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Russian Legends

Soulful is an adjective often used to describe the sound of the cello. And the soul is equally reliably called to mind in discussions about
Russian literature, art and music. Two realms, therefore, which appear to be made for each other. It was, however, to take some time
until they — Russia and the cello — came together. Interest in the cello and its ancestors spread northwards from lItaly, reaching France and
the German-speaking world. By the nineteenth century, it was German cellists who went to Russia to teach and to give concerts, thereby
contributing to the cello’s professionalisation. Bernhard Cossmann, for example, previously principal cello of the Leipzig Gewandhaus
Orchestra, established a cello class at the newly founded Moscow Conservatoire in 1866. As professor in Moscow, Cossmann was soon
to be joined by Wilhelm Fitzenhagen, for whom Tchaikovsky wrote his Variations on a Rococo Theme.

At the St Petersburg Conservatoire, founded four years previously in 1862, cello students were looked after by the man generally
regarded as the first great Russian cellist and founder of the Russian cello school: Karl Davidov, born in Goldingen, Courland (today’s
Kuldiga in Latvia) in 1838. Having studied mathematics (as demanded by his parents), he went on to train as a musician in Leipzig where
he subsequently also became principal cello of the Gewandhaus Orchestra.

The second great Russian cellist of the nineteenth century, Anatoly Brandukov (1859-1930), was an early graduate of the still youthful
Moscow Conservatoire. He had studied with Cossmann and Fitzenhagen, whereupon he toured Western Europe and stayed in Paris for
a longer period of time. Later he returned to Moscow to take up a professorship at the Conservatoire. His students included Gregor
Piatigorsky who went on to forge a successful career in the USA and who published one of the most entertaining and revealing collec-
tions of anecdotes from the classical music world, entitled “Cellist”. Traces of Brandukov’s teachings finally lead all the way through to
Mstislav Rostropovich, arguably the world’s leading cellist of the twentieth century. Leopold Rostropovich, Mstislav’s father, had studied
with a pupil of Brandukov.

No cello virtuosos meant no music for the cello. However, with the inspiration of the new Russian cellists, Russian composers — who
were also increasingly professionalised thanks to the training at the new conservatoires — began showing an interest in the instrument.
Anton Arensky, a student of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and a teacher of both Sergei Rachmaninov and Alexander Scriabin, wrote his two
Op. 12 pieces for Davidov which not only highlight the melancholy and vocal qualities of the instrument (in the wistful Petite Ballade), but
also push the limits of virtuosity. In his Danse capricieuse, Arensky chases the cello into the highest register, where the sound becomes
falsetto-like and tender, almost comical. The Romance of his student Scriabin, however, was not originally conceived for the cello: the
composer had written it for horn and piano.



The other one, Anatoly Brandukoyv, stayed in close contact with two composers who would turn out to be amongst the country’s most
famous: Pyotr Tchaikovsky and Sergei Rachmaninov. Tchaikovsky admired Brandukov’s musicianship — the latter was nineteen years his
junior — and they stayed in touch even when the cellist went to Paris for a while. Tchaikovsky visited him there in the summer of 1887,
travelling from Aachen, where the composer had supported his friend Nikolai Kondratiev who was receiving medical treatment. Spend-
ing three months with his mortally ill friend had driven Tchaikovsky to the edge of his mental stability — the short trip to Paris to see
Brandukov provided only brief respite, but apparently inspired his Pezzo capriccioso, which he wrote in Aachen in August 1887. Against
this background, it is hardly surprising that it is not a “capricious” piece as such, but rather a gloomy lament in the pathétique key of B flat
minor in whose middle section the cellist, nonetheless, has the opportunity to show off his virtuosity. Six months later, in February 1888,
Tchaikovsky and Brandukov premiered the work in Paris.

The friendship between Brandukov and Rachmaninov was even closer — when the composer married his cousin Natalia Satina in 1902,
the cellist acted as a witness. His cello sonata — the first major Russian work in this genre — was written one year previously. Also
composed in 1901, Alexander Glazunov’s Chant du Ménestrel, on the other hand, is one of numerous shorter pieces for the instrument.

The élan of the sonata, as well as its generous conception, reveal Rachmaninov’s mental sense of departure after a severe creative crisis
brought about by the unsuccessful premiere of his first symphony. Only once he had been treated by a hypnotist was he able to overcome
the writing block which had tormented him for three years. He went on to produce his second piano concerto and, shortly afterwards,
the cello sonata which Rachmaninov premiered with Brandukov. The composer did not skimp on the piano part — the keyboard is
certainly equal to the cello in this sonata. Another remarkable feature is the tight motivic dovetailing of the four movements. In this, a
motif featuring the interval of a second plays a critical role; it is presented by the cello in the introduction to the opening movement as
a motto, ascending and sorrowful. This interval appears, both ascending and descending, as a defining element in the wonderfully vocal
themes of the first movement, as well as, with hectic acceleration, in the nocturnal storm of the scherzo, in the major-minor shifts of
the slow movement (here tensely stretched), and finally as a component of the second, panegyrical theme of the finale. Later on, Anatoly
Brandukov arranged Rachmaninov’s famous Vocalise, which the composer had originally conceived for high voice with piano accompani-
ment. Whilst still a student at the Moscow Conservatoire, Rachmaninov wrote his first small piece for cello and piano: the melancholy
Lied in F minor, following the tradition of Felix Mendelssohn’s Songs without words.

Thirty-two years passed before the next great Russian cello sonata was written — this time by Dmitri Shostakovich. He composed it at
the age of twenty-eight, in 1934, after concluding his studies and whilst basking in the success of his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk
District. Soon after its premiere in 1934, the piece became an international hit, but the external success was contrasted by private tur-



moil. Shostakovich had married in 1932, but was now newly in love with a student. He and his wife separated; one year later, however,
they were reunited. It is possible that the special, romantic tone of the cello sonata originated in the emotional chaos of that time.
The intimate first movement features expansive, cantabile tunes; the fact that these vocal qualities suddenly stall shortly before the end
seems to suggest that Shostakovich tells a very personal story in the garb of a perfectly structured classical sonata. The spinning folk-
like scherzo packs a fierce punch and later displays an effective charm, whilst the slow movement reflects the vastness of the Russian
countryside. The quirkiness of the finale borders on satire. Two years later, he no longer had any leeway for such witticisms: the Soviet
newspaper Pravda published an article entitled “Muddle instead of music”, openly threatening Shostakovich, calling him “formalist”. For
the composer, a period of fear had begun.

After his return to the Soviet Union in 1936, Sergei Prokofiev also had to face repeated allegations of his music not toeing the party
line. Not so, however, with works such as his ballet Cinderella, which he wrote between 1940 and 1944, and which met with broad
approval. This is confirmed by the “Adagio” which he extracted from the score, initially reworking it for piano, and later for cello and
piano. The original also features cellos in the second act love scene between Cinderella and the prince. However, in 1948, three years
after the premiere of the ballet, Prokofiev, along with Shostakovich and Aram Khachaturian, was accused of drawing on a style that was
“too cosmopolitan and formalist”. It remains unclear to which extent Prokofiev reacted to this creatively. In any case, the cello sonata,
written one year after the rebuke, received no complaints. Composed for the 22-year-old Mstislav Rostropovich, it is the third great
Russian cello sonata, standing alongside the sonatas of Rachmaninov and Shostakovich. In his memoirs, Sviatoslav Richter, who played
the piano part, describes the inspections which the new work needed to undergo before it could be premiered. No fewer than three
committees had to pass the sonata, which took almost a year, before permission for an official first performance was granted. Open-
ing as an “Andante grave” with a precipitous monologue from the cello in a low register, the overall character of the piece is a lyrical
one. Prokofiev does not follow a linear route in this movement; rather, he presents a succession of ostensibly heterogeneous episodes.
A seemingly baroque invention makes an appearance, as well as a waltz and free passages with harp-like, whooshing piano accompani-
ment. The second movement with its folk-like theme displays an almost ironic sense of humour. The fast finale provides elegance and
merriment, but soon also percussive hardness and, at the end, bell-like momentum and magnitude.

Clemens Haustein
Translation: Viola Scheffel
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