


Russian Piano Music Series, vol. 1: Shostakovich and his Comrades

Dmitri Kabalevsky (1904-87)
Piano Sonata no. 3 in F major, Op. 46 13.56
[1] Allegro con moto 5:11
[2] Andante cantabile 4:32
[3] Allegro giocoso 4:13

Nikolai Myaskovsky (1881-1950)
‘Song and Rhapsody’, Op. 58 11.31
[4] Andante cantabile e rubato 5:58
[5] Allegro assai 5:33

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75)
Piano Sonata no. 1, Op.12
[6] Allegro – Meno mosso – Adagio – Allegro – Poco meno mosso –

Adagio – Lento – Allegro – Meno mosso – Moderato – Allegro 12:37

Ronald Stevenson (b. 1928)
Recitative and Air (DSCH)
[7] Recitativo – Senza misura, Aria – Adagio 5:35

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75)
Piano Sonata no. 2 in B minor, Op.61 27.06

[8] Allegretto 7:25
[9] Largo 5:47
[10]Moderato 13:54

Rodion Shchedrin (b.1932)
Tschastuschki: concerto for piano solo, ‘Naughty Limericks’ (1963/99)

[11]Allegro assai 9:00

Total CD duration 79:44



The Music 1

As a composer of piano music, Dmitri Kabalevsky (1904-87) is best known today for
his educational pieces and his optimistic third piano concerto, also originally written
for younger pianists to play. His substantial solo music includes three sonatas and a
set of twenty-four preludes. The third piano sonata was written in 1945 and is one of
the most significant and popular sonatas in the Soviet repertoire. Kabalevsky wrote: ‘
The sonata lacks a concrete programme yet two themes, two major images, youth
and war, prevail here. The collision of these themes and the final triumph of youth
sums up the plot of the work!’ This is interesting, for it shows that in this sonata
Kabalevsky fused his own idealism for youth with the type of war imagery associated
with Prokofiev in his ‘war trilogy’ of sonatas (piano sonatas 6-8).

But Kabalevsky’s 3rd Sonata is highly individual in that it exudes warmth and charm
of an especially endearing quality throughout. In the first movement the three
subjects in the exposition can be seen as three sides of youth, before the motoric
development evokes some of the terror of wartime Russia. In the ternary slow
movement that follows, the warlike elements are restricted to the ‘B’ section in their
most aggressive presentation, though it is touching to see their serene re-statement
in combination with the movement’s cantabile opening theme in the return of the ‘A’
section. The high-spirited finale is written in Kabalevsky’s harlequinesque style, using
four motifs. The fourth of these, based in D flat major, gives a clue to the source of all
of Kabalevsky’s musical fun: the tune is quintessentially Kabalevsky, yet remarkably
similar in shape and character to the main theme in Richard Strauss’s Till
Eulgenspiegel. Could this be the root of so much of the Kabalevsky that we know and
love?

Nikolai Myaskovsky (1881-1950) counted Kabalevsky and Khachaturian amongst
his scores of students over the years, and his activities as conductor, editor and critic
were impressive and extensive. But as a composer his productivity was staggering
and exceptional by any standards, and his music includes 27 symphonies, a violin
and a cello concerto, 13 string quartets, songs, many piano pieces, 9 piano sonatas,



The Music 2

and this late and beautiful flowering from 1942. Interestingly, Song and Rhapsody
(also known and published as Prelude and Rondo-Sonata) was composed whilst the
composer was living in a house in Tbilisi, Georgia, that was shared by a number of
equally celebrated Soviet artists, including his pupil Kabalevsky! These famous ‘stars
of the Soviet Union’ were evacuated for their own safety during some of the most
dangerous months of the Second World War, but whilst in southern exile Myaskovsky
remained as busy as ever.

His Op. 58 work succeeds in communicating a tremendous sense of nostalgia and
longing, without any sense of the pastiche. The modal opening melody of the ‘song’
is immediately both simple and memorable, and is given nobility and poise by the
exquisite harmonic layout and pianistic textures, all within a wonderful arch structure.
The transition theme includes remarkable chromatic sixths that add intensity and
angst to the prevalent melancholy of the substantial structure. ‘Rhapsody’, in sonata-
rondo format, contrasts a rhythmically energised main motif with episodes that are
more pastoral and reflective. Indeed the most significant of these ‘subsidiary’ groups
is in fact a re-working of the chromatic sixth transition section in the ‘song’. Thus unity
and reflection is apparent in a movement that nonetheless is considerably virtuosic
and challenging pianistically.

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75) was still a student when he worked as a twenty-
year-old on his extraordinary virtuoso one movement Sonata no. 1 from September
to October 1926. Structurally it follows a pattern similar to Prokofiev’s third sonata
(exposition-development-slow section-fast finale). In terms of mood and character it
is much more extreme and ‘radical’ than anything else Shostakovich would write for
piano, with the possible exception of his ‘Aphorisms’.

Clearly Shostakovich wrote Op.12 primarily as a barnstorming radical vehicle for his
own concerts, stretching his – considerable – virtuosity to the utmost. Indeed the
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challenges for interpreters today read like a catalogue of practically every technique
in the book. Though the piece lasts fewer than 15 minutes in performance, it is
extremely concentrated and certainly indicative of the ‘mnogonotiye’ (many notes)
approach favoured by Myaskovsky, Prokofiev, Scriabin and Medtner in many a
concerto and sonata. Of course Shostakovich’s later works for the instrument show a
leaner and more economical approach in all compositional senses. But in his first
sonata there is a wonderful quasi-adolescent, raw primitive character that
predominates. Though the work is certainly multi-faceted, the performer must be able
to project the raw barbarism of the emotions in order to convince.

Prokofiev was one of the sonata’s earliest admirers, and was quick to note
exceptional talent in its workmanship after another performance from Shostakovich of
the piece in Leningrad on 20 February 1927: ‘I am quite happy to start praising
Shostakovich. Asafiev laughs at me, saying I like Shostakovich so much because the
first movement is so clearly influenced by me’. In fact the work shows at least as
much influence from Schoenberg as from any Russian composer, and this is evident
not only in the faster sections, but equally so in the remarkable beautiful ‘slow’
movement, complete with three stave layout and harmonies based not only on major
and minor sevenths but also on fourths.

Ronald Stevenson (b. 1928) is Britain’s leading composer-pianist. In addition to
decades of performances, lectures and broadcasts, his achievements include the
publication of a history of Western Music, and extensive research into the music of
Ferruccio Busoni and Percy Grainger. As a composer his productivity is equal to that
of Villa Lobos and Milhaud, including hundreds of songs and piano pieces in
particular, as well as full scale works for orchestra. Stevenson’s most celebrated work
remains his astonishing 80-minute piano solo Passacaglia on DSCH, (1963), a work
that uses the four initials of Dmitri Shostakovich’s name [D, S ( = E flat in German),
C, H ( = B in German)] as a strict ground bass throughout. The Recitative and Air
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was completed some twelve years later. Though originally written, at the request of
the Union of Soviet composers, in celebration of Shostakovich’s forthcoming 70th
birthday, the sudden death of the Soviet master meant that Recitative and Air
became an ‘In memoriam’ elegy. Stevenson has written that it was completed on a
four-hour train journey. The right hand exclusively uses the four notes ‘DSCH’
throughout and is strictly serial, whilst the left is less rigidly serial and presented in a
neo-Bachian idiom (‘Air on the G string’ seems to hover in its shadows). The work is
short but very substantial and has subsequently been transcribed by the composer
for violin-piano, cello-piano and string quartet. One can also imagine convincing
performances from viola-piano and even organ solo.

Perhaps one immediately thinks of Shostakovich’s ‘Leningrad’ symphony when
considering the composer’s creative achievements during world war 2, but one
should also remember his astonishingly moving Second Piano Sonata, completed in
1942 in memory of his piano tutor Leonid Nikolaev. This sonata is at the opposite end
of the spectrum from the ‘Leningrad’ symphony, being private and hushed in overall
impression (as opposed to the exact opposite in the case of the symphony). The first
movement is in strict sonata form; the second in song form, and the finale is a set of
nine variations.

The contrast between the opening theme of the first movement and the superficially
optimistic second subject (Soviet realism in irony if ever it was) is extreme, and the
stark dryness of the development’s two part contrapuntal work-out is in itself striking
and moving. Perhaps the most forceful passage of all in the movement comes at the
beginning of the reprise where the two subjects are combined in an almost terrifying
cocktail of opposing force. The slow movement, with its angularity and harmonies
based on fourths, is extremely inward looking and private. Bare concentration
reaches new heights in the middle section, in which repeated chords are requested
at ppp, along with extended rests. At the return of the ‘A’ section an impressive canon
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unfolds, lovingly bathed in sustaining pedal and in complete contrast to the ‘secco’
textures that preceded it. In the finale, Shostakovich reaches remarkable spiritual
heights in a set of nine variations that unfold after a remarkable thirty-bar single
melody line is exposed. If orchestral colours are hinted at in movements one and two,
then it is surely the textures and shades of string quartet writing that are evoked here.

Ronald Stevenson has pointed out that the movement’s melancholic Russian theme
is remarkably similar in both melodic shape and character to the melody in
Mussorgsky’s late piano piece In the village, a work Shostakovich may well have
known. Be that as it may, the movement is surely one of the composer’s most original
and significant achievements for piano, and as variation dovetails into variation, the
work’s inevitability and concentration weave a remarkable spell. Variations one and
two are in two parts, with variation two building up the movement’s momentum
through the use of triplets. Variation three is very similar to the second variation in
Beethoven’s E major Sonata Op. 109, and variation four contrasts quasi chorale
question phrases with lower answers that turn the piano into an organ. Variation five
is a scherzo for string chamber ensemble, whilst the manic sixth variation is worked
as a canon taken strictly throughout at a major seventh between each voice.
Variation seven, poco meno mosso reaches a new level of expressivity and depth,
and this continues into the double dotted severity of variation eight. A deeply moving
five-part-ten-bar phrase leads into variation nine in which the resigned melancholy of
the tenor register is utilised to present the melodic content against flowing
semiquavers in the right hand.* The primary source used by the performer was that
published by the Anglo-Soviet Music Press Ltd., [Ref. 22 undated], rather than the
Edition Sikorski [Ed. Nr. 2187 © 1969], as it differs significantly from the Edition
Sikorski.
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Rodion Shchedrin (b. 1923), one of the most distinguished and celebrated living
composers and the doyenne of Russian musicians, is especially prolific in music for
ballet, orchestra and piano. He is married to the legendary ballerina Maya
Plisetskaya and is renowned for his transcendental virtuosity at the keyboard. His
masterpiece, the opera ‘Lolita’, was performed under the baton of Rostropovich, and
champions of his music have also included Leonard Bernstein, Gennady
Rozhdestvensky, Nicolai Petrov, Bella Davidovich and Dmitri Bashkirov.

The Russian title of this brilliantly orchestrated show piece (the first of a whole series
of similar compositions for virtuoso orchestra) is Ozorniye Tschastuschki – one of
those Russian phrases impossible to translate. The work has been referred to as
‘Mischievous Ditties’ or ‘Mischievous Melodies’ on occasions, but ‘Naughty Limericks’
has proved to be its most durable English title, and it certainly conveys its spirit. A
tschastushka is a free-spirited, irreverent sort of folk song. Shchedrin, who used
tschastushka motifs in the finale of his first piano concerto, once wrote: ‘In a
tschastushka there is always humor, irony and sharp satire of the status quo, its
defenders and the “leaders of the people.” Brevity is its chief characteristic. Its
specifically musical traits are a foursquare and asymmetric structure, a deliberately
primitive melody of few notes, driving syncopated rhythm, improvisation, repetition
involving variation, and most of all a sense of humor pervading both words and
music. They can be thought of as Eastern European equivalents to ‘vulgar anthems’
in the United Kingdom, the sort of tunes that are frequently sung at football matches
or in public houses on rugby re-union evenings. Shchedrin’s remarkable piece
apparently utilizes over seventy ‘Tschastuschki’ in its polyphonic textures. There are
countless variations and developments of these motifs, and the result is a
breathtaking display of contrapuntal mastery, tremendous energy, brilliant
orchestration and lots of humour.

In 1999 the composer made his own transcription of ‘Tschastuschki’ for solo piano,
and the result is a remarkable tour-de-force in the tradition of the transcription of
‘Petrushka’ (Stravinsky) and ‘La Valse’ (Ravel).



The Performer

“Murray McLachlan is a pianist with a virtuoso technique and a sure sense of line. His
timing and phrasing are impeccable, and his tone – full but unforced in the powerful
passages, gentle and restrained in the more lyrical – is a perpetual delight” (BBC
MUSIC MAGAZINE)

As a concert artist Murray McLachlan has received outstanding critical acclaim for
intelligent and sensitive interpretations and superb technical ability. His prolific
discography, much of it for Divine Art and Dunelm, has received long-standing
international recognition and includes over thirty commercial recordings, including the
complete sonatas of Beethoven and Prokofiev and many rarities.

McLachlan’s repertoire includes over 40 concertos and he has appeared as soloist
with most of the leading UK orchestras. His recognition has been far-reaching,
bringing many invitations to perform abroad. In recent seasons his engagements
have included performances in the USA, Scandinavia, South Africa, Poland,
Byelorussia and Norway. In 1997 he was awarded a knighthood by the Order of St
John of Jerusalem in recognition of his services to music in Malta. In 2003 he
performed the complete cycle of 32 Beethoven Sonatas to critical acclaim in
Manchester, and in 2004 his Wigmore Hall Erik Chisholm Centenary Recital and
subsequent national tour attracted superlatives in the national press.

His intense schedule continued in 2006 with a ‘Shostakovich Centenary Recital tour’,
sponsored by the UK Shostakovich Society and including 15 concerts all over the
UK. This included a return to the Wigmore Hall in September 2006.

Murray McLachlan has given first performances of works by many composers,
including Martin Butler, Ronald Stevenson, Charles Camilleri, Michael Parkin and
even Beethoven! Recordings of contemporary music have won numerous accolades,
including full star ratings, as well as ‘rosette’ and ‘key recording’ status in the latest
Penguin Guide to CDs, and ‘Disc of the month’ and ‘Record of the Month’ in



MusicWeb and The Glasgow Herald. He is Head of keyboard at Chetham’s School of
Music and tutor at the Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester, as well as
Artistic Director both of the Chetham’s International Summer School and Festival for
Pianists, an event which attracts outstanding musicians annually from all over the
world, and the Manchester International Concerto Competition for Young Pianists,
which began in 2007.

His website can be found at www.murraymclachlan.co.uk

The music on this CD – assembled from complete “takes” – was performed at an evening recital at the
Sixth Chetham’s International Summer School and Festival for Pianists given in the Whiteley Hall,
Chetham’s School of Music, Manchester, England, on Saturday, August 19th, 2006, then recorded in the
same venue on Saturday and Sunday, August 26th & 27th, 2006, by kind permission of the Director of
Music.
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