawn to his brother Emil's young wife, Anna Mikhailovna Bratensky, a 
violinist and pupil of Hiimaly. Matters were settled during the war, when Emil, who was well 
aware of the situation and had behaved with generous understanding, was interned in 
Germany, where he had been studying, and on his release had moved to Switzerland. 
Medtner was able to marry Anna in 1918, in the aftermath of the Revolution. 

In the years before 1917 Medtner had sewed briefly as a piano teacher at the Moscow 
Conservatory, resigning in 1910, after a year, to pursue what was now a busy enough career 
as a pianist and composer and to serve on the advisory panel of Koussevitzky's Edition 



Russe. It was at this time that he established a close friendship with Rachmaninov, who 
visited the Medtners as an emissary of Koussevitzky, now rising, helped by his father-in-law's 
wealth, to become one of the world's leading conductors. His Edition Russe now became 
Medtner's publisher. In 1914 Medtner resumed his Conservatory teaching, while concert life 
continued much as before, augmented now by the orchestra Koussevitzky had been able to 
establish and the generous fees he was able to pay. It was during the war that Medtner wrote 
his Piano Concerto No. 1,  which was apparently given its first performance in 1918. 

War and revolution brought conditions of great severity. Karl Medtner, who was serving 
with the army, died of typhus, while Medtner's mother too must have died at this time. Her 
death removed an obstacle to the marriage of Nikolay and his brother's wife, Anna. As 
conditions deteriorated further, the Medtners decided to leave Russia. The Rachmaninovs 
had left in the autumn of 1917. Others followed, including, in 1920, the Koussevitzkys. The 
Medtners reached Berlin, after long delays, in the winter of 1921, and now he was gradually 
able to resume his concert career, while seeking help from others who had emigrated, from 
Rachmaninov and, to little effect, from Koussevitzky. An American tour in 1924 and 1925 
brought success as a performer, but little success for his music. Returning to Europe, the 
Medtners settled for a time near Paris. There was a brief return to Moscow and concerts in 
various cities, before returning to France, followed by the first visit to England, where 
Medtner's music was already known. Here Medtner's Piano Concerto No. 2, Opus 50, 
completed in 1927 after intermittent work over a difficult period of seven years, was 
performed indifferently under Landon Ronald in London and to better effect under Hamilton 
Harty in Manchester. The first performance had been in Moscow, conducted by the 
composer's brother Alexander. 1929 brought a second American tour, which earned a 
welcome sum of money, but return to France posed problems of housing once more and 
recourse to help from Rachmaninov, when the proceeds of the American tour were lost 
through the dishonesty of an agent. Concerts and performances of his work in various 
centres followed, with varying success, but no return visit to Russia proved possible, as a 
visa was not granted. Medtner's book Muza imoda (The Muse and Fashion) was published 
by Rachmaninov in 1935 and the same year brought suggestions from Mikhail Braikevich, 
former mayor of Odessa and now employed as a structural engineer in the London suburb of 
Golders Green, that the Medtners should move to London. 1935 saw the death of Emil 
Medtner, who had remained in constant contact with his brother and sister-in-law, and the 
conversion of Medtner, a Lutheran, to the Russian Orthodox Church. In the spring of 1936 



the Medtners moved to London, to Golders Green, their home for the rest of his life, apart 
from a war-time evacuation to Warwickshire, where they were guests of an English family for 
some two years. 

Medtner had been prevented by illness from performing, but in 1943, back once more in 
London, he was able to appear on the concert platform. In 1944 the pianist Moiseievitch, who 
had been a strong advocate of Medtner's work, generously ceded to the composer the first 
performance of the third of the latter's piano concertos, the so-called Ballade-Concerto, 
commissioned by Moiseievitch, further performances of which followed. Medtner dedicated 
the work to the Maharajah of Mysore, an important benefactor, who gave his support to the 
formation of a Medtner Society and to the recording of the composer's music. 

Medtner's last work was his Piano Quintet i n  C major, on which he had worked 
intermittently for some 45 years. The first sketches date from 1904 and 1905 and the work 
was completed towards the end of 1948. A heart-attack, not the first, prevented him from 
rehearsing and recording it, as had been planned, and he was to live a further three years, on 
what he described as borrowed time. 

In style Medtner had claimed early affinity with Brahms. Nevertheless this must be a 
Russian Brahms, increasingly with the accents of Rachmaninov. Apart from a hundred or so 
songs and chamber music that includes three violin sonatas, Medtner's compositions are for 
his own instrument, the piano, with three concertos, an unpublished concert-piece and a 
series of characteristic sonatas and shorter pieces for solo piano. 

Medtner's Piano Concerto No. 2 in C minor, Opus 50, dedicated to Rachmaninov, who 
returned the compliment in the dedication of his fourth concerto, opens with an energetic 
Toccata, a movement of enormous energy. The musical language is entirely Medtner's, with 
the cross-rhythms of Brahms, the impetus, in the first movement, of Prokofiev, and the lyrical 
melodies and piano figuration of a Rachmaninov or a Tchaikovsky. At the same time the 
work makes heavy technical demands on the soloist. The first thematic material gives way to 
a lyrical secondary theme in E flat major, the expected key relationship, less expected is a 
sprightly G major episode. There is extensive development of the material presented, with 
passages of solo cadenza, but the cadenza proper appears later in the movement, when the 
first and second themes return in recapitulation. The second movement, Romanza, in A flat 
major, starts with a lyrical theme that builds to a dynamic climax before the introduction of 
new material, in the key of E major. At the heart of the movement is an agitato in C sharp 
minor, followed by a return of the tranquillity of the principal theme, ornamented by the soloist 



and rising again to a dynamic climax of romantic intensity. The movement ends with a 
sustained chord that prepares the way for the final Divertimento. This movement, in the initial 
key of C major, is a rondo, its principal theme making use of a lively piano rhythm. The mood 
is generally light-hearted, as contrasting episodes are introduced, a G major Marciale and 
other passages of amusing intervention by solo instruments of the orchestra. There is a short 
cadenza and a rapid coda to bring the work to an end. 

The first movement of the Piano Quintet, a work that seemed to Medtner to summarise 
and, as it happened, complete his achievement as a composer, starts with the serenity of a 
long-drawn theme, expansive and gently meditative in character, heard first from the piano, 
before cello and then first violin take up the melody. A secondary theme, in F minor, suggests 
the Requiem sequence of the Latin Mass, the Dies irae, the opening figure of which haunted 
Rachmaninov. A passage of some excitement leads to the return of the first theme, followed 
by a complementary melody of even greater serenity, marked Maestoso. This unfolds, 
leading gradually to the return of the Dies irae, now in more elaborate figuration in the piano 
part, while the maestoso theme continues. The movement comes to a tranquil conclusion, 
where all is peace. The liturgical connotations of the second movement are more explicit, 
with an opening melody, marked dolente and entrusted to strings alone at first, echoed, 
antiphonally, by the piano. The antiphonal procedure and the melody itself suggest the 
Psalm, For Thy name's sake consider not my iniquity, a plea that must have reflected 
Medtner's feelings after a life that had brought so much hardship and difficulty, after so 
brilliant a beginning. This is played by the strings without vibrato, as they echo the Russian 
Orthodox chant. The Dies irae motif re-appears and the calmer maestoso theme of the first 
movement. The piano answers the strings in the final bars of this A minor movement, that 
now modulates to lead directly to the final Allegro vivace. This serves very much as a 
summary of what has gone before, with reminiscences and transformations of earlier 
thematic material. At the start the piano is answered by the strings, reversing the process of 
the second movement. The second subject is marked quasi Hymn and appears first in D 
major, a hymn of, i f  anything, steadfast triumph. The development section, at the heart of a 
sonata-form movement of some complexity, remembers what has gone, before being 
subsumed into a final recapitulation. 



Konstantin Scherbakov 
Konstantin Scherbakov was born in 1963 in Barnaul, Siberia, where he received his first 

piano instruction. He studied with lrina Naumova at the Gnesin School in Moscow and from 
1981 to 1986 was a pupil of Lev Naumov at the Tchaikovsky Conservatory. He has won 
prizes at the Montreal lnternational Competition, the Busoni Piano Competition in Bolzano 
and in 1983 won first prize at the Moscow Rachmaniov Competition. Other awards have 
included the Geza Anda Television Prize for his interoretation of Tchaikovsky's Piano 
Concerto No. 1 and second prize at the International competition Premio ~ a l e n t i n ~ ~ u c c h i  in 
Rome, a competition dedicated to music of the twentieth century. Konstantin Scherbakov has 
given concerts in over a hundred cities in Russia and also has regular engagements in 
France, Switzerland, Italy, Germany and Czechoslovakia. His recitals in Italy have included a 
cycle of Prokofiev piano sonatas and a four-recital cycle of piano music by Rachmaninov. He 
has recorded extensively at home and abroad and in addition to his concert activities is a 
member of the teaching staff of Moscow Conservatory, where he is assistant to Lev Naumov. 

Moscow Symphony Orchestra 
The Moscow Symphony Orchestra was established in 1989 under the direction of the 

distinguished musician Antonio de Almeida, who died in 1997. The members of the orchestra 
include prize-winners and laureates of lnternational and Russian music competitions, 
graduates of the conservatories of Moscow, St Petersburg and Kiev, who have played under 
conductors such as Svetlanov, Rozhdestvensky, Mravinsky and Ozawa, in Russia and 
throughout the world. The Moscow Symphony Orchestra has a wide repertoire, with 
particular expertise in the performance of contemporary works. 

lgor Golovschin 
The Russian conductor lgor Golovschin was born in Moscow in 1956 and entered the 

piano class of the Special Music School at the age of six. In 1975 he joined the class of Kyril 
Kondrashin at the Moscow Conservatory and in 1981 joined the lrkutsk Symphony 
Orchestra, winning the Herbert von Karajan Conductors' Competition in the following year, 
followed in 1983 by victory in the Moscow National Conductors' Competition. Five years later 
he was invited to join the USSR State Symphony Orchestra, where he was assistant to 
Yevgeny Svetlanov. With this orchestra he has toured throughout Europe and as far afield as 
Japan. 




