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The Music 1

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908), in Chronicle of My Musical Life,
published the year after his death, encapsulated Anton Arensky, who died in
February 1906 at the age of forty-four and a half, as follows:

“A former pupil of mine, upon being graduated from the St. Petersburg
Conservatory he had become professor at the Moscow Conservatory
and had lived in Moscow a number of years. According to all testimony,
his life had run a dissipated course between wine and card-playing, yet
his activity as composer was most fertile. At one time he had been the
victim of a nervous ailment, which had, however, evidently left no
lasting effect. Having left the staff of professors of the Moscow
Conservatory in the nineties, he removed to St. Petersburg and for
some time was director of the Court Chapel, succeeding Balakirev.
[Sergei Lyapunov, with whom he fell out, was his deputy – see Divine
Art dda25084.]

At this post, too, the same mode of life continued, though on a reduced
scale. On leaving the Chapel... Arensky found himself in an enviable
position: listed as some privy-commission functionary in the Ministry of
the Court, he drew a pension of some six thousand roubles, and was
absolutely free to work at his composing. He did work much at
composition, but that is just where he began to burn the candle at both
ends. Revels, card-playing, health undermined by this mode of living,
galloping consumption as the final result, dying at Nice, and death at
last in Finland. Upon settling in St. Petersburg, Arensky had always
been on friendly terms with [music publisher and befriender of
composers] Belaiev’s circle, but had kept aloof, all by himself, as a



The Music 2

composer, recalling Tchaikovsky in this respect. By the nature of his
talent and his tastes as composer he was the closest approximation to
A.G. [Anton] Rubinstein, but he was inferior in the force of talent for
composition, though in instrumentation,as the child of more modern
times, he outdistanced A.G. In his youth Arensky had not escaped
entirely my own influence; later he fell under that of Tchaikovsky. He will
soon be forgotten.” (The italics are mine.)

Such a verdict from a revered master, probably fired by a combination of moral
disapproval, jealousy over the pension and irritation that his own musical
influence had been partially rejected, must have had a disastrous effect on the
reputation of a prematurely deceased composer. And yet one can find support
for him in the highest quarters. Tchaikovsky (1840-1893), whose brother
Modest was later to be the librettist for Arensky’s third and final opera, had
asked Rimsky-Korsakov in November 1886 to replace his (Tchaikovsky’s)
Romeo and Juliet with a work by Arensky, who had been ill, in a Belaiev concert
in St. Petersburg, and in January 1891 was “truly moved to tears” by Arensky’s
first opera A Dream on the Volga at the Bolshoi in Moscow, trying, unsuccess-
fully, to obtain from the director of the St. Petersburg Imperial Theatres
performances of that work and also another operatic commission. And, relevant
to this recording, in December 1906, some months after Arensky’s death, the
respected composer Sergei Taneyev (1856-1915) played many of his piano
pieces to a gathering at Rimsky-Korsakov’s house, taking issue with his host on
the artistic individuality of their departed colleague.

Tchaikovsky also had enough regard for Arensky to give him the benefit of
constructive criticism. Having been sent the orchestral fantasia Marguerite
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Gautier, based on Dumas’s La Dame aux camélias, which the twenty-five-year-
old had dedicated to him, he chided the composer for his choice of decadent
subject, and for the ‘prettiness’ or ‘conventional beauty’ of much of the material,
although he conceded that Arensky was a master of development and hoped
that he would return to his ‘true path’ – the First Symphony etc. (Incidentally,
Tchaikovsky refers to Bach in this same letter as “boring, but a genius”!) The
death of his greatest champion and his own disintegrating health effectively put
paid to Arensky’s hopes.

As one would expect, Tchaikovsky’s complaint was perceptive, and there are
times in the piano music when prettiness assumes perhaps too great an
importance (for example in the Romance from the 3 Morceaux, Op. 42, which is
almost ‘salon-Elgarian’), but this body of music is a special case: there are well
over one hundred pieces for solo piano, mostly in sets, all on a small –
sometimes miniature – scale, none aspiring to anything approaching sonata
form. On the one hand this is a cause for regret, as it would be wonderful to
have a raisonné work of similar proportions to those of the two symphonies,
concerti (one each for piano and violin) and chamber works (which include a
piano quintet, two piano trios and two string quartets, the latter existing in two
forms – one for the normal line-up, the other for violin, viola and two cellos). On
the other hand – in common with his many songs – they provide a recreation, in
both senses of the word, for Arensky’s easy gift of melody, and a vehicle for his
ready characterisation of mood and variety of textures.

In the major works, say the symphonies, one is often reminded of Tchaikovsky,
though it startles one to realise that the scherzo from the First Symphony and
the Romanza from the Second, both in quintuple rhythm, predate the Allegro
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con grazia, also in quintuple rhythm, from the older man’s Pathétique
Symphony by ten and four years respectively.

In the idiomatic and subtle solo piano works (Arensky was a fine pianist, as is
borne out by recordings he made as early as 1892) any particularly Russian
character is largely absent, and the watching figures of Rimsky-Korsakov and
Tchaikovsky are here replaced by the spirits of Chopin, Schumann and
occasionally Mendelssohn. By this it may be inferred, correctly, that there is
nothing outlandishly ‘modern’ in these pieces (particularly when one remembers
that the innovations of Schoenberg and Stravinsky were just around the corner);
but, rhythmically at least, there are some fascinating experiments – the six
Essais sur des rythmes oubliés, written in Arensky’s early thirties, present some
tantalising ambiguities, and the effect of the furious cross-rhythms in number six
of the 12 Études is of almost ‘unbarred’ music. Arensky taught Rachmaninov,
whom he esteemed, and Scriabin, whom he loathed, and it is interesting to note
similarities of style cropping up, although it does appear that the influences by
no means always travelled from master to pupils.

However, surely even the hardest hearted listener must allow that each of these
little gems, some barely more than a minute in length, can draw one into its
fleeting sound world rather like a haiku does into its imagery, convincing during
its short span with seductive harmonies, a poetic lyricism and often exquisitely
delicate figuration. A metaphor that springs to mind is that of a gorgeous rare
bird that one is privileged to glimpse for a few moments. Thus, while many of
the pieces do not contain great contrasts, the progression from one to another
is judged so as to compensate for this.
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One remarkable feature of these pieces is their understatement – the lack of the
bombast that one might have dreaded in a hard drinker and gambler. (The
fourth Étude is one of the few exceptions – a real ‘cruncher’, ideal for stretching
the hands each day at the start of one’s practising). Eleven of the 12 Préludes,
dating from about 1902, end quietly. The first is brimming with intensity, which
instantly places this music in the concert hall as opposed to the salon. A perusal
of the keys of the set tells us that Arensky had a plan of progressive tonalities in
mind – a pair in the minor and major of each degree, descending chromatically.
One guesses that he intended to write twenty-four Préludes but failed to do so,
by reason of ill health, dissolute living or possibly other projects encroaching.
The sequence is interrupted and truncated, leaving us with twelve. Precisely the
same thing transpires in the case of the 12 Études, studies in texture as much
as virtuosity, most written in the first half of January 1905, just over a year
before his death. This time the sequence was to be of major/minor pairs,
ascending chromatically.

Both the Préludes and the Études evoke non-pianistic timbres at times: the
second Prélude bell and organ sonorities, and the fifth Étude a harp, for
instance. The eighth Étude has almost a French café waltz for its middle
section, while numbers seven and ten somehow smilingly bring to mind
compressed Wagner! The first and third Études are dialogues, the former
impassioned, the latter mellow with warm syncopated harmonies; the brooding
tenth Prélude employs the same idea, this time above and below an oscillating
accompaniment, while the caressing eleventh uses Arensky’s favourite
quintuple rhythm.
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The second of the Essais is also in quintuple rhythm, but now boisterous. These
very unusual pieces take as their starting point rhythmic schemes from the

poetry of the ancient Greeks, Romans and others. They are more than mere
curiosities, containing some striking and beautiful music, and the first in
particular applies cunning mathematics to mystify the listener. The third and fifth
are in ‘double strophic’ form, the others ternary.

The Arabesques of about 1903 are short character pieces, with a teasing waltz
as number three, followed by a surprisingly chromatic Scriabinesque Andantino.
The first and last, in C minor, are solid and almost Brahmsian. The 3 Morceaux
– a theatrical Prélude marked Allegro (tempo rubato), a songful Romance and a
capricious Étude – provide a frothy soufflé to finish.

There is no denying that Anton Stepanovich Arensky’s artistic legacy to the
world is tragically incomplete - depression, alcoholism, personality flaws and
tuberculosis saw to that; but with so much music to enjoy, and. what is more,
still to discover, who would be so rash as Rimsky-Korsakov and pronounce that
he will “soon be forgotten”?

Notes © 2001 Anthony Goldstone



The Performer

Described by The New York Times as “a man whose nature was designed with
pianos in mind”, Anthony Goldstone is one of Britain’s most respected pianists. A
sixth-generation pupil of Beethoven through his great teacher Maria Curcio, Anthony
Goldstone was born in Liverpool. He studied with Derrick Wyndham at the Royal
Manchester College of Music (which later honoured him with a Fellowship), later with
Curcio in London.

He has enjoyed a career encompassing six continents, the Last Night of the Proms
(after which Benjamin Britten wrote to him, “Thank you most sincerely for that brilliant
performance of my Diversions. I wish I could have been at the Royal Albert Hall to
join in the cheers”), very many broadcasts and seventy CDs (including the BBC issue
of his London Promenade Concert performance of Beethoven’s fourth Piano
Concerto). He has an adventurous approach to repertoire and has been praised by
Vienna’s Die Presse for “his astonishingly profound spiritual penetration”.

In the last few years Goldstone has become known for his acclaimed completions
and realisations of works for solo piano and piano duet by Schubert, and for two
pianos and solo piano by Mozart, all of which he has recorded on Divine Art CDs.

He is also one half of the acclaimed and brilliant piano duo Goldstone and
Clemmow with his wife Caroline. The duo has made many CDs for Divine Art as well
as Toccata Classics and other labels, including one (Divine Art 25020) containing
première recordings of two Russian masterpieces, Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 4
and Romeo and Juliet, in spectacular transcriptions for four hands by friends of the
composer – Sergei Taneyev and Nadezhda Purgold (Mme. Rimsky-Korsakov)
respectively. The present disc by Goldstone is part of his substantial contribution to
Divine Art’s new Russian Piano Music series, issued by its American branch.
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Schubert Piano Masterworks, volume 1 – including the D. 935 Impromptus, Wanderer-
Fantasie , and three major Sonatas: D. 664, 894, 960, and the Allegretto in C minor, D.
915
Divine Art 21202 (2CD set at midprice)

Schubert Piano Masterworks, volume 2 – including two Sonatas, D. 958 and D. 959, the
Valses Nobles, Moments Musicaux, 2 Scherzi , 3 Klavierstücke and the Adagio in E major
Divine Art 21203 (2CD set at midprice)

Schubert Piano Masterworks, volume 3 – including Goldstone’s completion of the Rel iquie
Sonata, the D. 899 Impromptus, Sonatas D. 845 and 850, Diabel li Variation, 17 Ländler
and the Allegretto in C minor, D. 900
Divine Art 21204 (2CD set at midprice)

Beethoven: Favouri te Piano Music – includes Moonlight, Appassionata and Pathétique
Sonatas, God Save the King Variations and Fidel io Overture, arr. Moscheles (world
première recording)
Divine Art 25029

“Tzigane” – music inspired by Gypsies, from Brahms, Haydn, Kodály, Liszt, Enescu,
Holmès, Fal la and Dohnányi. A feast of colour and splendour containing world premières
Divine Art 25033

“Unheard Mozart” – real isations and completions by Anthony Goldstone of sketches and
unfinished works by Mozart – al l world première recordings
Divine Art dda25051

“A Night at the Opera” – paraphrases, transcriptions and variations by Liszt (Verdi ,
Bel l ini , Wagner), Sgambati (Gluck), Chopin (Mozart), Rachmaninov (Rimsky-Korsakov),
Grainger (R. Strauss), Busoni (Bizet), Mendelssohn (Flotow) and Grünfeld (J. Strauss)
Divine Art dda25067

“The Piano at the Carnival” – music by Schumann, Dvořák, Khachaturian, Liszt and
Sydney Smi th
Divine Art dda25076

“Bri tten: “Resonances” – 20 th century Bri t ish piano music from Bri tten and his teachers
and fol lowers: Ireland, Bridge, L. Berkeley, Stevenson and C. Matthews
Diversions 24118
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25020 Tchaikovsky for Four Hands
“mind-blowing” – Glasgow Herald

25024 Explorations
“strongly recommended” – Musical Opinion

25026 Schubert Unauthorised Piano Duos
“invaluable” – Gramophone

25028 Dvořák “New World” Symphony and Mendelssohn “Scottish” Symphony
“A real joy. Recommended.” – MusicWeb

25032 “Orientale”
“startlingly effective” – BBC Radio 3

25038 Graham Whettam Piano Music
“Exuberant yet accessible music deserves to be much more widely known … exceptional performances.” –
New Classics

25039 Schubert Unauthorised Piano Duos, vol. 2
“Bright detailed recording, committed playing ... no reservations.” – Musical Pointers

25042 Grieg for Piano Duo
“Played with compelling freshness … an outstanding recital.” – Julian Haylock, International Piano

dda25046 Mozart on Reflection
“this is a valuable release, with fine recorded quality …” – Peter Branscombe, International Record

Review

dda25056 Brian Chapple Piano Music
“Certainly a find for those that love to discover the new.” – Chris Spector, MidWest Record

dda25057 Gershwin and Ravel for Piano Duo
“This disc is a delight from start to finish.” – Classical Net

dda25070 Chopin for Piano Duo
“A fascinating exploration of rarely heard music played with dazzling virtuosity and verve.” – New Classics



Divine Art Russian Piano Music Series

also vols 5-12 now available – see our website. More in preparation!

Vol. 1: Shostakovich and Comrades
Murray McLachlan
Piano Sonatas 1 & 2, and music by Myaskovsky, Kabalevsky,
Shchedrin and Ronald Stevenson
dda 25080

Vol. 2: Vladimir Rebikov
Anthony Goldstone
Virtually all première recordings of engrossing, unpredictable music in
many styles by this unfairly neglected chameleon of a composer dubbed
the father of Russian modernism
dda 25081

Vol. 3: Reinhold Glière
Anthony Goldstone
Unknown piano gems written from 1906 to 1909 by the late-Romantic
doyen of Russian early/mid 20th-century music, including
the towering 25 Préludes, Op. 30, Mazurkas and Esquisses
dda 25083

Vol. 4: Sergei Lyapunov
Anthony Goldstone
A monumental Lisztian sonata and gorgeous smaller works, replete with
full-blooded Romanticism, sensual folk-inspired melodies and complex
pianism, from Balakirev’s loyal pupil
dda 25084
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