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6.00pm Rachmaninov Song Series Pre-Concert Talk 

Songs by Sergey Rachmaninov, his colleagues and followers form the basis for a new series at Wigmore Hall 

co-curated by Iain Burnside and Philip Ross Bullock. Join Philip for an introduction to this evening’s first 

installment of the series. 

 

 

7.30pm 
 

Anush Hovhannisyan soprano 

Jasurbek Khaydarov bass 

Iain Burnside piano 

 

Nikolay Myaskovsky  (1881-1950)   Moon and mist  

Serenade  

Spiders  

Contradictions  

Pain  

Dust  

 

Anatoly Alexandrov  (1888-1982)   Evening twilight 

When I met you for the first time 

In the spring, the poplar changes its leaves 

When they say to me ‘Alexandria’  

 

Mikhail Fabianovich Gnesin  Insomnia  
(1883-1957) 

       Interval    
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Sergey Rachmaninov  (1873-1943)   Arion Op. 34 No. 5   

Morning Op. 4 No. 2   

I came to her Op. 14 No. 4   

Yuliya Veysberg  (1880-1942)    Song Op. 1 No. 1   

Sergey Rachmaninov    A dream Op. 8 No. 5   

Were you hiccoughing, Natasha?   

Maximilian Steinberg  (1883-1946)   Woodland grass Op. 6 No. 1   

Sergey Rachmaninov    Fate Op. 21 No. 1   

 

In my garden at night Op. 38 No. 1   

To her Op. 38 No. 2   

The ratcatcher Op. 38 No. 4   

Christ is risen Op. 26 No. 6   

Discord Op. 34 No. 13   

 

Letter to K.S. Stanislavsky   
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The 80 or so songs that Rachmaninov wrote between 

1890 and 1917 so dominate the repertoire that other 

important composers remain unknown, even in Russia 

itself. This series celebrates Rachmaninov’s genius by 

putting him in dialogue with his equally gifted 

contemporaries, many of whose songs are likely being 

performed at Wigmore Hall for the first time. The songs 

of Russia’s so-called ‘Silver Age’ deserve to be as familiar 

as the early 20th-century German Lied or French 

mélodie, and audiences will encounter a remarkable 

body of poetry, as well as much original and imaginative 

music. 

When Rachmaninov graduated from the Moscow 

Conservatory in 1892, he was very much seen as the heir 

to Tchaikovsky. That is certainly the impression given by 

his early songs, in which he was often drawn to the same 

poets, and sometimes even the same texts, as the older 

composer. Musically, many of his songs of the 1890s – 

his 4 Romances Op. 4 (1893), 6 Romances Op. 8 (1893) 

and 12 Romances Op. 14 (1896) – pay homage to 

Tchaikovsky’s love of melody, his fondness for lyric 

landscapes, and subtle exploration of human emotion. 

Although there were some who criticised the seeming 

conservatism of Rachmaninov’s literary and musical 

preferences, he proved to be open to new sources of 

inspiration. In 1897, he met the great bass Fyodor 

Chaliapin, who helped him unlock a more dramatic 

approach to musical narrative. The following year, 

composer and singer worked together on the score of 

Boris Godunov, and in the 12 Romances Op. 21 (1902) 

and the 15 Romances Op. 26 (1906), one can hear just 

how much he had learned from Musorgsky’s 

declamatory approach to musical speech. 

New ideas came from the world of literature too. In 

1912, Rachmaninov received a letter from a young poet, 

Marietta Shaginian, who admired his music but decried 

what she saw as his poor taste in literature. Although 

Rachmaninov never quite reconciled himself with the 

more experimental verses of the Russian modernists, he 

nonetheless set a number of poems proposed by 

Shaginian in his 14 Romances Op. 34 (1912-15), and his 6 
Poems Op. 38 (1916) mark his greatest engagement with 

the literature of the day. They also remind us that 

despite Stravinsky’s acid description of Rachmaninov as 

‘a six-and-a-half-foot scowl’, he had an impish sense of 

good humour. 

Rachmaninov’s career – like those of his friends and 

near contemporaries, Medtner and Skryabin – was 

intimately linked with Moscow. Traditionally, the city’s 

reputation has been that of a more conservative, more 

authentically ‘Russian’ older sibling to that younger, 

more outward-looking and more iconoclastic upstart, St 

Petersburg (founded by Peter the Great in 1703 and 

capital of the Russian Empire until 1918). In the first 

decades of the 20th Century, St Petersburg became a 

crucible for artistic innovation. It was at the city’s 

‘Evenings of Contemporary Music’, for instance, that 

both Prokofiev and Stravinsky made their debuts. 

Another regular at these soirées was Myaskovsky, 

then a student at the St Petersburg Conservatory, and in 

December 1908 he made his debut with a number of 

settings of the poetry of Zinaida Gippius. Gippius was 

one of the leading representatives of Russian 

symbolism, and the publication of her first volume of 

poetry in autumn 1903 was one of the most widely 

discussed literary events of the era. Hostile critics 

disparaged her as a ‘narcissistic decadent’ and 

dismissed her poems as ‘buffoonery bordering on 

indecent mockery’, but more perceptive readers 

welcomed her tersely brooding, introspective verse. For 

those more familiar with Myakovsky’s 27 symphonies (all 

but three written during the Soviet era), his settings of 

Gippius might come as something of a surprise. Stark, 

stunned and stupefied, they capture the obsessive and 

uncanny horror of Gippius’s poetry, as well as the 

ominous atmosphere of the fin de siècle. 

But St Petersburg has always had two faces, and 

alongside its Dostoevskyian gloom, it has been 

celebrated for its light, elegance and beauty. These were 

the aspects of the city that most drew Mikhail Kuzmin, 

who rejected symbolist abstraction in favour of what he 

called ‘beautiful clarity’. Openly gay, Kuzmin refused to 

conceal his sexuality and celebrated every pleasure 

afforded by life in some of the most sensuous poetry 

written in Russian. For many, his masterpiece was the 

sequence of ‘Alexandrian Songs’ written between 1905-

8. In masterful blank verse, Kuzmin hymned life in the 

Hellenic city of Alexandria with a mixture of luminous joy 

and exquisite nostalgia. Kuzmin was himself a musician 

and wrote music for a number of his poems, yet it fell to 

the Moscow composer Anatoly Alexandrov to find a 

musical language that truly captured every fleeting 

nuance of his words. Full of echoes of Debussy, Ravel 

and Skryabin, his settings embody the cosmopolitanism 

of early 20th-century Russian song. Remarkably, he 

would continue to set Kuzmin’s poetry until as late as 

1926, before Stalin’s rise to power swept away the 

achievements of Russia’s ‘Silver Age’. 

Amongst the new voices to emerge in the early 20th 

Century were a number of Jewish composers, many of 

whom were associated with Rimsky-Korsakov, who 

encouraged them to establish a school of Jewish music, 

just as he had done so much to establish a Russian 

national tradition in the 19th Century. Mikhail Gnesin – 

whose three sisters founded the Gnesin Academy in 

Moscow – tackled some of the most challenging 

contemporary poetry in songs of knotty complexity. 

Here, he captures the feverish, even hysterical undertow 

of Pushkin’s famous meditation on a sleepless night. 

Maximilian Steinberg was married to Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

daughter Nadezhda, and was long the object of 

Stravinsky’s jealousy. Yuliya Veysberg married Rimsky’s 

son, Andrei. Tragically, she perished in the Siege of 

Leningrad in March 1942. Just one year later, 

Rachmaninov died in Beverly Hills. 
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 (1881-1950)  

 (1904-8) 
Zinaida Gippius 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (1905-8)

 

 
 
 
 
 



 (1913-4) 

 

 

 

Zinaida Gippius 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 (1888-1982)  

 (1915-29) 
Mikhail Kuzmin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 (1883-1957) 

 

(1908) 
Alexander Pushkin 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 (1873-1943)  

 (1912) 
Alexander Pushkin

 

 

 (?1891-2) 
M Yanov

 

 

 (1896) 
Aleksey Vasil'yevich Koltsov

 

 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 (1880-1942)  

 (pub. 1911) 
Mariya Koponitsksaya

 

  

 (1893) 
Aleksey Pleshcheyev, after Heinrich Heine

 

 

 (1899) 
Pyotr Vyazemsky

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 (1883-1946)  

 (1907) 
Konstantin Balmont

 

 

  

 (1902) 
Aleksey Apukhtin

 
 
Song continues overleaf. Please turn the page as quietly as 
possible. 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 (1916) 
Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok, after Avetik Isahakian

 

 

 (1916) 
Andrei Bely

 

 

 (1916) 
Valery Bryusov



 

 

 (1906) 
Dmitry Merezhkovsky

 

 

 (1912) 
Yakov Polonsky  

 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 (1908) 
Sergey Rachmaninov

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All translations except Rachmaninov by Philip Ross Bullock. 
Rachmaninov by Richard D Sylvester from Rachmaninoff’s Complete 
Songs: A Companion with Texts and Translations published by Indiana 
University Press. 
 

 




