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PROGRAMME 

 
 

Pyotr Tchaikovsky – Was I not a little blade of grass in 
the meadow? Op 47 no 7 

 
Pyotr Tchaikovsky – I bless you, woods Op 47 no 5 

 
Nikolai Medtner – The Waltz Op 37 

 
Georgy Sviridov – The weathercock 

 
Modest Mussorgsky – Song of the Flea 

 
Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov – Summer Night’s Dream Op 56 

No. 2 
 

~~~~~~~ 

 
Nikolai Medtner – Skazki (Tales) Op 26 (complete) 

 

Eric Chisholm – Celtic Folk Songs Arrangements: 
 

Love in a Glen  (from Songs of Happy Love) 
A Fairy Working Rhyme  (from Fairy Songs) 
A Smart Young Woman  (from Irish Songs) 

Kitty Bairdie  (from Children’s Songs) 
 
 

INTERVAL 
 

Modest Mussorgsky – Songs and Dances of Death 
 

Dmitri Shostakovich – Selection from Preludes Op 34 
 

Sergei Prokofiev –Three Children’s Songs Op 68 
(complete) 



 

 

PERFORMERS 
 

Timothy Dean studied music 
at Reading University, and then piano and 
conducting at the Royal College of 
Music. He then became Chorus Master 
and Head of Music for Kent Opera where 
he worked for ten years, conducting a 
wide repertoire on tour in the UK and 
abroad. In 1987 he was appointed the 
first Music Director of British Youth 
Opera. After that he was instrumental in 
developing the company into a vital part 
of the national infrastructure for 
training young singers and musicians to 
an advanced level, as well as conducting 
over twenty productions and many 
concerts for the company. He was also 

conductor of the London Bach Society in the late 1980, and was Music Director of The 
Opera Company from 1990 – 1994. In 1990 he spent a year as Assistant Music Director and 
Chorus Master with the New D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, conducting on tour in the UK 
and USA, after which he made company debuts for English National Opera and Scottish 
Opera.  In 1994 he was appointed Head of Opera at the RSAMD in Glasgow, in charge of new 
postgraduate courses in opera training for singers and repetiteurs. Since moving to 
Scotland, he has also worked with the RSNO, the Orchestra of Scottish Opera, The 
English Chamber Orchestra, The Paragon Ensemble and Haddo House Opera, as well as 
giving concerts with the Symphony Orchestras of both the Junior and Senior Academy, 
conducting over fifty new opera productions in Glasgow and Edinburgh. From 2000 – 
2006 he was Artistic Director of British Youth Opera, of which he is now a Vice-President. 
He has been Director of the RSNO Chorus since 2006 and is Artistic Director of the RCS 
‘Song Studio’. He has also been recently involved in collaborative projects with the 
Conservatoire in Rostov-on-Don in Russia, conducting performances of Strauss’ Ariadne 
auf Naxos and Britten’s Phaedra in 2009 and Prokofiev’s War and Peace in 2010 which 
received a Royal Philharmonic Society Award nomination. In 2013 he conducted Cunning 
little Vixen for the Hong Kong Academy of the Performing Arts and this year he has been 
Artist-in residence at the Hochschule in Nuremberg. From 2013 he took over 
responsibilities as Head of the Leverhulme Advanced Conducting programme at the RCS, 
and will complete his tenure as RSNO Chorus Director at the end of this season with 
performances of Mahler’s 8th Symphony and conducting the Chorus in concerts in Prague 
in June. He continues to be active as coach, accompanist, adjudicator and conductor and is 
now a Fellow of the RCS. 

 
 

Armenian bass Arshak Kuzikyan graduated 
with a Master’s degree from the Yerevan State 
Conservatory in 2005. Having completed the Continuing 
education course at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
in 2013. Arshak is a currently back at RCS to do a Master’s 
degree at the Alexander Gibson Opera School under the 
tutelage of Scott Johnson. Arshak is generously supported 
by RCS Trust, AGBU and Kulgin Duval and Colin Hamilton. 
His previous opera roles include Leporello, Don Giovanni 
(Armenian Opera Theatre), Dulcamara, L’elisir d’amore and 
Raimondo, Lucia di Lammermoor (Yeyrevan Opera Studio), 
Tempo, Nettuno, Il ritorno d’Ulisse in patria (RCS), Publio, La 
clemenza di Tito (RCS), Rambaldo, La Rondine (RCS), Figaro, 
Le nozze di Figaro in Trentino music festival (Italy). Arshak’s 
prizes include first prize at Pvael Lisitian and Tatevik 
Sazandaryan (Armenian), Russian Song Prize 2013 (RCS), 
First Prize at Ye Cronies opera award 2014 (RCS). He is a 
scholarship holder from George Solti Academia and had the 
privilege of working with Dennis O’Neil, Angela Gheorghiu 
and Richard Bonynge in casteglione della Pescaia (Italy) in 
2012. Arshak is also a Samling Scholar 2014. 



 

 

 

 
 

Born in Kaliningrad, Russia, Olga Ivakina 

began her vocal training with Natalia Kyzenko at the age 
of twelve. She won her first international singing 
competition in 2005 and went on to reach the finals of 
Elena Obrazcova's Young Opera Singers' Competition, 
Saint Petersburg. Aged fifteen, she won third prize of the 
Sergey Leifercus Competition for Young Opera Singers, 
Saint Petersburg. Olga strengthened her music education 
in the Herzen State University and Saint Petersburg 
Conservatory. In 2011, Olga moved to the USA, where she 
studied English and furthered her vocal training under 
the tutelage of Dan Marek from Mannes School of Music. 
Having been accepted on the Bachelor's of Music course 
the following year, she commenced her studies anew with 
Kathleen McKellar Ferguson at the Royal Conservatoire 
of Scotland. Since then, she has represented the 
Conservatoire as a finalist in the eighteenth session of 
the Kathleen Ferrier Society Bursary for Young Singers, 
and was awarded first prize of the 2014 Jean Highgate 
Scholarship for Singing. 
 

 
 

 
 

Rusne-Monika Palsauskaite  

is a first year Master’s student at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland.  She was born in Vilnius, 
Lithuania and started playing the piano at the age of 
four. In 2010 Rusne-Monika graduated from the 
National M. K. Ciurlionos Art School in the piano 
class of A. Siksniute. While still studying at school, 
Rusne-Monika won various republican and 
international piano competitions in Lithuania, 
France, Ukraine, Italy and Russia. Last year she 
participated and won (3rd prize) in the 
Bamber/Galloway Piano Competition and the 
competition for the best vocal and piano duet, 
Elgar/Spedding Memorial Prize (1st prize). As a 
soloist she has played with the Lithuanian Chamber 
Orchestra, conducted by S. Sondeckis, L. Lukočius 
and M. Pitrėnas. Rusne has taken part in 
masterclasses lead by G. Szokolay, G. Gruzman, N. 
Seriogina, L. Simon. O Mustonen, N. Ogawa, M. 
Ruzackybe and P. Reich. Besides solo performances, Rusne also enjoys playing in 
chamber ensembles. She has participated in the chamber music festival In Corpore, 
Estonia. In 2012 Rusne-Monika took part in the Conservatoire's Piano Festival 
performing Six Pianos by S. Reich. Last year she performed Les Noces written by I. 
Stravinsky. 

 
 

  
 

Rusne-monika Palsauskaite – piano 
Olga Ivakina – soprano 

Arshak Kuzikyan – bass-baritone 
Timothy Dean – piano 

 



 

 

RUSSIAN SONG TRANSLATIONS 
 

Tchaikovsky Op. 47 No. 7 – 
Was I not a little blade of 

grass in the meadow?  
 

Was I not a little blade of grass in 
the meadow, 

did I not grow green in the meadow? 
They took me, a little blade of grass, 

struck me down, 
and let me wither in the field under 

the sun. 
Oh, you, my grief, sweet sorrow! 
Oh, you, my grief, sweet sorrow! 

To know, to know, such is my sweet 
fate!... 

Was I not a guelder-rose in the field, 
did I not grow fair in the field? 

They took and crushed the guelder-
rose, and tied me into plaits! 

Was I not my father’s dear daughter, 
did I not grow as my mother’s little 

flower? 
They took me, a poor, unwilling girl, 

and married me to a nasty grey-haired 
man. 

 
 

Tchaikovsky Op. 47 No. 5 –  
I bless you, woods 

 
I bless you woods, valleys, fields, 

mountains, waters! 
I bless freedom and blue skies! 

 
I bless my staff and my humble rags. 

And the steppe from beginning to 
end, 

And the sun's light, and night's 
darkness! 

 
And the path I walk, pauper that I am, 

And, in the field every blade of 
grass, 

and every star in the sky! 
 

O! if only I could encompass all life, 
And join my soul with yours. 

O! if only I could embrace you all, 
Enemies, friends and brothers, and 

all nature, 
And enfold all nature in my arms! 

 
 

Medtner – 
The Waltz  Op 37  

 
Did not we dance to magic sounds? 

Was it not recently that with magic 
sounds 

We danced about the hall, she and I? 
Her tender arms were warm, 

Her star-like eyes were bright. 
Yesterday they sang dirges, 

The tomb was open; 
Her eyes closed, motionless, 
She slept beneath brocade. 

I slept; above my bed 
The moon hung like the dead... 

Yet to wondrous sounds, she and I 
Were flying about the hall, the two 

of us... 
 
 

Sviridov – 
The weathercock  

 
It is calm. And will be more calm 

The useless flag is lowered. 
The little weathercock on the roof, 

alone, 
is singing a sweet song about the 

future. 
The wind has spread the poor 

enchanted cockerel over the half-
sky; 

agitated by the smoke and the sun, 
the thing is overturned in the blue 

deep. 
The fragrant pitch is burning, 

the horizons are misty, from time 
immemorial. 

The weathercock's songs seem sweet 
to me; 

sing, my little tin cockerel. 
 
 

Mussorgsky – 
Song of the Flea 

 
Once there lived a king, 

And a flea lived with him. 
A Flea, a flea! 
It was closer 

than a brother to him 
A Flea! – ha ha ha ha ha – a flea! 

Ha ha ha ha ha – A Flea! 
The king called for a tailor - 

“Listen, you blockhead, 
For my dearest friend 

Make a velvety caftan!” 
“A caftan for the flea?! 
For the flea! Caftan?!..” 

Ha ha 
“A caftan for the flea!” 

In gold and velvet 



 

 

This flea was dressed. 
And full freedom 

Was given to it at court. 
To the Flea! Ha-ha! 

The king granted the title of minister 
to it 

And gave a medal along with it. 
And all the others 

had to submit to the flea. 
Ha ha 

And even her highness, the Queen 
And all her ladies in waiting 

Were fed up with the flea 
And lost their quiet living. 

Ha-ha 
And they were afraid to touch it, 

Or even to beat it. 
But if they start biting us - 

Let’s smother them at once! 
 
 

Rimsky-Korsakov – 
Summer Night's Dream 

 
Last night I could not fall asleep, 

I would get up and open the window... 
The silent night tormented and 

burned me, 
Made me drunk with the scent of 

flowers… 
 

Suddenly the bushes under the 
window rustled,  

The curtain flew open with a rush, 
And a young man flew in, with a 

bright face 
As if he were made of moonshine. 

 
The doors of my room opened, 

After them the colonnades opened, 
In pyramids of roses, lines of light 

shone in alabaster vases… 
 

The wondrous guest approached my 
bed, 

And said to me with a meek smile, 
“Why did you so quickly dive into the 
pillows like a frightened fish before 

me! 
 

Look around, I am a god, a god of 
visions and dreams, 

I am the secret friend of the shy 
maiden… 

For the first time, I have brought for 
you, for my queen, the bliss of 

heaven…” 
 

He talked and carefully lifted my face 
from the pillow with his hands; 

And hotly kissed the edge of my 
cheek, 

And sought my lips with his lips… 
 

I became weak under his breath… 
Hands unclasped at the breast… 
And in my ears rang the words: 

“You are mine! You are mine!” 
Like the far sounds of a harp… 

 
Hours passed…  I opened my eyes… 

The dawn had poured over my 
repose… 

I am alone… I shiver…  My braid has 
come loose… 

I don’t know what has happened to 
me… 

 
 

Mussorgsky – 
Songs and Dances of Death 

 
Lullaby 

 
[Poet] - A child is groaning...  A 

candle, burning out, 
Dimly flickers onto surroundings. 

The whole night, rocking the cradle, 
A mother has not dozed away with 

sleep. 
Early-early in the morning, 

carefully, on the door 
Compassionate Death -- Knock! 

The mother shuddered, looked back 
with worry... 

[Death] - "Don't get frightened, my 
dear! 

Pale morning already looks in the 
window... 

With crying, anguishing and loving 
You have tired yourself, have a little 

nap, 
I'll sit instead of you. 

You've failed to pacify the child. 
I'll sing sweeter than you" -- 

[Mother]  - "Quiet! My child rushes 
and struggles, 

Tormenting my soul!" 
[Death]  - "Well, with me he'll soon be 

appeased. 
Lullaby, lullaby, lullaby." -- 

[Mother]  - "The cheeks are fading, 
the breath is weakening... 

Be quiet, I beg you!" -- 
[Death]  - "That's a good sign, the 

suffering will quieten, 
Lullaby, lullaby, lullaby." -- 

[Mother]  - "Be gone, you damned 
thing! 

With your tenderness you'll kill my 
joy!" -- 



 

 

[Death]  - "No, a peaceful sleep I'll 
conjure up for the baby. 

Lullaby, lullaby, lullaby." -- 
[Mother]  - "Have pity, wait at least 

for a moment 
with finishing your awful song!" -- 

[Death]  - "Look, he fell asleep with 
my quiet singing. 

Lullaby, lullaby, lullaby." 
 

Serenade 
 

Magical languor, blue night, 
Trembling darkness of spring. 

The sick girl takes in, with her head 
dropped, 

The whisper of the night's silence. 
Sleep does not close her shining 

eyes, 
Life beckons towards pleasures, 

Meanwhile under the window in the 
midnight silence 

Death sings a serenade: 
"In the gloom of captivity, severe and 

stifling, 
Your youth is fading away; 

A mysterious knight, with magic 
powers 

I'll free you. 
Stand up, look at yourself: with 

beauty 
Your translucent face is shining, 
Your cheeks are rosy, with a wavy 

plait 
Your figure is entwined, as with a 

cloud. 
The blue radiance of your piercing 

eyes 
Is brighter than skies and fire. 

Your breath flutters with the midday 
heat ... 

You have seduced me. 
Your hearing is captured with my 

serenade, 
Your voice called for a knight, 

The knight has come for the ultimate 
reward; 

The hour of ecstasy has arrived. 
Your body is tender, your trembling 

is ravishing... 
Oh, I'll suffocate you 

in my strong embraces: listen to my 
seductive 

chatter! ... be silent!... You are mine!" 
 

Trepak ( Russian dance) 
 

Forest and glades, no one is around. 
A snow-storm is crying and groaning, 
It feels as in the gloom of the night 

The Evil One is burying someone; 

Hush, it is so! In the darkness 
Death is hugging and caressing an 

old man, 
With the drunkard She is dancing a 

trepak, 
While singing a song into his ear: 

"Oh, my little wretched man, 
Got drunk, stumbled along the road, 

But the witch-blizzard has risen 
furiously, 

And driven you from the glade into 
the dense forest. 

Tortured with anguish and need, 
Lie down, curl up and fall asleep, my 

dear! 
I'll warm you up with snow, my 

darling, 
And stir up a great game around you. 
Shake up the bed, you blizzard-swan! 
Hey, get going, start chanting, you 

weather 
A fairytale, that could last all 

night, 
So that the drunkard could fall 

asleep soundly! 
Hey you, forests, skies and clouds, 

Gloom, wind and fleeting snow, 
Wreathe into a shroud, snowy and 

fluffy; 
With it I'll cover our old man, like a 

baby... 
Sleep, my little friend, happy wretch, 
The summer has come and blossomed! 
Above the fields the sun is laughing 

and sickles roam, 
The song hovers around; the doves 

are flying about..." 
 

Field Marshal 
 

The battle is thundering, the armour 
is shining, 

Copper cannons are roaring, 
The troops are running, the horses 

are rushing 
And red rivers are flowing. 

The midday is blazing -- people are 
fighting, 

The sun is declining -- the fight is 
stronger, 

The sunset is fading away -- but the 
enemies 

Are still battling more fierce and 
hateful. 

And night has fallen on the 
battlefield. 

The armies have parted in the 
darkness... 

Everything has fallen quiet, and in 
the night's mist 



 

 

The groans have risen to the 
heavens. 

Then, illuminated by moonlight, 
On her battle horse, 

Shining with the whiteness of her 
bones, 

Appeared Death; and in the silence, 
Taking in moans and prayers, 
Full of proud satisfaction, 

Like a field marshal she circled 
around 

The place of battle, 
And having ridden to the top on the 

hill, 
looked around, stopped, smiled.... 

And above the battlefield 
Roared her fateful voice: 

"The battle is finished! I won over 
everyone! 

You all submitted before me, 
soldiers! 

Life has made you quarrel, I have 
reconciled you! 

Stand up as one for the parade, 
corpses! 

Pass in front of me in a pompous 
march, 

I want to count my troops; 
Then deposit your bones into the 

earth, 
It is sweet to rest from life in the 

ground! 
Year after year will pass, 

And even the memory of you will 
disappear. 

I will not forget and loudly above 
you 

Will hold a feast at the midnight 
hour! 

With a heavy dance I'll trample 
The raw earth, so that the realm of 

the grave 
Your bones will never be able to 

leave, 
So that you'll never rise from the 

ground!" 
 
 

Prokofiev – 
Three Children’s Songs  Op. 

68 
 

The Chatterbox 
 

They say I’m a chatterbox. Why, I have 
no time to chatter! I just discuss all 
my hobbies, and all my activities, with 
all my schoolmates and girlfriends 
and sometimes with boys, and ask as 

many questions as I need to — like 
today, when the teacher was telling 

us about Japan and China — but no 
chattering. Why, I have no time to 
chatter: so many school tasks! 

Vofka says that Lida, that’s me, is a 
chatterbox — but that’s not true. 

 
A Sweet Song  

 
My name is very simple: it is candy. 
Unwrap me and see it’s really me. 

My name is very tasty: it is chocolate. 
Unwrap me and see it’s really me. 
I am a honey cookie, glorious all 

over the Soviet Union. Unwrap me 
and swallow me, I’m not afraid. This 
song is very sweet. Can’t you hear 
the sweet voice? Marmalades and 

candies and all the sweets send you 
their best, sweetest wishes. Unwrap, 

and see: yes, their best wishes! 
 

Piglets 
 

“Anna Vanna, our team wants to see 
the piglets! We’ll do them no harm, 

just look and leave.” “Leave the yard 
now, it’s time to wash them. Come 

later.” 
“Anna Vanna, we want to feel their 
backs, their bristles.” “Leave now, 

it’s time for them to go to bed.” 
“Anna Vanna, our team wants to see 

the piglets.” “Leave the yard, it’s 
dark already. The piglets are asleep. 

Wait until tomorrow morning.” 

 
ERIK CHISHOLM – CELTIC FOLK SONGS 

 

‘Love in a Glen’ 
From Songs of Happy Love  

From Forbes’s  Cantus 
 

Come, my love, let us wander in the 
glen by the spring, and there we 

shall hear the sweet blackbird sing, 

a clear pleasant ring: and this to my 
love, to my love content will bring. 

 
By the path through the woodland 
there are sweet smelling flow’rs, 

wild garlic and hazel bush, soft 
shady bow’rs, where loving birds 



 

 

nest: and here my dear love in the 
shade, my dear love, let us rest. 

 
Here bathed fairest Diana until 

Acteon espied her, by magical art 
changed that rash youth to a hart: 

for love did he die.  And for love, my 
dear one, my dear one so gladly 

would I. 
 
 

‘A Fairy Working Rhyme’ 
Scottish-Gaelic Folk-Song 

From Fairy Songs  (Good Fairies) 
 

If work’s done by one wife’s hand it 
can but little work command. 

Some must teaze and card and spin 
when weaving work begins. 

Some for waulking, water heat, to 
make her web complete. 

 
If work’s done by one wife’s hand it 

can but little work command. 
Some must oil and mix and wind when 

spinning work’s behind. 
Some must thump and rub and hold, 

some tighten, stretch, and fold. 
 

My mould of cheese, my butter crock, 
My hammer, saw, my weather-cock, 

Little meat kist, cow and goat 
Hee o ha roo oh ho. 

 
 

‘A Smart Young Woman’ 
Words by Brian Merriman (1780) 

From Irish Songs  
 

I’m no ugly hag, slovenly slut or 
lumpish lout, untidy slattern, 

bulging bag. I’m a smart young woman.  
I’m no slouching sow, feckless hussy, 

awkward ass, bedraggled bedlam, 
luckless lass. 

 

Most women round this place are 
stupid, dull, without experience, 

country clods with no finesse. I’m a 
smart young woman. Wives give me 

envious looks, husbands throw 
admiring glances, I know things not 

found in books. 
 

Gold is the stuff you just can’t hawe 
enough, it will win every prize here 

on earth and in Paradise. 
 

 
‘Kitty Bairdie’ 

Children’s Nursery-Rhyme 
(Scots) 

From Children’s Songs 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a coo 
Black and white about the mou. 

Was’nt that a pretty coo! 
Dance Kitty Bairdie, dance, dance for 

me.* 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a cat 
That wouldn’t sit upon the mat. 

Was’nt that a silly cat! 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a dog 
That drank a barrelful of grog. 

Was’nt that a thirsty dog! 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a flea 
And it could say the rule of three. 

Was’nt that a smarty flea! 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a lamb 
That lived on cake and cream and jam, 

Was’nt that a greedy lamb! 
 

Kitty Bairdie had a bat 
That wore a waistcoat and a hat. 

Was’nt that a fancy bat! 
 

*This line is repeated at the end of 
each Verse. 

 
 
 
 

NOTES 
 

Tonight’s concert is an imaginary reconstruction of concerts given during the 1930s by 
The Active Society for The Propagation of Contemporary Music. The Active Society was 
established in 1930 by a group of young composers who despised “the intolerant 
attitude of most musical organizations towards all music composed later than about 
the end of last century”, and decided that they should educate audiences about the ‘new 
music’, encouraging them to  “study it and endeavour to understand it … before rejecting 
it!” They were led by the Scottish composer, performer, writer and teacher 
characterized as the “forgotten man” of Scottish music – Erik Chisholm. Chisholm was 



 

 

instrumental in bringing key contemporary Russian composers such as Nikolai Medtner 
to Scotland. He also engaged in lengthy correspondence with Shostakovich and 
Prokofiev, and all of these composers feature in tonight’s programme.  
 
Of course, what was ‘modern’ music for a Glasgow audience of the 1930s is no longer 
contemporary music for today’s audience. What we present this evening, therefore, is an 
imagined recital drawn from our research into the Active Society’s archival sources 
and contemporary journals.  In addition to the ‘New Music’, tonight’s programme also 
includes a selection of songs by nineteenth-century Russian composers such as Pyotr 
Tchaikovsky and Modest Mussorgsky, whose compositions Chisholm performed in 
Glasgow at ‘Pianoforte Recitals’ in the 1920s, under the auspices of the Russo-Scottish 
Society.  And the active society, despite protestations to the contrary, did not limit 
itself to contemporary music either.  For instance, relying entirely on Chisholm’s own 
resources and those of his friends, they performed scenes from Mussorgsky’s 
opera Boris Godunov using original orchestration, resulting in the British premiere of 
the work.   
 
Although the Active Society did not do much to promote Chisholm’s own works, we have 
also included extracts from his Celtic Folk Song Arrangements, first published in the 
Soviet Union in a dual language edition with the support of Shostakovich. As Chisholm’s 
biographer John Purser notes, the Active Society did not “attempt to pursue a Scottish 
agenda”, but Chisholm’s own music does explore the Scottish idiom. 

 
 

PYOTR TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893): WAS I NOT A LITTLE BLADE OF GRASS IN 
THE MEADOW?;  I BLESS YOU, WOODS  

 
Russian art song has a long history, but by the middle of the nineteenth century the 
song form had moved away from its humble and domestic origins, combining specifically 
Russian musical turns of phrase with Western ones, and using highly refined and 
sophisticated accompaniment. The songs of Tchaikovsky are considered a wonderful 
achievement in late nineteenth-century Russian music. The composer has an inimitable 
lyric gift and many of his early songs embody a personal musical voice. The two songs 
(from a set of 7 Romances) included in this programme were composed in 1880, the first 
set to words by Alexei Tolstoy and the second to a text by Ivan Surikov. 
 
 

MODEST MUSSORGSKY (1839-1881): SONG OF THE FLEA ;  SONGS AND 
DANCES OF DEATH  

 
Mussorgsky’s songs express a wide range of emotions and characters. Grief and loss, 
sorrow and death - all of these emotions are present. HIs dramatic sense, whether in his 
stage works or in song, is recurring. His instinct for psychological realism is present 
throughout. Mussorgsky’s music constantly seeks new forms of expression and sounds 
because above all he feared pointless rhetoric and empty musical gestures. The Songs 
and Dances of Death date from 1875. It was Vladimir Stasov, the formidable 
intellectual mastermind behind the ‘Mighty Handful’, who suggested that the composer 
set Arseny Golenishchev-Kutuzov’s text to music.  Each of the four songs has a separate 
dedication – to the singer Anna Vorobyeva-Petrova, to Glinka’s sister Lyudmila 
Shestakova, to the bass Osip Petrova and to the General Kutuzov respectively. The four 
songs are, perhaps unsurprisingly, written in minor keys. They deal with themes central 
to Russian literature. Death is presented as all-seeing, all-knowing and above all, 
consistently vigilant.  
 
 

NIKOLAI RIMSKY-KORSAKOV (1844-1908): SUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM  
 

Rimsky-Korsakov's 'Summer Night’s Dream' is the second of two songs in Op. 56 set to 
text by Apollon Maykov. They were composed in 1898 and published the following year. 
 The second song is dedicated to the painter Mikhail Vrubel and the first to his wife, the 
soprano Nadezhda Zabela. They were composed during Rimsky’s most prolific period. In 
this song, the composer’s inimitable gift for long-limbed melodies and ethereal textures 
is evident in the way he builds the magical atmosphere of the summer’s night and paces 
the dramatic narrative of the piece.  
 
 
 



 

 

NIKOLAI MEDTNER (1880-1951): SKAZKI  OP. 26 
 

Medtner, along with his more celebrated contemporaries Skriabin and Rakhmaninov, was 
one of the last of the Russian romantic composer-pianists. Starting his career at the 
Moscow Conservatoire as a pianist, and largely self-taught in composition, by his early 
20s he had shifted his focus almost entirely to composition, performing generally only 
to expose his own works. His compositions are largely for solo piano, and those for 
other instrumental voices all include a part for this instrument. Medtner gave his first 
piano recital in Scotland at a concert organised by Chisholm’s Active Society for the 
Propagation of Contemporary Music, on Thursday, 5th November, 1931. He was also the 
Society’s honorary vice-president.  
 
Medtner’s 28 Skazki (usually translated as ”Fairy Tales”, but more accurately, simply 
“Tales”) are considered among his most significant miniatures, and a key part of his 
output. They appear in eleven sets, the earliest, Op. 8, dating from 1904-05, and the 
latest, Op. 51, from 1928, well after Medtner’s emigration from Russia to Paris. The Op. 
26 Skazki date from 1912, the period following Medtner’s resignation from a short-
lived post as professor of piano at the Moscow Conservatoire, to focus on 
composition. The four miniatures are in E flat major (Nos. 1 and 2), F major and F sharp 
major. 
 
 

DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975): SELECTION FROM PRELUDES  OP. 34 
 

Shostakovich’s Preludes Op. 34 date from the early part of his ‘mature’ career, between 
the success of the First Symphony (1926) and the infamous Pravda debacle surrounding 
his opera Lady Macbeth (1936) – his first experience of official criticism by the Soviet 
authorities.  The Preludes were to be a vehicle for Shostakovich’s own concertizing. 
Composed in late 1932 and early 1933, they are now staples of the piano repertoire. 
Owing much to the style of Prokofiev’s Visions Fugitives, they are less stridently 
modernist than his piano works of the late 1920s.  The 24 Preludes are ordered (like 
Chopin’s Preludes) in major – relative minor, ascending in fifths. Erik Chisholm gave the 
first performance of Shostakovich’s Preludes in October 1935, and three months later 
an all Shostakovich programme was organised. 

 

SERGEI PROKOFIEV (1891-1953): THREE CHILDREN’S SONGS  OP. 68 
 

Following Peter and the Wolf in Prokofiev’s catalogue, Tri detskie pesni are among the 
first works composed after the composer’s relocation with his family to the Soviet 
Union following 18 years in Western Europe and the USA. The first two songs in this 
opus, Boltun’ia (“The Chatterbox”) and Sladkaia pesenka (“Sweet Song”) date from 1936, 
and the third, Porosiata (“The Piglets”) was added to the set in 1939.  Boltun’ia is the 
best known of this set, a patter-style song where a young schoolgirl, Lida, chatters 
about her homework. Sladkaia pesenka, written at the suggestion of Prokofiev’s Peter 
and the Wolf collaborator, Natalia Sats, is essentially an advertisement for 
chocolate. The final song presents a dialogue between Anna Vanna and two young 
children looking at pigs at a collective farm. 
 
 

GEORGY SVIRIDOV (1915-1998): THE WEATHERCOCK  
 

The addition of Sviridov to the programme is a reference to Chisholm’s ongoing 
connection with Soviet music after the Active Society had been disbanded. Chisholm was 
invited to Moscow in 1952 by the Soviet Government to conduct concerts with the 
USSR State Orchestra. Sviridov himself was a former student of Shostakovich, whom 
Chisholm had met in Moscow in 1957 and in Edinburgh in 1962. Sviridov’s 'The 
Petersburg Songs', based on text by Blok, were composed between 1961-1963. This song 
cycle was written for soprano, mezzo-soprano, baritone, bass, violin, cello and 
piano. 'The Weathercock’ is the first of the nine songs. The brooding tone of this song 
and its dramatic scope immediately demonstrate Sviridov’s debt to the tradition of 
Russian art song. Sviridov composed in a number of genres and in different styles, 
although his compositional style is predominantly neo-Romantic. Throughout his career 
he retained a particular affinity with poetry and text.  The sound world explored in this 
song is reminiscent of the depth of Rachmaninov’s musical language.  
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