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Example 11. Dmitri Shostakovich. Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok op. 127. 
Secret Signs, Largo, mm. 1–27
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ideas are repeated or developed in a teleological way, but that they return as traces—
fragments suspended between presence and disappearance. The past songs do not 
reappear in their original form; rather, they resonate spectrally, as if remembered 
by the music itself. The violoncello evokes Gamayun not through direct quotation 
but through timbral memory; the violin gestures toward Song of Ophelia and We 
Were Together, now emptied of lyricism; the voice, increasingly subdued and 
flattened, anticipates its silence in Music. In this sound world, meaning flickers but 
never stabilizes. As in Derrida’s formulation, every sign arrives already haunted by 
its difference, by the echo of what it is not, and what it can never fully be [2, p. 65; 
3, pp. 17, 26].

The voice’s spectral stillness—its hushed, nearly motionless presence—
intensifies the effect of poetic imagery. This stillness is not simply quietness, but 
a haunted quality of sound, as if the voice itself were no longer fully embodied, 
already fading into memory. Its psalmodic recitation, barely rising above a breath, 
is often misaligned with the syntax of the poem, suggesting not speech but trance 
[1, p. 70]. This detachment is not expressive in a traditional sense—it is suspended 
subjectivity, a form of musical melancholia that hovers rather than declares. Roland 
Barthes’ “grain de la voix” is transformed here into “grain de la mémoire”: what we 
hear is not the voice of emotion, but the textural residue of remembrance, fragile 
and fragmentary, breaking and reforming in time.

Scattering is key. Motifs from earlier songs reappear and evolve: the “golden 
braid” recalls Ophelia’s vows, now frozen into object-memory; the cello’s crawling 
bass figures echo the mechanistic march of Gamayun and The City Sleeps, yet 
now they are slower and dimmer, as if remembered from a great distance. Even 
the jagged diminished intervals central to The Storm begin to soften into perfect 
fourths and fifths, heralding the emergent consonance of the final song.

Indeed, Secret Signs is best understood as a transitional membrane—not 
only between The Storm of the previous songs and the suspended resonance of 
Music, but between sound and silence, voice and its dissolution. Its final passage, 
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where violin and cello intertwine over a pure F-sharp two octaves apart, establishes 
a new kind of harmonic and psychological space: narrowed, transparent, and 
disembodied. This is not resolution but concentration—a distillation of gesture 
and memory into a suspended sonic trace.

In this symbolic and affective liminality, Secret Signs functions as the 
philosophical heart of the cycle. It prepares the listener by dissolving the voice 
into its spectral remnants. In existential semiotic terms (Tarasti), this song hovers 
between für-mich-sein (being-for-myself) and an-sich-sein (being-in-itself): 
a space where subjectivity begins to detach from agency, and sound no longer 
communicates, but traces the fading outline of what once was.

‘Music’: Transcendence, Trace, and the Final Silence

The final song of the cycle, Music, serves as the culmination of the philosophical 
and expressive tensions woven throughout Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander 
Blok. If Secret Signs signifies the site of fragmentation and dissolution, Music 
emerges as a tentative gesture—understood here as a suspended expressive act—
toward synthesis, not in the form of resolution, but of resonance. The text, drawn from 
Blok’s untitled 1898 poem, blends religious mysticism, ecstatic vision, and sacrificial 
imagery into an offering of self-erasure. In this context, Shostakovich composes not 
a closure but an echo chamber: a space in which musical, poetic, and philosophical 
motifs are gathered, reformed, and gently dissolved into memory.

From the outset, the musical setting cultivates a sense of otherworldliness. 
The held F-sharps in the violin and cello, which link Secret Signs to Music, are 
more than tonal bridges—they are traces of tonal memory. As Schmelz notes, 
the introduction of twelve-tone material in Secret Signs serves as a destabilizing 
force that disrupts the tonal field [25, pp. 232–233]. While he does not explicitly 
foreground the F-sharp, its emergence within the row may be understood as a latent 
tonal anchor. This gesture also inverts the motivic expansion from fifths to fourths, 
which has recurred throughout the cycle. It is a spatial contraction—a gravitational 
pull toward unity [1, p. 74]. Barthes’ concept of “grain de la voix” is here extended 
metaphorically into what might be called a “grain de l’espace sonore”: a resonant 
texture not of vocal emission but of sonic presence itself, a texture that listens rather 
than speaks.
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The vocal line, emerging in pianissimo with intervals from fourths and major 
seconds, evokes the serenity and detachment of chant. Here, musical language is 
pared down to its elemental state, divested of the dissonant, mechanistic energies 
that once dominated Gamayun or The Storm. The piano, which earlier acted as a 
site of violent subversion (The City Sleeps), now responds delicately to the voice’s 
harmonic suggestions, following rather than leading [1, р. 75]. For the first time in 
the cycle, voice and instruments converge not in conflict but in gentle, breath-like 
weaving (see Example 12).

In Tarasti’s existential semiotic terms, this final withdrawal of the voice may be 
understood as a modal descent—from being-for-myself into being-in-itself—where 
subjectivity is no longer voiced but remembered, where agency gives way to symbolic 
resonance. What remains is not expression but the trace of expression, a transition 
into pure aesthetic being where sound no longer speaks but simply is.

This fragile equilibrium is broken, however, by the setting of the poem’s 
final stanza. The ritualistic intensity of Blok’s imagery—“Through blood, through 
torment, through the grave…”—triggers a musical eruption. The voice strains against 
rhythmic asymmetry, pitch instability, and harmonic chaos, accompanied by tremolo 
strings and clashing intervals. The Self offers itself up—no longer as presence but as 
a sacrificial gesture, a final act of musical ekstasis. The symbolism echoes back to 
Gamayun, to Song of Ophelia, to Secret Signs—but now it is uttered in a register of 
acceptance rather than terror. The voice then vanishes.

What follows is the most profound musical statement in the cycle: an 
extended postlude of instrumental memory. The trio resumes the intervals and 
rhythms first articulated in Song of Ophelia and We Were Together, but now they 
are transformed—more spacious, less fractured. The cello and violin share melodic 
duties once assigned to the voice, enacting what Naomi Cumming describes as  
a subjectivity constituted not through unified expression but through 
distributed sonic gestures [27, pp. 115–132]. As she suggests, the musical 
subject is not unified but “multiple, situated, and shifting” [27, p. 218]. In this 
sense, what might be called a “sonic self in dispersion” refers to a subjectivity  
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Example 12. Dmitri Shostakovich. Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok op. 127. 
Music, Largo, mm. 1–21
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that resonates through fragmented intervals, timbral traces, and memory, without 
coalescing into a single expressive center.

The final cadences are built on open fifths and fourths, gradually collapsing 
into unisons. Even the previously dissonant intervals from Gamayun return—this 
time pianissimo, low in the piano register, not as threats but as distant memories. 
This is the logic of “spectrality”: recurrence without reanimation, presence without 
presence. What we hear in these final tones is not resolution, but something closer 
to what Roland Barthes describes as “le bruissement de la langue”—a sonic texture 
that bypasses semantic clarity and instead evokes a continuous shimmer of meaning, 
never fully formed, never fixed [28, pp. 76–79]. In this context, the music does not 
signify in a traditional way; it resonates—as memory, as loss, as the trace of what has 
been voiced and is now fading (see Example 13).

Thus, Music becomes not an ending but a final withdrawal. It avoids 
culmination, entering instead a state of harmonic and expressive stasis. Rather 
than projecting narrative resolution, it sustains a modality of stillness. This aligns 
with Eero Tarasti’s concept of the modality of être (being), which characterizes 
moments of musical stability, existential contemplation, and non-action. In contrast 
to the dynamic modality of faire (doing), which drives musical progression, être 
manifests as a suspension of teleology, a state in which “no action is performed” 
and where meaning resides in being itself [29, pp. 90–91]. In Music, this mode 
is achieved through static textures, open intervals, and the gradual dissipation 
of voice, suggesting not resolution, but a lingering presence beyond articulation. 



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2025/9(4)

219

Example 13. Dmitri Shostakovich. Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok op. 127. 
Music, Largo, mm. 95–138
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 Shostakovich thereby completes the poetic logic of the cycle: not by representing 
memory or grief, but by inhabiting their silent aftermath.

Conclusion: Echoes of the Irretrievable

Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok by Dmitri Shostakovich is not 
simply a cycle of songs; it is a meditation in sound—on time, on memory, on the 
impossibility of return. In this work, the composer does not set poetry to music in 
the conventional sense. Rather, he composes around the voice, treating it not as  
a source of presence but as a site of disappearance, of vanishing. The cycle’s expressive 
language is not one of affirmation or narrative clarity but one of fragmentation, 
silence, “spectral” return, and philosophical hesitation.

Through the lenses of Derrida’s “trace,” Barthes’ “grain,” and Boym’s “reflective 
nostalgia,” we have seen how the music speaks by deferring, by fraying, by echoing 
what has been lost. The voice in Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok 
does not articulate identity; it gestures toward it and then dissolves. Meaning is 
not declared—it is postponed, hinted at, and most poignantly, withheld. The formal 
structure itself mirrors the instability of memory, with motifs returning in altered, 
softened, or distorted shapes. What remains is not a message but a residue.

In this sense, Shostakovich’s work may be understood as a sonic enactment 
of melancholy, not as an emotional posture, but as an aesthetic structure, in the 
sense developed by Paulo C. Chagas through Eduardo Lourenço. Melancholy here 
is not passive grief; it is active listening, a way of inhabiting time as fragmentation 
and echo. It is, as Chagas writes, a “mirror of memory,” one that reflects not what 
was but what cannot be reclaimed. Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok 
composes this mirror—not with surface reflection, but with depths of recursion, 
shadows of the voice, and the quiet shimmer of vanishing sound. In that sense, the 
concept of melancholy introduced by Chagas—as a philosophical tension between 
the desire for unity and the reality of disintegration—finds its perfect sonic analogue 
in Shostakovich’s treatment of the soprano. The voice is never stable; it is always 
in retreat, always drawn into the ensemble, until in the final movement, it ceases 
altogether. What follows is not silence but a trace sustained by instruments that no 
longer accompany but remember. The music does not resolve; it listens.
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In this way, Seven Romances on Verses by Alexander Blok articulates 
an ethics of disappearance. It offers no heroic closure, no synthesis of past and 
present. Instead, it allows the listener to dwell in the echoes of the irretrievable, 
where absence becomes audible and silence becomes expressive. It is a music of 
mourning but not of despair—a music that, like melancholy itself, finds form in 
fracture, beauty in distance, and meaning in something that might be the resonance 
of what is no longer there…
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Abstract. One of the main vectors of Vladimir Tarnopolsky’s compositional 
strategy, which is conditioned by the composer’s constant interest in exploring the 
primary element of music, consists in the search for novelty in sound material. For 
Tarnopolsky, the creation and structuring of sound involve its plastic metamorphoses, 
which regulate the “growth” and “branching” of sonorous tissue to form the 
trajectories of acoustic flows that ensure the processuality of the “self-developing” 
musical form. According to Tarnopolsky’s empirical approach, in which each work 
involves the creation of a unique “root” system of connections in an attempt to find  
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a “new euphony”, intellectualism and sensuality are considered to form the dual 
basis of genuine creativity and art. By linking the concept of the “beingness” of sound 
to the idea of breath in music, the spatio-temporal continuum of the composer’s 
works is organised according to the wave principle to strengthen the constructive-
expressive function of timbre and dynamics as factors of dramaturgy. An example of 
a composition of this type is the piece for cello and orchestra …Le vent des mots qu’il 
n’a pas dits (1996). The article focuses on the study of the “internal” form of the essay 
as the realisation of its content-semantic structure as revealed by the entire complex 
of expressive means.

Keywords: Tarnopolsky, sound substance, time continuum, timbre, form-
process, breath, sensation
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Аннотация. Один из векторов композиционной стратегии Владимира 
Тарнопольского — поиск новизны звуковой материи, обусловленный 
неизменным интересом композитора к исследованию первого и главного 
элемента музыки — звука. Звук созидается и структурируется, его пластичные 
метаморфозы регулируют «рост» и «ветвление» сонорной ткани, формируют 
траектории акустических потоков, обеспечивающих процессуальность 
«саморазвивающейся» музыкальной формы. Относя себя к категории творцов 
эмпирического склада, Тарнопольский в каждом из сочинений создает 
уникальную «корневую» систему связей, всякий раз стремясь и к обретению 
«новой эвфонии», — интеллектуализм и чувственность рассматриваются им  
в качестве двуединой основы подлинного творчества и искусства. С концепцией 
«бытийности» звука тесно связана идея музыки-дыхания — пространственно-
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временной континуум сочинений композитора организован волновым 
принципом, с усилением конструктивно-выразительной функции тембра 
и динамики как факторов драматургии. Образец композиции такого типа — 
пьеса для виолончели и оркестра …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits (1996).  
В статье сделан акцент на исследовании «внутренней» формы сочинения  
как реализации его содержательно-смысловой структуры, раскрываемой  
всем комплексом выразительных средств.

Ключевые слова: Тарнопольский, звуковая субстанция, временной 
континуум, тембр, форма-процесс, дыхание, ощущение
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Quand nous disons que l’image existe en dehors
de nous, nous entendons par là qu’elle est extérieure à notre
corps. Quand nous parlons de la sensation comme d’un état
intérieur, nous voulons dire qu’elle surgit dans notre corps.
Et c’est pourquoi nous affirmons que la totalité des images

perçues subsiste, même si notre corps s’évanouit…
Henri Bergson [1, p. 49].

Introduction

To write sensation — this is how Gilles Deleuze once formulated the 
aesthetic credo of a creator, who, in moving away from illustration 
and narrative, sets out to reflect the true nature of things.1 To write 

an elusive sensation — this is how one could describe Vladimir Grigorievich 
Tarnopolsky’s artistic intention to “materialise” in music a special spiritual 
substance, which is comprehended through plastic metamorphoses of sound.  
The “anthropomorphic” character of Tarnopolsky’s sound is indicated by 
breathing, pulse and sensitivity to the phases of its life cycle. As such, it can be 
studied as a living organism and as an acoustic object, literally “constructing”  
the form and organising the “chronotope” of the works.

According to Pierre-Albert Castanet, the belonging of this or that composer  
to the idea of musical modernity determines precisely the interest in sound, 
which is realised in “en tant que métaphore d’une nouvelle cosmologie, concevant  
la musique comme une projection de couleurs acoustiques inédites sur l’écran 
spatio-temporel des partitions en devenir” [2]2.

1 In the book Francis Bacon: Logique de la sensation Jacques Deleuze undertakes a philo-
sophical analysis of the work of the English artist, emphasising the intention of capturing sen-
sation on canvas — which, in contrast to the image, becomes the direct object of perception.
2 Castanet’s article has been published only in Russian. The original French manuscript was 
kindly provided by the author.



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2025/9(4)

231

The achievement of the “philosophy of sound” in conjunction with its analytical 
research is realised on the scale of all of Tarnopolsky’s work, marking his involvement 
in the significant artistic attainments of the second half of the twentieth century 
and into the  twenty-first century: the global Klangfarbenkomposition project 
(in a broad perspective, from György Ligeti and Iannis Xenakis to Gerard Grisey, 
Tristan Murail, and further — to representatives of the post-spectral direction), 
the original concepts of phenomenology of sound (Giacinto Scelsi, Salvatore 
Sciarrino), immersive listening (Luigi Nono, Beat Furrer), Musik als existentielle 
Erfahrung3 (Helmut Lachenmann, Georg Friedrich Haas), achievements in the 
field of technology of electronic processing and sound synthesis, multiple forms 
involving the interpenetration of sound synthesis techniques and instrumental 
writing in mixed compositions… Despite all the differences in aesthetic guidelines, 
technology and creative methods, these strategies form a single main trend, inspired 
and conditioned by discoveries in the field of the properties of sound matter,  
the “physiology” of sound and the psychophysiology of human perception.4

In the context of the poetics of Tarnopolsky’s work, sound — exhausted, 
overcoming its own limits, torn apart or distorted by optical aberration — 
becomes the only protagonist, on the path between “impression” (Eindruck) and 
“expression” (Ausdruck)5 invariably fixed in threshold values and shaky categories 
of the transient.6

3 A collection of Lachenmann’s texts was published under this title: Lachenmann, H. (1996). 
Musik als existentielle Erfahrung: Schriften 1966‒1995. (J. Häusler, Herausg.) Breitkopf  
und Härtel.
4 The relevance of this issue is confirmed by the updated corpus of foreign scientific articles 
and developments that study auditory perception in terms of the action of physiological  
and cognitive mechanisms, subjective interpretations through cross-modal associations, 
based on the interaction of auditory experience with other perceptual modalities, including 
the development of a methodology for computer analysis and description of temporal, 
spectral and psychoacoustic properties of sound using special acoustic and psychoacoustic 
descriptors.  See: [3; 4; 5].
5 Eindruck — Ausdruck (Hommage à Kandinsky) — the title of Tarnopolsky’s composition, 
which has three instrumental versions: for piano (1989), for piano and ensemble (1992)  
and for piano, flute, clarinet and string trio (1996).
6 These transitional states are reflected in the titles of the works: Echoes of the Passing Days 
(1990), The Breath of the Exhausted Time (1994), Wenn die Zeit über die Ufer tritt (1999), 
Feux follets (2003), Jenseits der Schatten (2006), Red Shift (2013), Scattered Words (2016), 
Blue Shift (2017), Study of Breath for cello (2018).
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The space-time continuum of the composition is represented by transition, 
fluidity and variability, which constitute the deep essence of the processes that 
organise it ...Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits for cello and orchestra, was created 
in 1996 and dedicated to the memory of the outstanding violinist Oleg Kagan.7 The 
presence of a hidden program is indicated by the line from Stéphane Mallarmé’s 
poem Toast funèbre8 in the title of the work and the absence of the violin part in 
the score,9 which serves as a symbol of an irreparable loss. The voice of the solo 
cello, so close to the human voice in terms of its expressiveness and expression, 
is associated with the composer’s speech of condolences to the musician’s widow, 
cellist Natalia Gutman.

On “external” form

The structure of the piece embodies the idea of self-organisation and self-
development of musical material, i.e., its growth based on internal, immanent laws, 
which is essential to the composer’s creative method. According to Tarnopolsky, 
when organising a musical composition, “one must proceed from life itself and 
carefully monitor the germination of the sound material itself. When this sound 
“accumulates” for 5−7 seconds, it already “forms”. Thus, the composer’s task 
becomes simply to correctly guess the forms into which will organise itself”.10 

7 The premiere took place in 1996 in Warsaw, in the concert studio of Polish Radio named 
after Witold Lutosławski. Performers: Julius Berger (Germany) and the orchestra Sinfonia 
Varsovia, conductor: Wojciech Michniewski (Poland). The Russian premiere took place on 
November 21, 2006, in the Great Hall of the Moscow Conservatory as part of the closing 
concert of the 7th festival Dedication to Oleg Kagan. Performers: Natalia Gutman and  
the State Symphony Orchestra New Russia, conductor: Yuri Bashmet.
8 First published in a collective collection: Lemerre, A. (Éd.). (1873) Le Tombeau de Théophile 
Gautier. Alphonse Lemerre.
9 The orchestra consists of 3 flutes (II, III = Picc), 3 oboes, 3 clarinets (III = Picc), bass clarinet 
in B, 3 bassoons, 4 French horns, 2 trumpets, 2 trombones, 2 percussion groups (10 instru-
ments), harp, 10 violas, 8 cellos and 6 double basses.
10 Amrakhova, A. A. (Ed.). (2009). Sovremennost’ i prostranstvo tradicii / Interv’yu s 
Vladimirom Tarnopol’skim [Modernity and the Space of Tradition / Interview with Vladimir 
Tarnopolsky]. In Amrakhova A. A. (Ed.), Sovremennaya muzykal’naya kul’tura. Poisk 
smysla: Izbrannye interv’yu i esse o muzyke i muzykantah [Contemporary Musical Culture. 
Searching for Meaning: Selected Interviews and Essays on Music and Musicians]. Kompozitor,  
p. 137. The idea of parity between ratio and sensus is one of the cornerstones of the 
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The establishment of the form-process in …Le vent des mots... is regulated by the 
“breathing” of musical matter, whose dynamics are imprinted in the stages of creation 
and destruction, compaction and rarefaction, compression and expansion of the 
fabric, in the “layering” of texture and “branching” timbre-texture lines.

The composition is built on the principle of a single wave, when a long period 
of accumulation of sound energy and growth of tension is followed by a period of 
decline and dispersion. In essence, this is a metaphor for a single breathing cycle 
with a disrupted chronostructure and a missing pause phase: a prolonged multi-
stage “inhalation” and an “exhalation”11 that does not bring the expected release.

The reduced “wave” diagram can be represented in the form of a diagram, 
where phases I–IV correspond to the stage of growth, accumulation (“inhalation”), 
and phases V–VI to the stage of inhibition, extinction (“exhalation”) — see Schema 1:

Schema 1. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits. Schema of the form

The boundaries indicated in the diagram are quite arbitrary – the segments 
of the through, or “fluid”, structure are built into one another; the musical fabric 
is permeated with microprocesses, whose course is fundamentally desynchronised. 
The construction of a nonlinear model of the temporal structure of a play is carried 
out depending not so much on cause-and-effect relationships and the progressive 
development of the “plot” as on the changing spatial characteristics of the material 
— volume, homogeneity and continuity. Real and psychological time …Le vent des 
mots... is a “spiral” going into infinity, on the turns of which there is a compaction 
and rarefaction of sound matter, an accumulation and dissipation of the energy  

composer’s aesthetics, for whom art is “simultaneously a very sophisticated intellectual 
work, and an equally strong and refined emotional-sensory enjoyment of the sound matter 
itself.” Amrakhova, A. A. (Ed.). (2023). Reestr nashih zabluzhdenij (besedy s kompozitorami  
[V. G. Tarnopol’skij]) [The Register of our Delusions (Conversations with Composers 
[V. G. Tarnopolsky]). In Amrakhova A. A. (Ed.), Sovremennaya muzyka: vglyadyvayas’  
v sebya: sbornik statej i materialov [Contemporary Music: Looking into Oneself:  
Collection of Articles and Materials]. Moskovskaya konservatoriya, p. 188.
11 The author also speaks about the metaphor of “sigh”, which defines the concept of the form 
of the composition. See Tarnopolsky, V. G. (n.d.). …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits (Com-
ments). https://tarnopolski.ru/ru/works.html#wind
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of sound flows, which are composed of “events” that have a single “genetic code”  
(see Schema 2):

Schema 2. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits. Temporal  
structure model

On “internal” form

A non-discrete whole is formed by the superposition and interweaving of 
these event series, each of which, like Deleuze’s “Aeon”, represents a “labyrinth  
of one line”,12 a segment of time, open in both directions and removing the sense 
of temporal modality. Multiple configurations and transformations of the musical 
material of the piece are regulated by ambivalence in the system of binary relations 
of dynamics and statics, movement and rest. As in other works by Tarnopolsky, here 
the conductors of the idea of binarity are semantically significant “singularities” —  
sound objects associated with the expression of the process or of the state.13 
The specificity of the composer’s method of working with sound presupposes  

12 “Nous avons vu que le passé, le présent et le futur n’étaient pas du tout trois parties d’une 
même temporalité, mais formaient deux lectures du temps, chacune complète et excluant 
l’autre ; d’une part le présent toujours limité, qui mesure l’action des corps comme causes, 
et j’état de leurs mélanges en profondeur (Chronos); d’autre part le passé et le futur essen-
tiellement illimités, qui recueillent à la surface les événements incorporels en tant qu’eifelS 
(Aiôn)” [6, с. 77]. In characterising the time of Aion as “pure ligne droite”, Deleuze quotes 
Borges: “Je connais un labyrinthe grec qui est une ligne unique, droite... <...> je vous promets 
ce labyrinthe qui se compose d’une seule ligne droite et qui est invisible, incessant” [6, p. 78].
13 In this classification, the author of the text takes as a starting point the universal taxono-
my of sound types of New Music, proposed by Helmut Lachenmann and first described in  
the 1966 article: Lachenmann, H. (1996). Klangtypen der Neuen Musik. Musik als existenti-
elle Erfahrung: Schriften 1966–1995. Breitkopf & Härtel, 1‒20.
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the mutual dependence of these characteristics: at the basis of a sound-state, which 
is imprinted in the form of rhythmic pulsation, pitch fluctuation, or timbre-texture 
“layering”, there is always a sound-process in the trinity of attack, sustain and 
decay phases.

The interpenetration of the features of both sound types as one of the 
constructive factors of the composition is supported by the unity of the intonation 
structure. The entire diversity of configurations of sound matter is derived from 
unison — a kind of proto-form, a common “gene” that generates sound “mutations” 
and variations of similarities. A single sound opens the piece, almost immediately 
triggering a process of intonational “arborescences” — the horizontal turns into  
a vertical, the line splits to become harmony, and the image of time-space acquires 
a score-like visualisation. The opening section of …Le vent des mots... repeatedly 
recreates the model of transformation of the “process” into a “state”: the solo cello 
replica hangs in the sonorous “cloud” of the instrumental voices that pick it up, 
becoming part of the hemitonic harmonic complex (see Example 1).14

The texture is represented by a host of lines-timbres imitating each other. 
The finest sonorous web is woven from the shadows of sounds, “floating” in the 
elusively changing and emphatically asymmetrical sound space: harmonics, 
tremolo and flageolet tremolo muted strings playing sul tasto, sul ponticello 
or sliding the bow from the fingerboard to the bridge, flageolet glissandi flutes,  
a polyphony of extended sounds — wavy crescendo–diminuendo — like a cocoon, 
wrapping and enveloping the soloist’s melody. The disembodied pedal harmonics of 
the double basses “illuminate” the melting instrumental voices and fade away, turning 
into a trace of sound — the wind of unspoken words?.. The priority of “immaterial” 
sonorities generated by specific sound production techniques, as well as the 
expressive role of agogics and dynamics on the edge of the limits of perception, evoke 
a spectrum of associations from the world of musical ideas close to the composer — 
such as the “ecology of sound” of Salvatore Sciarrino,15 the “tonic function” of silence  

14 The musical notation for this and other examples is based on the author’s score. See 
Tarnopolsky, V. G. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits pour violoncelle et orchestra. 
Manuscript. 52 p.
15 A concept that implies acoustic ecology (organic qualities of sound matter) and the ecology 
of listening (perception) [7, pp. 19–21].
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Example 1. V. Tarnopolsky.  …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits, mm. 1−7
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in the “existential rhetoric” of the works of Faradzh Karaev, the sonorous aura of 
the “proto-elements” of the musical language of Alexander Raskatov…16

Schema 3 illustrates the dynamics of sound “growth” on the scale of the first 
section of the composition (measures 1–65).17 The expansion of the overall range 
is carried out slowly and gradually, reaching its extreme limits only in measures 
60–65 (as–as¹); a parallel process of expanding intonation occurs in the solo cello 
part — from the initial monotony to the minor third in bar 3 and to the minor 
sixth in measures 57–62. Unexpected in the context of the chromatic twelve-
tone scale,  the “shimmer” of pure diatonicism (measures 23–24, 33–39, 47–48) 
creates the  illusion of the inclusion of major “colour” — a similar effect of the 
play of light and shadow in Ligeti’s Lontano was referred to by Alfred Schnittke18  
(see Schema 3).

The dramatic significance of the soloist’s initial micro-intonation — a metaphor 
for a sigh, realised in the form of an extended sound with “modulating” dynamics 
ppp<p>pp — goes far beyond the boundaries of a single instrumental part. This 
“lexeme” becomes the quintessence of the emotional content of the piece, its main 
and only musical “theme”, layered into instrumental lines and multiplied by the 
counterpoint of motives. The wave principle of its presentation not only models  
the timbre-textural development in individual sections of the score, but is also 
projected onto the macroform of the composition. In the system of Tarnopolsky’s 
compositional style, the sigh-intonation becomes key: being determined by the natural  

16 Turning to the theory of Walter Benjamin and considering the possibility of an auratic 
perception of art in the era of the completed technical revolution, Svetlana Vitalievna Lavrova 
writes: “Aura today is a search for the limits of perception, operating with barely audible 
sound material. Only a fragile, endlessly changing sound substance is capable of reviving  
a living perception in the listener today” [8, p. 5].
17 Harmonic sounds that are not duplicated by other voices (mainly in double basses) are 
highlighted in brackets. The ligaments at the border of segments mark the “hanging” of part 
of the voices of the sound complex of the previous segment at the beginning of the next one.
18 “The listener is enveloped in a fine web of sound, in which familiar themes of romantic music 
appear as distant ghosts. Sometimes they clear up and focus into blinding rays, foreshadowing 
the appearance of a miracle, but at the last moment the golden halo fades, and everything 
is covered in darkness. Here this darkness is thickening, now sharp dark contours are 
visible, but darkness is just as unstable as light. Everything is shaky, ambiguous and elusive”  
[9, p. 66].
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properties of sound as a physical phenomenon, it most naturally reflects the composer’s 
idea of “time, felt through breathing, through a wave-like line”.19

Schema 3. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits. Schema of expansion 
of the sound range in mm. 1–65 (pitch reduction)

The hypostases of this semantically weighty proto-intonation represent  
a series of invariant sound “events” that acquire thematic status at different stages 
of dramatic development. Almost all of them, to one degree or another, characterise 
a sound type with a certain balance of dynamic and static properties, revealed 
by contextual conditions. The following musical compositional structures are 
particularly relevant:

— based on oscillatory (periodic and non-periodic) movement, carried 
out both in pitch and through a combination of basic strokes and specific sound 
production techniques: various kinds of vibrato, tremolo (including frullato and 
quasi bariolage), trills (including flageolet ones), transitional forms sul ponticello  

19 Amrakhova, A. A. (Ed.). (2009). Sovremennost’ i prostranstvo tradicii / Interv’yu s Vladi-
mirom Tarnopol’skim [Modernity and the Space of Tradition / Interview with Vladimir Tar-
nopolsky]. In Amrakhova A. A. (Ed.), Sovremennaya muzykal’naya kul’tura. Poisk smysla: 
Izbrannye interv’yu i esse o muzyke i muzykantah [Contemporary Musical Culture. Searching 
for Meaning: Selected Interviews and Essays on Music and Musicians]. Kompozitor, p. 141.
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/ ordinario, sul tasto / sul ponticello, flautando / ordinario, luft vibrato / press 
ordinario, con sordino / senza sordino;

— based on the cyclic principle of beats, realised in the form of rhythmic 
figuration, including with the help of non-traditional playing methods: first of all, 
these are various forms of ostinato (Example 2), as well as a technique designated 
as quasi Schwebungen and providing for a special technique of shaking and pushing 
the bow;

— imitating reverberation (quasi reverberato) and the phenomena of sound 
diffraction and interference: micropolyphonic complexes (Examples 3, 4), linear 
counterpoint timbre-sounds (Example 5).

Example 2. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits, mm. 156−159
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Example 3. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits, mm. 130−131

Example 4. V. Tarnopolsky. …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits, mm. 228−230
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Example 5. V. Tarnopolsky.  …Le vent des mots qu’il n’a pas dits, mm. 255−259
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Variations on the idea of time-breathing involving the various states of the 
sound matter of the piece demonstrate the living “germination” of its internal form. 
In this continuous process, the procedures of crystallisation and melting of the 
sound “substance” are equalised in rights: the weightless tremolo in the mode of 
rhythmic braking “materialises” into an ostinato figure, whereupon the dense 
cluster disintegrates into airy harmonics. The continuity of the transformations 
of musical substance cancels any oppositions; the dichotomy of chronometry  
and chronoametry — the main semantic conflict of the future Foucault’s  
Pendulum20 — is smoothed out to the utmost. In the absence of a pronounced 
“centre”, the multidirectionality of sound flows, connected to each other “through 
the ‘root system’”21, contributes to the birth of a special quality of musical matter, 
the meaning of which is conveyed by the composer through the concept of sound 
magma. In a number of texts and interviews, Tarnopolsky speaks of attempts to 
find a certain “metastyle, in the sound magma of which any potential certainty 
of certain idioms would be washed away by sonorous waves of harmony-timbre-
noise”.22

20 “I tried to construct my work on the basis of a comparison of two contrasting types of 
musical matter: music as free ametrical breathing and music as polychronic mechanical 
movement, and also, accordingly, two types of time – continuous and mechanically 
discrete. It was especially interesting for me to explore the processes of the emergence and 
development of each type of music, as well as to trace the stages of transition from one to 
another.” Tarnopolsky V. G. (n.d.). Foucault’s Pendulum for chamber orchestra (Comments).  
https://tarnopolski.ru/ru/works.html#foucault
21 Tarnopolsky, V. G. (2000). Wenn die Zeit über die Ufer tritt. Music Academy, (2), 15–17, p. 17.
22 Ibid. “I am looking for music in the sound magma of which consonance and dissonance would 
be melted, contradictions between musical sounds and noises, harmony and timbre, acoustic and 
electronic instruments would be removed” [from the commentary on the programme of the an-
niversary concert, which took place in the Rachmaninoff Hall of the Moscow Conservatory on 
November 11, 2005]. “Some musicologist said: You began music from the beginning, pushing off 
from the breath. It seems to me that this is such a simple idea, not even an idea, it is my nature. 
What is it based on? On the sound magma, where everything is absolutely intertwined. At the 
core is not just the sense of time, but how it develops through timbre. This sensual side is very im-
portant to me.” Amrakhova, A. A. (Ed.). (2009). Sovremennost’ i prostranstvo tradicii / Interv’yu 
s Vladimirom Tarnopol’skim [Modernity and the Space of Tradition / Interview with Vladimir 
Tarnopolsky]. In Amrakhova A. A. (Ed.), Sovremennaya muzykal’naya kul’tura. Poisk smysla: 
Izbrannye interv’yu i esse o muzyke i muzykantah [Contemporary Musical Culture. Searching 
for Meaning: Selected Interviews and Essays on Music and Musicians]. Kompozitor, p. 141.
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The decisive role of timbre and dynamic parameters in the implementation 
of the compositional idea in …Le vent des mots... as the composer’s version of 
Klangfarbenkomposition is obvious. All the designated structures, claiming the 
status of leitmotifs and microthemes, are based on the reduction of the pitch 
component in favour of the colour of the sound, i.e., the timbral quality of the 
musical fabric. This approach is relevant in relation to both the simplest motives — 
single- and double-voiced ones — deployed in a horizontal plane, as well as in 
complexly organised timbre-sounds that form a sonorous vertical. Thematic 
functions are given to the performing touch, the sound production technique, the 
agogic “gesture”, the textural configuration, and even the dynamic sine wave — 
everything that can detail the phonic scale contributes to the identification of 
timbre and its perception as an object.

The weakening of the linear-melodic connections within the timbre 
groups is compensated by their extreme “tension” in the solo cello part. In 
the context of the polyphony of micro-motives, the “endless” cantilena in its 
development with its vocal-speech expression is perceived as an expression 
of a sensual, existential experience. Only in measure 159 (3 measures before 
the R. 13) this Bergsonian of “la mélodie continue de la vie intérieure”23  
is first broken by a pause, subsequently increasingly destructuring its own “word”, 
causing its “disembodiment” to the level of a phoneme.

In Tarnopolsky’s composition, physical and psychological time are two 
fundamentally different dimensions. The evolutionary transformation of musical  
matter, which is crowned by an extended culmination and completed by a decline, 
changes in texture, a consistent change of processes in the field of textural and timbre 
construction — everything that constitutes the real sound existence of the piece and 
flows along its directed and irreversible temporal “arrow”, can be recorded in diagrams 

23 Henri Bergson use of the image of melody to interpret the concept of duration (durée) is key 
to his philosophy. The fusion and interpenetration of melodic segments is associated by him 
with the continuity of a person’s inner experience as an “indivisible continuity of changeability”  
(“la continuité indivisible de changement”). The full version of the quotation, taken from his sec-
ond Oxford lecture, “La Perception du changement”, is: “Mais la vérité est qu’il n’y a ni un subs-
tratum rigide immuable ni des états distincts qui y passent comme des acteurs sur une scène.  
Il y a simplement la mélodie continue de notre vie intérieure, — mélodie qui se poursuit, indivi-
sible, du commencement à la fin de notre existence consciente. Notre personnalité est cela même”  
[10, p. 26].
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and graphic figures. The true dramaturgy of …Le vent des mots... is revealed not in 
the externally manifested structure of the artistic text, but rather in what becomes 
its “internal form”, reflecting the mechanisms of meaning generation. The time 
of psychological perception of a work (“peau du temps”, according to Grisey24) is 
the time of experiencing a lasting sensation, an experience that has the properties 
of unevenness and cyclicality, being capable of stretching and slowing down. This 
is the time associated with a subject going through the existential experience of 
realising the finiteness of existence. Within the boundaries of this experience, time 
is forever lost, no longer being defined by duration, but remaining, together with 
the final sound gesture al niente “exhaling” into the void.

The drying up of sound on the final pages of the score is almost visualised: 
beginning from the number 17 (measure 182), the process of “braking” of the form 
is accompanied by the “switching off” of the voices and the discharge of dynamic 
intensity — the fermata zone expands, the pulsation frequency decreases, and the 
successive enlargement of rhythmic units in the presentation of the written tremolo 
step-by-step slows down the overall rhythm of the entire structure. The movement 
turns into statics, while the monotonous motifs stretch out and “hang” to form 
polyostinato complexes — this is exactly how time will “freeze” in the finale of each 
of the three scenes of Tarnopolsky’s opera Wenn die Zeit über die Ufer tritt (1999). 
Along with the immersion into the “dark” timbre and the lowering of the general 
tessitura relief to the extreme point of the range (C), the soloist also slides. The final 
ostinato of the cello sounds like a distant allusion to Berg’s Hauptrhythmus from 
Lulu — a weakening pulse, a dying heartbeat, an exit into the weightlessness of an 
objectless world?..

In place of a conclusion

Just as a word entails a trail of contextual meanings, the lexical elements of  
a musical text appeal to associativity to form the semantics of the text. Instead of the 
usual spatial coordinates — depth, height, width — there arises something similar to 
what Hermann Hesse called “der Dimension zuviel”, characterising with this definition  

24 In one of the texts fundamental for understanding the spectral method, Grisey proposes  
a classification of the temporal levels of composition. In designating in the composition the zones 
of structure, texture (actually sound matter) and correlation with the “temps de l’auditeur,” he 
resorts to the metaphors “squelette du temps,” “chair du temps” and “peau du temps” [11].
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the ability to penetrate with thought and feeling into the secrets of a person’s inner 
world, “jenseits der Zeit und des Scheins”.25 The artist looks deep into consciousness 
to create an image woven from the imaginary and the known, the illusory and the 
real — everything exists on an equal footing, moves, everything is a living diachronic  
integrity.

“Breath as the first gesture of life and its last sign”26 — this philosophical image so 
important for Vladimir Tarnopolsky in …Le vent des mots... — takes on the appearance 
of plastic and changeable sound matter. The play is perceived as a metaphor of a sigh; 
the basis of its dramaturgy is the textural metamorphoses of the suspiration figure, 
reminiscent of the process of revealing a hidden formula. The final transformation of this 
key “lexeme” into the figure aposiopesis (“silence”), expressed by the pause of all voices, 
symbolises death and the limit beyond which what has been heard and experienced turns 
into memory. But isn’t the very process of the piece’s sound construction generated by 
the experience of the past — this attempt to capture the substance of the unspoken — 
the elusive sensory sensation? And isn’t the philosopher, the author of the concept of 
temporal retrospection, right when he asserts: “Toute perception est déjà mémoire. 
Nous ne percevons, pratiquement, que le passé, le présent pur étant l’insaisissable 
progrès du passé rongeant l’avenir” [12, p. 163]?
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and offering insight into the psychological world of complex human relationships. 
The plots of his operas are often ambivalent, lending themselves to conflict-driven 
dramaturgy. Virtually all his works are based on the principle of artistic duality, 
expressed through temporal contrasts (old world vs. new world, past vs. present) 
and artistic contrasts (life vs. creation, reality vs. dream). This conceptual duality 
results in stylistic pluralism. Ruders’ operas blend high and low genres, classical 
and popular art, tonality and atonality, speech and singing, sound and noise. The 
composer employs stylistic allusions and quotations, often deliberately creating  
a tension between the meaning of the quotation and its context. The article 
concludes that Ruders continues the traditions of Alban Berg’s expressionist drama 
in his operatic work and serves as an heir to the ideas of pluralistic musical theatre 
pioneered by Bernd Alois Zimmermann.
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Аннотация. В центре внимания статьи — оперное творчество 
современного датского композитора Пола Рудерса. Его перу принадлежат 
пять опер: «Тихо» (1986), «Рассказ служанки» (1998), «Процесс Кафки» 
(2005), «Сельма Ежкова» (2007), «Тринадцатое дитя» (2016). В статье 
рассматриваются их ключевые темы, особенности композиции, драматургии 
и музыкального языка. Отмечается, что датский мастер отдает предпочтение 
драматическим историям, отражающим проблемы современного общества 
(гендерное неравенство, мизогиния, власть, религия, чувство вины)  
и позволяющим исследовать психологический мир сложных человеческих 
взаимоотношений. Сюжетам его опер свойственна амбивалентность, 
обусловливающая обращение к конфликтному типу драматургии. Фактически 
все сочинения базируются на принципе художественного двоемирия, 
действующего в разрезах времени (старый мир — новый мир, прошлое —  
настоящее) и искусства (жизнь — творчество, реальность — мечта). 
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Следствием концепционной раздвоенности становится стилевой плюрализм. 
В операх Рудерса смешиваются высокие и низкие жанры, классическое  
и популярное искусство, тональность и атональность, речь и пение, звук и шум. 
Композитор использует стилевые аллюзии и цитирование, нередко прибегая 
к намеренному рассогласованию смыслового поля цитаты и контекста.  
В статье делаются выводы о том, что Рудерс продолжает развивать в своем 
оперном творчестве традиции экспрессионистской драмы Альбана Берга,  
а также выступает наследником идей плюралистического музыкального 
театра Бернда Алоиза Циммермана.
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Introduction

Poul Ruders is a contemporary Danish composer whose recognition in the 
West has steadily increased. He is the creator of original compositional 
techniques, such as the “change ringing” method and the minimorphosis 

technique, which he describes as a personal form of “intellectual minimalism”  
(see [1; 2] for details). Ruders’ body of work includes five operas, six symphonies, 
over twenty orchestral pieces, numerous instrumental concertos, as well as chamber 
and choral music. His works are regularly performed in Europe and the USA and 
receive positive reviews from critics and audiences alike. In recent years, Russian 
musicology has also shown increasing interest in Ruders’ music [3, p. 186].

Ruders’ operas have achieved the greatest success to date. They have been 
staged in Copenhagen, London, Munich, Umeå, New York, Santa Fe, Minnesota, and 
many other cities worldwide. His most famous work is The Handmaid’s Tale, which 
premiered at the Royal Danish Opera in 2000. The recording of this production by 
Dacapo Records was nominated for a Grammy and received the Cannes Classical 
Award in 2002 as the best work by a living composer. Since then, the opera has been 
performed repeatedly around the world.

The growing interest of musical theatres in Ruders’ operas makes a closer 
scholarly examination relevant, especially since this area of his work has yet to 
receive comprehensive coverage in musicology, being addressed only in a few articles 
on individual works [4; 5].

Themes of the Operas

Ruders first turned to musical theatre in 1986. Over forty years, he created 
five operas: Tycho (1986), The Handmaid’s Tale (1998), Proces Kafka (2005), Selma 
Jezková (2007), and The Thirteenth Child (2016). 

His first opera, Tycho, was considered by Ruders himself an unsuccessful attempt, 
due partly to the libretto and a less compelling theme. The central character of the 
opera was the Danish astronomer and astrologer Tycho Brahe (1546–1601), known for 
his highly precise astronomical observations, including the recording of a supernova 
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(the so-called Stella Nova). The plot focused on Brahe’s relationship with Johannes 
Kepler and included a discussion between the astronomers on the laws of planetary 
motion. In the opera’s brief synopsis, Ruders emphasized that the confrontation 
between the two scientists formed the core of the dramatic narrative:

Tycho is in severe need of an intelligent challenge. Which he gets, and with  
a disastrous result for himself. The encouraging encounter with Kepler turns 
into Tycho’s scientific and earthly death verdict. Slowly Tycho realizes that his 
own conception of the Earth as the indisputable axes of the Universe is shattered  
by Kepler’s theory <…>. The ancient picture of the Universe collapses, Tycho 
feels deceived by Kepler who leaves the castle <…>. But they meet again and  
reunite… at Tycho’s death bed.1

The libretto, written by Henrik Bjelke, combined texts in Danish and Latin. 
In addition to historical figures (Kepler, Brahe, King Christian IV of Denmark, 
Emperor Rudolf II), allegorical characters, Urania (the Muse) and Time, were 
introduced to comment on the astronomers’ debates. Some Danish musicologists 
(Ole Nørlyng, Per Erland Rasmussen) considered the libretto heavy and difficult 
to set to music, describing it as “a drama to be read only” [1, p. 182]. Indeed,  
the monologues and dialogues were filled with philosophical, scientific, and religious 
reflections, written in the elevated style of Renaissance poetry. Not surprisingly, 
alongside singing, the opera included spoken dialogues.

Ruders later admitted in an interview that writing Tycho taught him what 
an opera composer should avoid. Most importantly, he clarified his approach 
to subject matter: musical theatre should serve as a center for socially critical  
activity, with social or psychological drama at its core. Henceforth, Ruders 
preferred stories that would not merely excite but profoundly move audiences  
while highlighting contemporary issues. The themes of his subsequent operas 
addressed gender inequality, misogyny, power, religion, and the nature  
of creativity.

1 Ruders, P. (n. d.). Poul Ruders. Tycho (1986). Wise Music Classical. 
https://www.wisemusicclassical.com/work/21492/Tycho--Poul-Ruders/
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His second opera, The Handmaid’s Tale, was based on the eponymous 
dystopian novel by Canadian author Margaret Atwood, depicting a society governed 
by distorted religious laws. Set in the imagined Republic of Gilead, created in former 
U.S. territory after environmental disasters and declining birth rates, women were 
stripped of all rights and divided into classes: Wives, Aunts, Marthas, and Handmaids. 
The latter were forced to bear children for the Gileadean elite. Through the story  
of the protagonist, Offred, Ruders explored issues of female identity and oppression 
under a theocratic regime.

Ruders said in an interview: “This book has it all — forbidden love, hope, 
desperation, violence, tenderness, public executions, grandiose processions.  
It is a vast drama all the way through, one that begs to be set to music. Moreover, 
it is a highly visual novel. Full of colours: red, blue, green; the guardians are in 
grey. It is fit for the stage” [1, p. 377].

The opera’s libretto was written by the British actor, singer, and writer Paul 
Bentley. It is worth noting that, beginning with The Handmaid’s Tale, all of Ruders’ 
subsequent musical-theatrical works were written in English, an important point that 
reflects the composer’s desire to overcome the language barrier and reach as wide an 
audience as possible. Nevertheless, this focus on accessibility did not prevent him 
from including texts in Latin and employing verbal counterpoint, with several scenes 
drawing on a mix of different texts.

Themes of existential human experience, social alienation, guilt, and 
communication difficulties are fully explored in Proces Kafka. Ruders continued 
collaborating with Bentley, adapting Franz Kafka’s novel The Trial, which had been 
staged in various operatic adaptations in the late 20th and early 21st centuries 
(notable examples include Gunther Schuller’s The Visitation [1966]; Luca Mosca’s 
K. [2000]; Philippe Manoury’s K. [2000]; Salvatore Sciarrino’s La porta della legge  
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[2009]; Philip Glass’ The Trial [2014] (for more details see [6]). Ruders and 
Bentley’s originality lay in linking the novel’s plot with Kafka’s private life, 
especially his relationships with Felice Bauer and Grete Bloch, an observation first 
noted by Nobel laureate Elias Canetti [7, p. 168]. In 1969, he published the book 
Der andere Prozess: Kafkas Briefe an Felice (Kafka’s Other Trial: The Letters 
to Felice), in which he attempted to demonstrate that Kafka’s engagement to and 
break-up with Felice were reflected in the novel. In particular, according to Canetti, 
“the engagement became the arrest in the first chapter, the ‘trial’ — the execution 
scene in the last” [6].

Fragments of Kafka’s letters to Felice were included in the opera’s libretto, 
forming the basis for the extensive prologue as well as the counter-scenes that 
alternated with scenes from the novel. The reinforcement of these links and 
parallels was aided by role doubling. Thus, the parts of Kafka and Josef K. were 
intended for the same singer (lyric-dramatic tenor). The same applied to the roles 
of Felice and Miss Bürstner (lyric-dramatic soprano), and Grete, Miss Montag, 
and Leni (lyric-dramatic mezzo-soprano). In this way, the opera contained at least 
two love triangles featuring characters doubled in this manner. The connections 
established between fictional characters and real-life figures allowed the opera  
to illustrate how lived experiences are transformed within the artistic world of  
the writer.

The absurdity, which is an integral feature of Kafka’s creative universe, 
received a stage expression. The opera included three mute zanies who grimaced, 
danced, laughed, and carried letters from one end of the stage to the other, among 
other antics; their presence introduced elements of farce into the dramatic story. 
The composer noted that, alongside the novel’s pessimistic view of the world, 
Kafka’s work is filled with black humor and satire, so he intentionally made the 
opera balance between tragedy and comedy, horror and laughter.

For his fourth opera, Ruders drew inspiration from cinema. The libretto  
of Selma Jezková, prepared by Henrik Engelbrecht, was based on the screenplay 
of Lars von Trier’s film Dancer in the Dark (2000). Interest in the world of 
screen arts represents a notable trend in the development of 21st-century 
opera and increasingly captures the attention of contemporary researchers [8].  
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Ruders became the first composer to bring Trier’s experimental cinema onto the 
academic stage.2

The Danish director, as is well known, has acquired a controversial reputation  
as a genius-psychopath, a disturber of public calm who strives to wrench the 
spectator out of their comfort zone and trap them in peculiar ethical snares. 
Dancer in the Dark formed the concluding part of his Golden Heart trilogy, which 
included Breaking the Waves (1996) and Idioterne (The Idiots, 1998).

In various interviews, Ruders noted that what attracted him above all to 
the film was its dramatic element: “The most important thing, though, is the 
EMOTIONS! I repeat: the EMOTIONS! That’s where music is far and away superior 
to the other arts. There has to be a strong human story behind the realistic scenario, 
as there is in both Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale and in Lars von 
Trier’s film Dancer in the Dark. That’s why I chose exactly those two stories”3.  
The composer deliberately drew no parallels with the film per se, using its plot as 
if it were a book. It would seem, however, that along with its emotional potential, 
the film’s problematic themes also played no small role for him. Ruders noted 
that the boundary between altruism and egoism in this story is extremely thin, 
exposing a moral dilemma: by sacrificing herself for her son, Selma imposes an 
intolerable burden on his shoulders. Does he need the sight gained at the cost of his  
mother’s life?

Ruders’ most recent opera to date, The Thirteenth Child, stands apart 
in the composer’s oeuvre. Unlike the preceding works, whose themes touch 
on social and ideological problems and whose narratives are shaded in dark 
tones, it is distinguished by an optimistic finale. The libretto, written by Becky 
and David Starobin, draws on the Grimm Brothers’ tale The Twelve Brothers, 
in which, as is proper to the genre, good triumphs over evil. Ideas of fidelity  

2 In addition to Ruders, three other composers have turned to the films of the Danish  
director. In 2016, Missy Mazzoli, commissioned by the Philadelphia Opera, composed the 
opera Breaking the Waves; in 2023, the German composer Gordon Kampe presented his 
adaptation of Trier’s controversial film Dogville; and the Swedish composer Mikael Karlsson 
created an opera based on Melancholia.
3 Beyer, A. (n.d.). Selma’s Songs. Poul Ruders. Selma Jezková (Dancer in the Dark).  
https://www.dacapo-records.dk/en/recordings/ruders-selma-jezkova-dancer-in-the-dark
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and love, which help overcome any hardships and trials, resonate importantly in the 
opera. At the same time, the story is filled with sinister, at times dramatic, events 
that afford the composer broad imaginative scope. These include Drokan’s slander, 
Hjarne’s paranoia, Gertrude’s death, the transformation of Lyra’s brothers into 
ravens, and Benjamin’s death in a duel with Drokan.

Thus, as the review undertaken shows, the themes of Ruders’ operatic 
works reflect the problems and contradictions of contemporary society while 
concentrating on the psychological world of complex human relationships. The 
main characters of his works, whether historical figures or fictional persons, are 
extraordinary individuals experiencing deep emotional crises or finding themselves 
in difficult life situations. Tycho Brahe suffers the collapse of his scientific ideals; 
Offred lives in an atmosphere of psychological and physical violence; Kafka 
is consumed by a sense of guilt; Selma Jezková unconsciously seeks death; and 
the fairy-tale Lyra chooses a sacrificial path. Moreover, most of these characters 
(with the exception of Lyra) cannot be called unambiguously positive. Brahe, in 
reality, is a narcissistic, embittered despot unwilling to acknowledge his scientific 
defeat. Kafka is portrayed as a mentally unbalanced neurotic whose actions 
toward Felice and Grete are immoral. Selma, in effect, commits indirect suicide, 
burdening her son with guilt. Offred pays in the present for a past affair with  
a married man.

Composition and Dramaturgy

In his work, Ruders builds on operatic models developed in the classical-
romantic tradition while introducing a number of authorial features related to  
the specifics of each plot, its realization, and the particularities of musical dramaturgy. 
As a result, practically every composition has a distinct genre orientation: 
Ruders himself described Tycho as a tragic operetta, The Thirteenth Child carries  
the subtitle “fairytale opera”, The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian opera, Kafka’s 
Trial can be considered a tragic farce, and Selma Jezková is defined as a cinema-
script drama (or drama based on a cinematic plot).
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The orientation toward different genre models dictates the variety  
of compositional solutions. Ruders’ operas include one-act works (Proces Kafka, 
Selma Jezková), two-act works (The Handmaid’s Tale, The Thirteenth Child), and 
a three-act opera (Tycho). The originality of each structure directly depends on 
the artistic concept. Particularly noteworthy in this regard are the compositional 
structures of The Handmaid’s Tale and Proces Kafka. Initially, Bentley intended to 
make the structure of The Handmaid’s Tale completely symmetrical. By condensing 
Atwood’s novel without significant loss of meaning, he fit the entire story into two acts 
with a prologue, prelude, and epilogue. Each act was further divided into 15 scenes 
that corresponded to each other in terms of location and events. In the final version, 
full symmetry was not maintained, but partial correspondences remained. Overall, 
the symmetry helped reveal thematic and symbolic intersections arising between 
characters and situations, while simultaneously illustrating how our past shapes the 
present and the future [5].

In the one-act composition of Proces Kafka, a prelude precedes the main 
action, demonstrating the history of Kafka’s relationships with Felice and Grete. 
The main action itself is built on parallel narration. The alternation of scenes and 
counter-scenes, which shifts the viewer’s attention from the events of the novel to 
the twists of the author’s private life, forms two independent dramaturgical and 
stage planes.

Ruders’ operas are marked by a unity of dramaturgical techniques.  
The composer is foremost an heir to the traditions of Wagnerian musical drama. 
He adheres to the principle of a freely structured scene, combining monologues, 
dialogues, ensembles, and choral episodes. The development of material is driven 
by a variety of leitmotifs, leit-chords, and recurring themes. Orchestral interludes 
are often inserted between scenes, sometimes reaching genuine symphonic 
proportions. At the same time, Ruders rejects orchestral introductions: only Selma 
Jezková opens with an overture, while Tycho begins with an instrumental ritornello 
labeled Hofmusik (Court Music). The other operas omit this traditional component 
of musical theatre.
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The composer pays special attention to the orchestral ensemble. In his 
early work, he relied on accompaniment typical of the opera genre at its inception 
(the action of Tycho is set in 1601). Instead of a full orchestra, Ruders used 
an instrumental ensemble including clarinets in B flat, in E flat, bass clarinet, 
French horn, harp, guitar, violin, double bass, piano, harpsichord, celesta, DX-7 
synthesizer, and a variety of percussion instruments (tambourine, pedal-bass 
and snare drums, vibraphone, marimba, timpani, tam-tam, metal-wind chimes, 
suspended cymbals, antique cymbals, tubular bells, and others, including unusual 
instruments such as a talking drum and hi-hat). As is evident, the instrumental 
accompaniment combined both historical and modern instruments; this duality 
reflects the ambivalence of the world (old and new), embodied in the views of 
Brahe and Kepler.

Ruders expanded to a triple orchestra in The Handmaid’s Tale, adding 
organ, digital piano, and an Akai sampler capable of reproducing rare instruments  
(such as waterphone, kalimba, didgeridoo, etc.) as well as various noises (frightening 
sounds, scraping, humming, hissing, footsteps, and more). A quadruple orchestra was 
employed in Proces Kafka.

The unusual sound of Selma Jezková and The Thirteenth Child is due,  
on one hand, to the omission of flutes and oboes (replaced by saxophones), and on 
the other, to a broader use of synthesizers. In The Thirteenth Child, synthesizers 
create the sounds of various instruments (harpsichord, church organ, guitar, 
accordion, etc.) without additional musicians, and contribute to a mystical, magical 
atmosphere4 (forest scenes, the mother’s ghost, transformation of the brothers 
into ravens, etc.). In Selma Jezková, synthesizers are often used to reinforce  
the string section.

The emphasis on drama leads the composer to adopt a conflict-oriented type 
of dramaturgy. Ambivalence is present in the plots of virtually all works, making the 
principle of dual worlds the dramatic core. As is known, this type of conflict emerged  

4 Ruders also resorts to special acoustic effects. In the scene with the ghost of Gertrude,  
a pre-recorded countertenor voice is projected into the auditorium through speakers  
and reinforced with multiple echoes. The impression of the “non-living” voice is enhanced by 
its juxtaposition with ordinary singing (Lyra’s soprano).
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in Romantic art and took many individual forms, each with its own coordinates and 
artistic toolkit [9]. In Ruders’ operas, the dual-world concept functions primarily 
along the axes of time and art, usually without affecting space. For example, 
Tycho is based on the antithesis “old world – new world,” embodied in Brahe’s 
and Kepler’s cosmological views. A temporal dual-world model is also used in 
The Handmaid’s Tale. The opera unfolds across two temporal planes: present 
(life in Gilead) and past (memories of the former world, often chaotic), whose 
events frequently intersect in the same location5. The narrative strategy entails 
several radical solutions for musical theatre. Offred’s role is divided between two 
singers, representing different aspects of her consciousness and different temporal 
perspectives. Constant flashbacks produce a dual-stage effect: in many cases,  
the stage is split into two parts reflecting different temporal events, occurring both 
sequentially and simultaneously. The climax of this duality is Offred’s aria from 
Scene 9 of Act II, How could you so betray her?, a duet of Offred in the past and 
Offred in the present.

The dual-world structure of Proces Kafka is defined by the antithetical model 
of “life versus creativity,” reflecting the twofold nature of the writer’s world, in which 
his phobias undergo artistic transformation. As in the case of Offred, this leads to 
the emergence of a double (Kafka/Josef K.); but here Ruders adopts a different 
strategy, the two roles are performed by the same singer. The composer also turns to 
the possibilities of stage counterpoint. An example is the conclusion of the Prologue 
(the Prelude), where Kafka and Grete’s engagement and love scene are fused into  
a single moment. The immorality and absurdity of the situation are emphasized 
not only scenically (the characters make love in full view of their gathered 
relatives, including Felice) but musically as well, the background to their actions is  
a chorus of guests singing Psalm 127 in Hebrew, a text that speaks of God’s blessing  
and family happiness bestowed upon one who lives in fear of the Lord and walks in 
His ways.

5 For instance, the Gilead brothel Jezebel is located in the hotel where Offred would meet with 
Luke.
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A similar dual-world structure appears in the opera Selma Jezková.  
As in Trier’s film, the heroine inhabits two realms: the real and the imagined.  
A passionate admirer of Hollywood musicals, she frequently withdraws into 
fantasies, constructing in her mind an artificial, glossy world without flaws, a world 
where everyone is carefree and happy. Here, the conflict is closest to Romantic 
aesthetics, reflecting the tension between dream and reality. In Trier’s film, it is 
realized both visually and aurally. The artistic space is clearly divided through the 
mode of delivery: speech (reality) versus singing (the vocal-dance numbers). Most 
of the film is shot with a live (handheld) camera in a muted color palette, which lends 
the events a documentary quality. The musical episodes, by contrast, use a static 
(tripod) camera and heightened color saturation. Ruders, however, differentiates 
the two worlds through stylistic means.

The dramaturgy of The Thirteenth Child differs substantially from that of the 
earlier operas. Despite an antagonist in the figure of Drokan, this work is essentially 
free of ambivalence; its dramatic development obeys a classical logic, “from darkness 
to light.” The trajectory of this movement is palpable on the acoustic level when 
comparing the beginning and the end of the opera. The work opens with the despair 
of Hjarne, who has believed Drokan’s slander. Notably, in the score, alongside the 
indication of the vocal type (soprano, tenor, etc.), an original emotional-imagistic 
epithet is added that designates a defining trait of the character6. King Frohagord’s 
voice, for example, is marked paranoid bass. The orchestral accompaniment draws 
heavily on the low register (bass and contrabass clarinets, bassoons, trombones and 
tuba, cellos and double basses); the musical material is dark and tonally unstable. 
The opera concludes, however, with the sound of organ, high strings, and horns 
reminiscent of pealing bells. The ensemble of singers and the chorus intone in unison 
a vision of healing from sorrow, the restoration of hope, unity, and love. The leading  

6 Earlier operas appealed to traditional voice types: dramatic soprano, lyric soprano, lyric- 
dramatic soprano, heroic tenor, buffo bass, and so on. In Proces Kafka, an unusual desig-
nation appears for the washerwoman’s voice ― “sluttish” mezzo. In The Thirteenth Child, 
each character’s voice receives a specific designation: Gertrude is a tragic contralto, Drokan is  
a scheming bass-baritone, Frederic is a proud tenor, Benjamin is a good-hearted tenor, Corbin 
is a worried bass, and Toke is a worried tenor.
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lines are assigned to Lyra, whose voice is described as an innocent soprano.
The music is set in D-flat major, a key long associated with the semantic field of 
happiness, love, and the ideal. The thematic material is borrowed from the first 
scene of Act II, where the brothers, together with Lyra, sang of beauty, love, and 
devotion to their mother.

Stylistic Pluralism

The conceptual duality forming the dramaturgical foundation of Ruders’ operas 
also plays a defining role in his stylistic strategy. A crucial aspect of all compositions, 
with the exception of The Thirteenth Child, is stylistic pluralism.

For instance, the opposition between the “old” and “new” worlds, reflected 
in the confrontation of Brahe’s and Kepler’s views, is primarily realized through 
a complex array of musical-stylistic means. Brahe is characterized by arias in the 
spirit of Monteverdi. “Tycho, so to speak, dies throughout the entire performance, 
which is why I turned him into a singing mausoleum, implying pomp and archaic 
tension,” Ruders commented [10, p. 296]. Kepler, in contrast, speaks in the language 
of “modernist music” [ibid.]. In addition to stylistic references to the Renaissance, 
Baroque, and the contemporary world, the composition contains elements of music 
hall and operetta culture (for example, in the depiction of Brahe’s servant, Jeppe the 
dwarf), traits of the “Russian style” (in the characterization of Tycho’s wife, Christina), 
and Viennese waltzes and mazurkas (in the dialogue between Tycho and Emperor 
Rudolf II). Ruders somewhat ironically described his pluralistic strategy as follows:

For me, a significant part of any musical experience is connected with ‘internal 
images’ and rapidly changing associations, so when I began working, I had no 
choice but to try to offer a box of assorted chocolates, in which each delightful piece 
corresponds to a stylistic facet that underscores the mood of the current flow of action 
[10, p. 296].



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2025/9(4)

264

According to Rasmussen, the use of stylistic clichés created an ironic distance 
in the music of Tycho, so “the ideological drama was doomed to fail as a serious 
opera” [1, p. 183]. Subsequently, the composer agreed that his work hovers between 
“immense sadness and extreme ridicule,” representing a “tragic operetta”7.

A wide stylistic palette is present in The Handmaid’s Tale. The musical 
language of the opera is defined by at least three different stylistic layers: 
sacred hymns, representing the internal politics of Gilead; jazz music, used  
in scenes set in the Jezebel brothel; and expressionism, reflecting the disharmony 
of Offred’s inner and outer worlds. Among these, expressionism functions as the 
leading stylistic domain.

The opera is filled with quotations and allusions; in their use, the composer 
follows the strategy of the literary original. The intertextual space of Atwood’s 
novel is permeated with citations and reminiscences of texts from the Old and New 
Testaments, which are invoked by the Gilead regime. However, in the hands of 
the political elite, the interpretation of the Scriptures always acquires a distorted 
meaning. Quoted fragments are often removed from context, taken literally, or even 
falsified. Ruders’ handling of quotations is based on the principle of dissonance 
between the semantic level of the quotation and its original source. For example, 
the composer incorporates the Christian hymn Amazing Grace, considered the 
unofficial anthem of the United States, into the opera. The text of the original 
celebrates divine grace descending upon a person and cleansing them of spiritual 
blindness. In the opera, however, the context of the song is always linked to sexual 
activity. Ruders calls the theme of Amazing Grace “sickly, hypocritical” [1, p. 378], 
designating it as a leitmotif of sex, both “licit,” undertaken in the name of the 
fundamentalist Christian regime, and forbidden (vicious, sinful). The dynamic 
interaction between the semantic field of the quotation and the musical context 
helps Ruders expose the hypocrisy of Gilead’s policies and its inversion of Christian 
values [5].

7 Poul Ruders. Tycho. In Wise Music Classical. Retrieved October 26, 2025, from  
https://www.wisemusicclassical.com/work/21492/Tycho--Poul-Ruders/.
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Among other quotations subjected to semantic and musical distortion 
are the Protestant chorale Wer hat dich so geschlagen from Bach’s St Matthew 
Passion, appearing in Scene 16 of Act II, and the refrain of the famous song Tea 
for Two from Vincent Youmans’ musical No, No, Nanette, opening Scene 11 of Act 
II. In the first case, the chorale is sung by a male choir bocca chiusa with organ 
accompaniment, while simultaneously the string section of the orchestra plays the 
chorale with an eighth-note delay, and each note is extended by a quarter of its 
original value, producing a temporal divergence between the two layers (chorale 
and orchestra). In the second case, Ruders preserves the harmonic support and 
rhythmic formula of the refrain of Tea for Two but alters some intervals and, in 
essence, inverts the main motif. In both cases, a dynamic coupling arises between 
the quotation and the context. Bach chorale underpins the brutal murder of a man 
in the Center for Salvation, while the light jazz song about idyllic happiness for 
two lovers plays during a scene of forced sexual activity. Ruders’ strategy aims to 
recontextualize cultural associations of quoted material and to provoke a sense of 
psychological discomfort in the listener confronted with the contradiction between 
what is seen and what is heard. References to widely known music, semantically 
distorted, also serve as a reminder of bygone eras and of the spiritual purity and 
innocence irretrievably lost to humanity.

In Proces Kafka, expressionism, as in The Handmaid’s Tale, becomes  
the dominant style. Exalted agitation and nervous tension constitute the prevailing 
type of musical expression. At the same time, a distinct stylistic layer of the opera 
consists of passages in the spirit of klezmer music (for example, in the engagement 
scene in the Prologue) and dance melodies reminiscent of Hollywood film music 
(scenes with Miss Bürstner).

The confrontation between dream and reality in Selma Jezková is also 
created through various stylistic means, with the composer juxtaposing popular 
music against expressionism. The opera’s intertextual space consists of references 
to musicals, with quotations and allusions being both musical and strictly verbal. 
For instance, Selma’s very first words in the opera, So long, farewell, are lines 
from the eponymous song from The Sound of Music, but Ruders sets the text  
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to his own melody. A musical allusion to the song Edelweiss from the same musical 
appears in Selma’s phrase I remember thinking to myself (Scene 2), when she 
recalls her life in Prague. The opening motif of Selma’s monologue Hear the Magic 
(Scene 1), is based on the refrain of the song Ol’ Man River from the musical Show 
Boat (1927). Unlike in The Handmaid’s Tale, the semantic field of this quotation 
does not contradict the context but deepens it. The song’s text addresses hard labor 
and the social position of African Americans. Its central image, the Mississippi 
River, calm and indifferent, contrasts with the lives of African Americans, full of 
deprivation and hardship. This social subtext and the contrast between the two 
worlds correlate with Selma’s life situation as a Czech immigrant forced to work 
from dawn to dusk in a factory.

Ruders’ most recent opera, The Thirteenth Child, differs stylistically from 
his previous works. It lacks pronounced stylistic contrasts, with the composer 
organically combining atonal-dissonant elements with extended tonality. Reviews 
of the opera’s production in Santa Fe noted the neo-Romantic orientation of Ruders’ 
musical language. Atonal-dissonant elements often serve a vividly expressive 
function, for example, the chorus of mourners in Scene 2 of Act I, whose pointillistic, 
echoing texture between male and female voices imitates the sound of funeral 
bells; or the chorus of little princes in Scene 1 of the same act, based on clusters 
that reflect the cacophony of quarrelling children and, simultaneously, through 
their tense sound, pierce the consciousness of the anxious Hjarne, poisoned by 
Drokan’s suspicions.

Conclusion

Despite the neo-Romantic and lyrical tendencies emerging in The Thirteenth 
Child, in his musical-theatrical work as a whole, Ruders primarily stands as 
an heir to the expressionist drama of Alban Berg. As with the great Austrian 
master, his music embodies an atmosphere of psycho-emotional tension, tragic 
hopelessness, often absurd existence, and social alienation. Stylistic pluralism does 
not prevent the expressionist mode from being the leading musical-stylistic type.  
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The engagement with various genres of domestic, popular, sacred, and other music 
introduces contrast into the dominantly emotionally tense sphere, highlighting  
the intensity of life’s conflicts.

Ruders’ operatic output can also be regarded as a further development  
of the ideas of pluralistic musical theater pioneered by Bernd Alois Zimmermann. 
Numerous parallels can be found between the Danish composer’s works and 
Zimmermann’s Soldiers: mixing of temporal events (The Handmaid’s Tale) or 
mental events (Proces Kafka, Selma Jezková); collage of stylistically heterogeneous 
musical material; included quotations; diversity in vocal-executive techniques 
(singing onstage and offstage, speech, shouting, whispering); amplification and 
recording equipment (The Handmaid’s Tale, The Thirteenth Child); orchestra 
expanded with unusual instruments; incorporated film footage (The Handmaid’s 
Tale); and use of mimes and acrobats (the zanies in Proces Kafka). Ruders and 
Zimmermann are also united by their distinctive orientation toward cinematic 
aesthetics: essentially, all of their works approach the form of “film operas.”

Thus, in the musical-theatrical works of the Danish composer, the traditional 
and the new, the familiar and the alien, the academic and the popular, the everyday 
and the artistic, the transient and the eternal converge. Despite the heterogeneity 
of the components listed, this synthesis is quite organic and defines one of the key 
qualities of Paul Ruders’ operatic style.
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Among this year’s publications, special attention should be paid to the 
first volume of the series Correnti d’incontro tra Russia ed Europa, 
released in late 2024. Conceived by Salerno-based Russian studies 

scholars Giuseppina Giuliano and Andrej B. Shishkin, both leading specialists in 
the history of Russian literature and, in particular, the 18th-century Russian and 
Italian literary and cultural ties, the series is supported by International Scientific 
Committee, which includes prominent Slavists from universities in Italy, Poland, 
France and North America, as well as from the Russian Academy of Sciences.

The aim of the project Correnti d’incontro tra Russia ed Europa is to 
present concrete examples of cultural interaction, transmission, development and 
transformation of creative impulses across borders. The series will be based on 
annotated editions of primary sources (memoirs, articles, letters, diaries, etc.) 
illustrating cross-cultural interaction between Russia and European countries. 
It fits into the rich and fruitful tradition of Italian Russian studies and the study 
of Russian and Italian cultural ties. This purpose is best served by the annotated 
edition of the letters of Giovanni Paisiello (1740–1816) to Semyon Romanovich 
Vorontsov (1744–1832) — see Illustration 1.

The letters are preceded by an informative introductory essay by G. Giuliano, 
Tra diplomazia e melomania: il conte Semen Romanovič Voroncov e Giovanni 
Paisiello, which, drawing on a broad range of bibliographic and documentary 
sources, traces the history of the relationship between the two correspondents [1].  
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Illustration 1. Book cover
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The topic of “Paisiello and Russia” has been studied for over two centuries.1 
The renowned Italian musician, who was acclaimed in the musical capitals of 
Europe and brilliantly successful on the St. Petersburg court stage (1776–1784), 
maintained a long-lasting correspondence with S. R. Vorontsov, a prominent 
Russian diplomat, patron of the arts, and passionate music lover. Paisiello shared 
with him his artistic ideas, reflections, and news. Vorontsov’s wife, Ekaterina 
Alexeyevna Sinyavina (1759 or 1761–1784), a lady-in-waiting to Catherine II, 
was Paisiello’s student, and he dedicated several works to her — a Concerto 
for Harpsichord and Orchestra and thirteen duets based on poems by Pietro 
Metastasio [2, p. 139].

The Russian State Archive of Ancient Acts holds 16 letters from Paisiello 
to Vorontsov, written in Italian. Three ones were previously published in  
the Vorontsov Prince’s Archive (vol. XXX, 1884). The prince’s response letters 
have not survived.

In the new edition, Paisiello’s letters are accompanied by extensive footnotes, 
which are supplemented by rich supporting materials. Paola De Simone, one 
of the leading specialists in the history of 18th-century Italian musical theatre, 
examines the published letters in great detail against the backdrop of a vast body 
of already known data about Paisiello’s life and work. She demonstrates how 
the new documents correct and supplement earlier knowledge, how they align 
with it and how they are integrated into its framework. All this information is 
conveniently summarized in three tables concluding the article [3, pp. 124–148].

1 Let us list just a few publications: Ivan de Dominicis [Dominicis, G. de]. (1818). Zhizn’ 
kavalera Don Zhuana Paesiello, znamenitogo sochinitelya muzyki [The Life of the Cavalier 
Don Juan Paesiello, the Famous Music Composer]. V tipografii Avgusta Semena (the first 
Russian biography of Paisiello); Panareo, S. (1910). Paisiello in Russia: Dalle sue lettere al 
Galiani. Vecchi & C.; Pryashnikova, M. V. (2000). Iz istorii notnogo sobraniya Vorontsovykh:  
S. R. Vorontsov i Dzh. Paiziello [From the History of the Vorontsov Music Collection:  
S. R. Vorontsov and G. Paisiello]. In V. A. Udovik, & M. I. Mikeshin (Eds.), Vorontsovy — dva 
veka v istorii Rossii [The Vorontsovs — Two Centuries in the History of Russia]: Proceedings 
of the Vorontsov Society (Issue 5, pp. 66–78). Tsentr istorii idej Publ.; Shcherbakova, M. N.  
(2004). Giovanni Paisiello: rossijskie shtrikhi k portretu ital’yanskogo maestro [Russian 
Touches on the Portrait of the Italian Maestro]. In A. K. Kenigsberg, &  N. A. Braginskaya (Eds.), 
Russko-ital’yanskie muzykal’nye svyazi [Russian and Italian Musical Relations] (pp. 5–28). 
Izdatel’stvo Politekhnicheskogo universiteta; Russo, F. P. (Ed.). (2007). Giovanni Paisiello  
e la cultura europea del suo tempo: Convegno internazionale di studi. Taranto 20-23 giugno 
2002. Libreria Musicale Italiana (LIM).
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Among the letters, the earliest one, dated 28 August 1780, stands out for its 
dedication to questions of musical theory and practice. Paisiello extensively discusses 
the structure and stylistics of the minor mode, paying special attention to the sixth 
degree in the ascending motion of the scale. The letter responds to a now-lost message 
from Ernst II, Duke of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg (1745–1804). The Duke, together 
with his court Kapellmeister Anton Schweitzer (1735–1787), speculated about  
the possibility of avoiding the low sixth degree (sesta minore) and using instead  
the raised sixth (sesta maggiore) when approaching the high seventh degree (settima 
maggiore). Paisiello firmly rejects this melodic and harmonic solution, referring to 
Italian taste, experience, and nature:

Così gl’Italiani hanno convenuto e sostenuto da molto più tempo, che quando 
la scala è in terza minore, la sesta deve essere anche minore montando alla settima 
maggiore; e non già come dicono i Tedeschi che si puol passare, ma dev’essere 
minore per assioma, e stabilimento fisso senza nessuna eccezione [4, p. 32].

The composer supports his argument with examples from works by Italian 
composers Antonio Sacchini, Leonardo Vinci, Giovanni Battista Bononcini, and 
Nicola Porpora, as well as the German composer Johann Adolph Hasse. These 
examples were examples previously sent by Duke Ernst in favor of the raised sixth 
degree in the ascending minor scale. Paisiello’s objections are twofold. In some 
cases, the raised sixth functions as a passing tone, which is easier for singers and 
string players to execute and scarcely perceptible to the listener:

…in una simil velocità di Note facendosi la sesta minore montando alla 
settima maggiore sarebbe scabrosa per chi deve eseguirle in un’instromento da 
corde, e per chi deve eseguirle con’il canto, ma per l’effetto non pregiudica niente 
alla melodia, mentre in simile velocità l’orecchio non’arriva a distinguere se la 
eseguissero maggiore o minore [4, p. 36].

In leisurely melodies, however, he links the choice of the high sixth degree 
in a minor key with the correspondence of the musical intonation to the meaning of 
the sung text. In the example from Vinci’s opera, the raised sixth degree falls on the 
words nel vendicarmi (“in vengeance”). Paisiello notes: “…onde da questo si vede 
bene che l’è una minaccia, onde se la sesta fossesi eseguita minore l’espressione 
non’avrebbe quella forza che hà facendo la sesta maggiore” [4, p. 37].
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There is another interesting example of musical rhetoric: the words Non’avrai di 
me pietade require, according to Paisiello, a low sixth degree to express a tender plea, 
while Hasse mistakenly uses a high sixth degree here, which makes the expression 
“harsh and rough” (aspra e dura) [4, p. 38]. Bononcini, in contrast, introduces a high 
sixth degree at the words mensognero, ti burli di mia fé:

…non è che un rimprovero che si fa, addunque come possono pretendere la 
sesta minore. Perché, mai io hò veduto rimbroverare piangendo onde saviamente 
il Bononcini si è servito della sesta maggiore in tale occasione [4, p. 39].

Thus, in a friendly letter to his patron, amid the tricks and distortions born 
of polemical fervor against the “coarse German ear” in favor of the “delicate Italian 
one,” a small aesthetic treatise on the artistic expressiveness of a particular degree 
of the minor scale is born.

The volume also contains two appendices. The first one will be of particular value 
to historians of Russian musical theatre, as it provides a list of 27 works by Paisiello, 
written and performed in Russia during the reigns of Catherine II and Paul I. The 
table consists of titles, librettists, dates of premieres and subsequent performances, 
dramatis personae, voice types and performers, as well as the locations of manuscript 
scores. The second appendix contains a new publication of Paisiello’s letters from 
Russia to his Italian correspondents — Abbot Ferdinando Galiani (1727–1787), an 
economist and honorary member of the Russian Imperial Academy of Sciences 
(1781), involved in the creation of the libretto for Socrate immaginario (1775), and 
Pastor Johann Paul Schulthesius (1748–1816), a German composer and theologian, 
resided in Livorno. This expressive correspondence, brought together and re-verified 
against the manuscripts after its initial publications in the early 20th century, usefully 
complements the main subject of research and deserves mention on the title page 
of the edition. A valuable component of the scholarly apparatus is the name index, 
which ties together diverse reference materials.
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A further noteworthy item is a brief curious note by P. De Simone, placed at the 
end of the volume, concerning several biographical anecdotes about Paisiello, which 
were printed in the Milanese newspapers Illustrazione Popolare and Illustrazione 
Italiana in 1881, 1883, and 1886 [5].

The first amusing and touching anecdote describes a concert at the court 
of Catherine II, where Paisiello played the clavichord and rubbed his hands, 
frostbitten from the cold. Noticing this, the Empress took the ermine coat with 
diamond clasps from her own shoulders and placed it on the musician’s shoulders 
with words of care and affection. The second anecdote recounts the composer’s 
fortunate deliverance from prison in Naples, where he had been thrown by the 
government of the restored Bourbons for composing a hymn for the ephemeral 
Parthenopean Republic in 1799. Help came unexpectedly from Russian soldiers.2 
Remembering the maestro’s successes at the Russian court, they demanded his 
release and that he be honored, which was carried out. Both anecdotes were 
accompanied by illustrations, which are also reproduced in the book alongside 
a portrait of the musician and some handwritten title pages of his compositions 
written in Russia.

This first issue of the series Correnti d’incontro tra Russia ed Europa, using 
a specific example and drawing upon both new and expertly systematized known 
materials, concerning intercultural and diplomatic ties in the realms of music and 
theatre, fully reflects the concept and fulfills the objectives set by the publishers. 
The book will undoubtedly be of great interest to scholars, students, and all readers 
fascinated by the cultural history of that “century of madness and wisdom,” 
remarkable for the openness of its borders and the sociability of its peoples. One 
can only hope that copies of this publication will reach the major Russian libraries 
and become accessible to interested readers. It would also be most desirable for 
this important source publication on the history of music in Russia to receive a full 
translation and a Russian edition.

2 Probably the naval sailors of the squadron of Captain-Commander Alexander Andreyevich 
Sorokin, who stormed the city together with supporters of King Ferdinand IV.
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