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All in all, then, a major surprise and a
great representation of these sonatas.
For once, they made sense to me as
music rather than just flying past one’s
ears as a series of notes.
Highly recommended!
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, with many awards and honors to his credit, continues to
astound and mesmerize audiences at major venues on three continents. His three-concert
series at the San Francisco Symphony’s Prokofiev Festival under Michael Tilson-Thomas was
named one of the “Top 10 Classical Music Events of 2007” by the San Francisco Chronicle.
He has also appeared as concerto soloist with the Boston Pops, the BBC Concert Orchestra
and the Utah Symphony under Keith Lockhart; the Arkansas Symphony and the Las Vegas
Philharmonic under David Itkin; the Syracuse Symphony and the Wichita Symphony under
Daniel Hege; the Mariinsky Orchestra under Tugan Sokhiev; the Rochester Philharmonic
under Michael Butterman; the St. Petersburg Philharmonic under Emmanuel LeducqBarome; the Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra under Andrew Sewell; the Edmonton Symphony
under Mei-Ann Chen; and the Rhode Island Philharmonic under Larry Rachleff, among many
others.
As a concert soloist, Mr. Yakushev has performed in Lincoln Center’s Great Performers Series,
at the Ravinia Festival (Chicago), the Tanglewood Music Festival (Lenox, MA), the
PianoSummer (New Paltz, NY), and the International Keyboard Institute & Festival (New York
City). He has also performed at such prestigious venues as Symphony Hall (Boston), Great
Philharmonic Hall (St. Petersburg), Victoria Hall (Singapore), Davies Symphony Hall (San
Francisco), Musikverein (Vienna), Alice Tully Hall (New York City), and Sejong Performing
Arts Center (Seoul).
Among his many awards are the Gawon International Music Society’s Award (Seoul, Korea),
and first prizes at the World Piano Competition (Cincinnati, Ohio), and the Donostia Hiria
International Piano Competition (San Sebastian, Spain).
Mr. Yakushev attended the Rimsky-Korsakov College of Music in his native St. Petersburg,
Russia, and subsequently came to New York City to attend Mannes College of Music where
he studied with Dr. Arkady Aronov and later with legendary pianist Vladimir Feltsman.
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Modest Mussorgsky (1839-81), Pyotr Tchaikovsky (1840-93) and Sergei Rachmaninoff
(1873-1943) each had very different attitudes towards piano performance and composition.
Mussorgsky studied the instrument under Anton Gerke’s tutelage but established himself
principally as a composer, one of ‘The Five’ who strove to achieve a uniquely Russian identity
in their music, (in Mussorgsky’s case particularly in opera and song). Tchaikovsky was not a
pianist of any remarkable attainment. However, in addition to his three piano concertos, he
contributed to the instrument’s repertory two sonatas and over one hundred miniatures, most
of them grouped in various collections. He was also an early influence on Rachmaninoff,
who became renowned as a conductor and pianist, no less than as a composer, and
eventually enjoyed an international reputation and popularity in all three arenas.

Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky and Rachmaninoff were essentially composers of large canvases
and exploited a rich palette of colours generally more suited to orchestral instruments than
to a piano. Tchaikovsky’s Dumka is one case in point. Rachmaninoff’s Variations were
actually transcribed for a small orchestra by Corneliu Dumbraveanu; and Mussorgsky’s
Pictures has been orchestrated (sometimes with substantial artistic license) by over two dozen
composers, including Mikhail Tushmalov (c1890), Henry Wood (1915), Leo Funtek (1922),
Leopold Stokowski (1939) and, most popularly, Maurice Ravel (1922). It has also been
rescored for rock band, brass ensemble, acoustic guitar, massed accordions, and even
rearranged for solo piano by Vladimir Horowitz.

By April 1885, Tchaikovsky had decided to end his itinerant existence and rent a house at
Maidanovo. His failed marriage, coming to terms with his homosexuality, the deaths of
mentors and family and a hectic work–schedule had left him prone to periods of depression.
The financial support of his patroness Nadezhda von Meck had eased his circumstances
somewhat and he found his new environment inspiring and comforting. He wrote to von
Meck, ‘I love our Russian countryside more than any other, and for me the Russian landscape
in winter has an incomparable charm.’ Significantly, his Dumka Op. 59 (1886) bears the
subtitle Scène rustique russe (‘Russian Country Scene’).
The Ukrainian duma, a thoughtful, melancholic or introspective epic ballad, became a
source of inspiration for many composers, especially those of Slavic background. The
Ukrainian composer Mykola Lysenko did much to popularise the genre in the 1870s and
Tchaikovsky successfully translated the traditional folk form into the Classical milieu in his
Dumka Op. 59. Written during February 1886, it was dedicated to the French pianistcomposer Antoine Marmontel (1816–98) and premiered by Louis Diémer (Paris, 24
February 1887). It begins with a lament (C minor, Andantino cantabile), which probably
derives from a Russian folk song. The right hand lingers on a repetitive descending scale
passage, which transforms into an ornamental accompaniment for a restatement of the
lament an octave lower. The growing energy of this opening leads into a more animated
section in E-flat major; but a slackening of tempo and a shift to G minor interrupt the joviality,
even if the previous restless energy levels are maintained. After a virtuoso cadenza and a
4
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(Vars.16-20 + coda), with an Intermezzo between variations 13 and 14. Written in an
atypically dry style, the work begins with a simple announcement of La Folía (Andante). The
first thirteen variations, all in D minor, traverse a variety of moods and tempi. In Variations
1-4 the theme is largely recognisable within a changing series of rhythmic guises before it
breaks free to explore more energetic versions of its harmonic design. After another spate of
introspection in Variations 8 and 9, momentum builds relentlessly from the scherzando
scamper of Variation 10 to the agitated aggression of Variation 13. Following the
ornamental, cadenza-like Intermezzo, loosely based on the theme, the tonality shifts to D-flat
major for the ‘sonata’s’ central slow ‘movement’, with the theme initially presented lower in
the register, more richly harmonised and in melancholy (Var.14) and nostalgic (Var.15) vein.
The ‘Finale’s’ variations return abruptly to the tonic and progress from the lively sixteenth
variation through the slower, exotic seventeenth to the last three variations, which become
increasingly more animated and technically demanding. However, it is with an air of
solemnity and mystery that the work subsides in the Andante coda and reverts to its quiet
beginnings.
Rachmaninoff himself premiered Op. 42 in Montreal on 12 October 1931 and incorporated
it into his repertory; but he often considered its reception lukewarm. He wrote to Nikolai
Medtner (21 December 1931):
I've played the Variations about fifteen times, but of these fifteen
performances only one was good.…Not once have I played these all in
continuity. I was guided by the coughing of the audience. Whenever the
coughing increased, I would skip the next variation. Whenever there was
no coughing, I would play them in proper order. In one concert …the
coughing was so violent that I played only ten variations. My best record
was set in New York, where I played 18 variations. However, I hope
that you will play all of them, and won't ‘cough’.
That hope aside, Rachmaninoff formally gave performers the choice of omitting any or all of
variations 11, 12, and 19.
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staccato Moderato con fuoco, two broader passages bring some relief. The opening lament
returns, pianissimo, but concludes with three loud, abrupt chords.
Mussorgsky first met artist, architect, and designer Viktor Hartmann (1834-73) in 1868,
probably at the home of the influential critic Vladimir Stasov (1824-1906). Both were
devoted to the cause of an intrinsically Russian art and became close friends. When
Hartmann died suddenly from an aneurysm aged thirty-nine, Mussorgsky was devastated.
‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life,’ he asked, paraphrasing King Lear, ‘and
creatures like Hartmann must die?’ As a memorial Stasov mounted an exhibition of
Hartmann’s work in St. Petersburg in the spring of 1874, featuring some 400 drawings,
costumes, architectural designs, sketches for ornamental house objects and watercolours.
Inspired by this commemorative event, Mussorgsky lost little time in composing his Pictures
at an Exhibition, which he completed on 22 June 1874 and dedicated to Stasov. He chose
to represent in musical terms eleven of Hartmann’s works, combining two sketches that he
had received as a gift from Hartmann as one ‘picture’. He described Pictures as ‘an album
series’. However, it is no ad hoc collection of miniatures; rather, it is a coherently designed
whole, organised around a Promenade (walking section) which prefaces the first picture and
re-emerges occasionally as a transitional passage in keeping with the exhibits’ changing
moods. ‘Mussorgsky depicts himself roving through the exhibition, now leisurely, now briskly
in order to come close to a picture that had attracted his attention, and at times sadly,
thinking of his departed friend.’ (Stasov) The theme’s asymmetrical metre suggests the
composer’s physiognomy and somewhat heavy tread.
Stasov described the first picture, Gnomus, as ‘a child’s plaything, fashioned, after
Hartmann’s design in wood, for the Christmas tree at the Artist’s Club (1869). It resembles
the style of the fabled Nutcracker with large teeth, the nuts being inserted into the gnome’s
mouth.’ The gnome ‘accompanies his droll movements with savage shrieks.’ Another version
of Promenade leads to Il Vecchio Castello (The Old Castle), the origins of which have been
hotly debated. Whatever its inspiration, the picture represents a medieval castle, in front of
which a troubadour sings (sadly and unsuccessfully, it seems) to his beloved. Mussorgsky’s
‘song’ is clearly indebted to Russian folk influence.
NI 6348
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Another brief, more extrovert recall of Promenade leads to a picture of Le Jardin des Tuileries
(The Tuileries gardens) in Paris, with nannies keeping in order their playing children in a brief
tri-partite scherzo. Bydlo (Polish for ‘cattle’), identified with sketches that Hartmann made at
Sandomierz (1868), features a slow, Aeolian melody depicting a cart being drawn by oxen.
Beginning fortissimo, it reaches a climactic point, but the ever-diminishing dynamics
thereafter suggest that the cart recedes into the distance. A reflective version of Promenade
leads to the light-hearted Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells. Inspired by Hartmann’s costume
designs for a ballet, Trilbi (1871), Mussorgsky’s music depicts a scene where a group of
pupils from the Imperial Russian Ballet School, ‘dressed as canaries, scampered on the stage.
Some of the little birds were wearing over their dresses big eggshells resembling breastplates.’
A dramatic introduction presents Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle, after sketches entitled
‘A Rich Jew in a Fur Hat’ and ‘A Poor Jew’ dating from Hartmann’s Polish sojourn.
Mussorgsky owned these two sketches and gave the characters proper names. His amusing
musical caricatures utilise augmented seconds to suggest the Jewish element, Goldenberg’s
theme appearing haughty and vain and Schmuÿle’s reflecting his garrulous character. The
two themes are then combined in counterpoint before a concluding coda, in which
Goldenberg has the final word.
A virtual bar-for-bar restatement of the opening Promenade leads to the watercolour Limoges.
The Market (The Great News). In his autograph score Mussorgsky speculates amusingly on
‘the great news’:
Monsieur de Puissangeout has just recovered his cow, The Fugitive. But
the good gossips of Limoges are not totally agreed about this because
Madame de Remboursac has just acquired a beautiful new set of false
teeth, whereas Monsieur de Panta-Pantaleon’s nose, which is in his way,
is as much as ever the colour of a peony.
Following this through-composed ternary scherzo, a scurrying coda leads straight into
Catacombae: Sepulcrum romanum, which shows the ‘Interior of Paris catacombs with figures
of Hartmann, the architect Kenel, and the guide holding a lamp.’ (Stasov) To their right is a
6
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pile of skulls. Mussorgsky explained: ‘The creative spirit of the dead Hartmann leads me
towards the skulls, invokes them–the skulls are illuminated softly from within.’ At the end of
this section he added, ‘Con [Cum?] mortuis in lingua mortua’ (‘With the dead in a dead
language’), introducing a mournful version of Promenade, which leads to The Hut on Fowls’
Legs. The equivalent drawing is catalogued as ‘Baba Yaga’s hut on fowls’ legs. Clock,
Russian style of the fourteenth century. Bronze and enamel.’ Hartmann’s design, of Oriental
elaboration, shows the clock in the shape of a hut surmounted by two heads of cocks and
standing on the legendary chickens’ feet. The hut has neither windows nor doors but can
rotate quickly. The subject suggested to Mussorgsky the fearsome child-eating witch Baba
Yaga, who, according to Russian legend, lived deep in the woods and preyed on her victims
from a hut of similar design. This scherzo with a slower central section incorporates motives
which evoke the bells of a large clock and the whirlwind sounds of a witch’s chase. A coda
leads straight into The Bogatyr Gates (In the Capital in Kiev), better known as The Great Gate
of Kiev, a design which Hartmann had entered successfully for a national competition. He
modelled his gate on the traditional headdress of Russian women, with a cupola shaped like
the helmet of Slavic warriors. Plans to build the structure were abandoned. Mussorgsky’s
music opens with an expansion of the opening Promenade, includes a baptismal hymn from
the Russian Orthodox faith and builds steadily to a majestic tribute to Tsar Alexander II, who
had survived an assassination attempt on 4 April 1866.
Rachmaninoff and his family had been forced to leave Russia during the Revolution (1917),
first for Scandinavia and eventually (from November 1918) the USA, with occasional
sojourns in Europe. Rachmaninoff composed his Variations on a Theme of Corelli Op. 42 in
1931, the year in which he publicly denounced the Soviet Union’s leaders as ‘Communist
grave-diggers’. Written at his Swiss holiday villa, it is the only solo piano piece that he
composed outside of Russia and was among his final creations for the instrument, followed
only by his Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini. The 16-bar theme, La Folía, is not actually by
Corelli; it is an Iberian folk tune, which Corelli had used as the basis for variations in his
Violin Sonata Op. 5 no. 12.
Rachmaninoff considered his twenty variations as a tripartite structure similar to a threemovement sonata: Allegro and Scherzo (Vars.1-13), Adagio (Vars.14-15), and Finale
NI 6348
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