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The greatest Bach player of her generation, an undisputed 
authority on the music of Shostakovich and a musician of the 
highest capabilities, Tatyana Nikolayeva (1924-1993), who 
was born in Bezhitza, near Bryansk (between Moscow and 
Kiev), was a person of piercing intelligence and a delightful 
generosity of spirit. Her mother was a professional pianist 
who had studied with the great Russian pedagogue Alexander 
Goldenweiser (1875-1961) and Tatyana was fortunate in 
also being able to study with Goldenweiser from the age 
of thirteen, continuing her lessons with him at the Moscow 
Conservatory, thereafter graduating in 1947.  

TAT YA N A  N I KO L AY E VA 
T h e  1 9 8 9  H e ro d e s  At t i c u s  O d e o n  Re c i ta l 

Nikolayeva’s studies were interrupted by the Second World 
War so that she was 23 by the time she graduated from 
Goldenweiser’s class. However, in 1945 she had already won 
a competition held in memory of the death of Scriabin thirty 
years earlier. Three more years at the Conservatory were 
spent in the composition class of Yevgeny Golubev during 
which time she won second prize at the First International 
People’s Competition in Prague.

1950 was an important year for Nikolayeva as not only did 
she graduate from Golubev’s class, but she won the Bach 
Competition in Leipzig. Even more important than winning 
the competition was the fact that jury member Dmitri 
Shostakovich was so impressed with the fact that Nikolayeva 
could play any of Bach’s 48 Preludes and Fugues (The Well-
Tempered Clavier) from memory that he decided to write 
24 preludes and fugues of his own for her.  This started a 
friendship that lasted until the composer’s death twenty five 
years later. Nikolayeva gave the premiere of the 24 Preludes 
and Fugues, Op. 87 in Leningrad in 1952. From 1959 she 
taught at the Moscow Conservatory becoming a professor in 
1965, but it was not until the early 1980s that she began to 
perform regularly in Europe, Japan and America, eventually 
playing in more than 35 countries.Her repertoire was vast, 
with some fifty works for piano and orchestra ranging from 
Bach to Bartók and Shostakovich, all the keyboard works 
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of Bach, all the piano sonatas by Beethoven, plus major 
compositions by Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, Schumann, 
Chopin, Scriabin, Rachmaninov, Tchaikovsky, Arensky, Liadov 
and Stravinsky. In the 1990s she played Rachmaninov’s Piano 
Concerto No. 4 in America and it was during a performance in 
1993 in San Francisco of Shostakovich’s Preludes and Fugues, 
Op. 87 that she suffered a stroke. She continued to play to 
the end of the first half of the programme, but had to cancel 
the rest of the performance. She died two weeks later.

Nikolayeva was also a composer. Her works include two Piano 
Concertos, 24 Concert Studies for Piano and a Piano Sonata 
as well as an arrangement for solo piano of Prokofiev’s Peter 
and the Wolf.  

Nikolayeva’s love for the music of Bach led her to perform 
the complete The Well-Tempered Clavier and Art of Fugue 
in recital. The Partitas and French Suites often appeared on 
her programmes, but she also liked to play the less often 
heard keyboard works such as the Four Duets, BWV 802-
805 and parts of The Musical Offering, BWV 1079. From this 
latter work Nikolayeva played the three and six part fugues 
based on the theme given to Bach by Frederick the Great 
during a visit in 1747. The title Ricercar is taken from the 
Latin Regis Iussu Cantio Et Reliqua Canonica Arte Resoluta 
which means ‘the theme given by the king, with additions, 
resolved in the canonic style’. The open-air Greek recital 
presented here commences with the three part fugue where 
we immediately hear Nikolayeva’s style of sonority, pliable 

rhythm and humanity which she always applied to Bach. 
These attributes are evident in the French Suite that follow 
where harmony and structure are to the fore. She makes the 
Courante joyful and lively without being flippant, and in the 
Sarabande makes full use of the piano’s resonance.  

Nikolayeva had most of Schumann’s compositions for piano 
in her repertoire. Although a group of variations based on 
a theme by Baron von Fricken, the Etudes Symphoniques 
were published in 1837 as Twelve Symphonic Etudes. Fifteen 
years later in 1852 Schumann published a new edition titled 
Etudes en forme de variations dropping two of the Etudes.  
However, in 1890 when Brahms prepared a new edition of 
Schumann’s works he included five variations that Schumann 
had not included in either version published during his 
lifetime.  In performance today some pianists include 
these five posthumously published variations inserted at 
will. Nikolayeva includes just one in her performance here, 
although two months later at a performance in London 
she included two of the posthumous variations. The Finale 
is based on a completely different theme by Heinrich 
Marschner.

Ravel wrote his descriptive set of five piano pieces, Miroirs, 
during 1904-1905. Of the two Nikolayeva plays here, Oiseaux 
tristes, No. 2 from the set, is an evocative piece representing 
the sad cries of birds in a desolate landscape. The following 
piece Une barque sur l’ocean portrays a boat at sea, the 
musical figuration rather different from Ravel’s other famous 
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depiction of water, Jeux d’eau. 
 
Nikolayeva ends her recital with some works by the great 
Russian pianist and composer Alexander Scriabin. The 
Prelude and Nocturne for left hand, Op. 9 is an early work 
reminiscent of Bortkiewicz, Blumenfeld and many other late 
19th century composers. It was written in 1894 not long after 
the first Piano Sonata at a time when Scriabin had damaged 
his right hand through over practising. The Poème tragique, 
Op. 34 from 1903 is somewhat reminiscent of Rachmaninov’s 
Etude-Tableau, Op. 39, No. 5 with its repeated triplets 
accompanying a strong melody. In the same year he wrote 
his Poème satanique but the poems were not published as a 
pair, the latter as Op. 36.

Nikolayeva’s pianism was similar in many respects to that of 
her compatriot Shura Cherkassky, one being that they both 
concentrated on creating a beautiful sound at the keyboard. 
Another was their generosity when it came to giving encores.  
With her impressive memory, Nikolayeva could draw on a 
vast number of works and here gives three short movements 
from Russian piano works in her repertoire.

© 2016 Jonathan Summers
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       Johann Sebastien BACH (1685-1750)
       The Musical Offering, BWV 1079:            
1   Ricercar a 3                              7:11 
 
       French Suite No. 4 in E flat major, BWV 815          12:02                                       
2   I. Allemande                                                         3:16 
3   II. Courante                                                                     1:41 
4   III. Sarabande                                                      1:27 
5   IV. Gavotte                                                                      0:54 
6   V. Menuet                                                           1:06 
7   VI. Air                                                            0:57
8   VII. Gigue                                                         2:41
 
       Robert SCHUMANN (1810-1856) 
       Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13 (1852 version)              26:44
9   I. Thema – Andante                                                       1:37
A   II. Etude I (Variation 1) – Un poco più vivo                 1:20
B   III. Etude II (Variation 2) – Andante                             2:43
C   IV. Etude III – Vivace                                             1:13
D   V. Etude IV (Variation 3) – Allegro marcato                1:04
E   VI. Etude V (Variation 4) – Scherzando                       1:06
F   VII. Etude VI (Variation 5) – Agitato                             0:51
G   VIII. Etude VII (Variation 6) – Allegro molto               1:16 
H   IX. Posthumous Variation I – Andante, Tempo del tema  1:31
I   X. Etude VIII (Variation 7) – Sempre marcatissimo    2:22                           
J   XI. Etude IX – Presto possibile                                      1:00     
K   XII. Etude X (Variation 8) – Allegro con energia         1:08

L   XIII. Etude XI (Variation 9)                                             2:08
M   XIV. Etude XII (Finale) – Allegro brillante
       (based on Marschner's theme)                                    7:28
       
       Maurice RAVEL (1875-1937)
       Miroirs:                                                       11:53      
N   No. 2. Oiseaux tristes                                             4:07
O   No. 3. Une barque sur l'ocean                                      7:46

       Alexander SCRIABIN (1871-1915)
       Prelude and Nocturne for the Left Hand, Op. 9  7:42 
P   Prelude                     2:52     Q  Nocturne                    4:51

R   Poème tragique, Op. 34                                              4:24

       Alexander BORODIN (1833-1887) 
S   Petite Suite: I. In the Monastery                                 4:31 
       
       Modest MUSSORGSKY (1839-1881)
       Pictures at an Exhibition:                
T   V. Ballet of the Chickens in their Shells                       1:38

       Sergei PROKOFIEV (1891-1953)
       10 Pieces, Op. 12:
U   No. 7. Prelude                                              2:55

Total Timing:                                                     81:44
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