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THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 

Part I 
 

Abstract 
ANTON ARENSKY’S STRING QUARTET IN A MINOR, OP. 35 FOR VIOLIN, VIOLA, 

AND TWO CELLI 
by 

Miho Zaitsu 
Advisor: Professor Philip Ewell 
 

My dissertation consists of an in-depth analysis and study of Anton Arensky’s Quartet in 
A minor, op. 35, for violin, viola, and two celli. It also includes a short biography, a historical 
background of the work, and an exploration of thematic material. Perhaps the only piece written 
for this unique combination of instruments, the Quartet in A minor, published in 1894, was 
written in the months following Tchaikovsky’s death.  It was first premiered on January 20, 
1894, at the Imperial Music Society, Moscow, in remembrance of Arensky’s great friend and 
mentor. The unusual instrumentation was a curious attempt to bring out darker string sonorities 
as a somber requiem to commemorate Tchaikovsky. 

Although relatively unknown in the United States, Arensky (1861-1906) was one of the 
most successful composers in imperial Russia. He had an extensive career as a pianist, 
conductor, and composer, but is best known for teaching some of Russia’s elite composers — 
Alexander Scriabin and Sergei Rachmaninov — at the Moscow Conservatory, where Arensky 
was a professor of composition and theory for thirteen years. He left Moscow only upon 
receiving the prestigious position of music director at the imperial chapel in his hometown of St. 
Petersburg, a position long held by Mily Balakirev.  
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Arensky is best known for his miniatures and vocal works, insofar as his beautiful, lyrical 
thematic material compels the listener to be thoroughly engaged. In the United States, the Piano 
Trio in D minor, op. 32, written in the same year as the quartet, is probably his most performed 
work along with the string-orchestra arrangement of the second movement of the quartet, 
Variations on a Theme by Tchaikovsky. Arensky’s publisher was concerned how the atypical 
quartet instrumentation might affect sales, and convinced Arensky to arrange the piece for 
standard string quartet soon after its publication. Therefore, both versions bear the same opus 
number — the original quartet is 35 and the standard quartet is 35a. The string-orchestra 
arrangement of the second movement, Variations on a Theme of Tchaikovsky, was also assigned 
the same opus number as the standard quartet arrangement (op. 35a), and came into fruition after 
much acclaim and popularity arose for the original quartet, op. 35. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



vi 
 
 
 

 
 

Acknowledgements: 
I would like to thank my adviser, Dr. Philip Ewell for his guidance throughout this long 

process.  He allowed for a free creative environment, shaping and guiding the ideas and 
questions that came to my mind.  Dr. Ewell was able to give me access to materials from the 
Russian State Library in Moscow. I would not have been able to do research for the score 
without it or have been given permission to have that kind of access without his assistance. His 
critiques, although daunting at times, helped improve my writing and clearly set a path for what 
needed to be achieved. With these goals in mind, this dissertation came into fruition.  

Also, I would like to thank Dr. Richard Kramer for the incredible amount of knowledge 
and advice he has provided during the final stages of dissertation writing as my first reader. His 
attention to detail is unlike anyone’s. As a student of Dr. Kramer’s Schubert class at the Graduate 
Center, I learned so much by example and knew he would have exceedingly high expectations as 
the first reader. My objective through this process is that he realizes how much I valued his 
tremendous guidance and that the dissertation met his expectations. 

I am greatly indebted to Dr. Norman Carey, the music performance department head and 
chair of the dissertation committee, who has given inspiration and support throughout my years 
at the CUNY Graduate Center. He understood the needs of a performer and why more 
biographical information about Arensky was necessary and important to all chamber musicians 
performing his works. From the day the topic arose, he campaigned for the notion and continued 
to answer the many questions I had regarding how to make a logical and clear score and 
biography from the little information there is available in the United States about Arensky.  

Without Professor Marcy Rosen’s encouragement and excitement for the dissertation, I 
would not have realized how important a score and context would be for a performance of the 



vii 
 
 
 

 
 

op. 35 quartet. Besides her incredible feats as a pedagogue, I have learned so much from 
watching her play. That is why it was meaningful when she spoke of the frustration she and her 
colleagues faced when trying to rehearse the work. Her belief was that there would be more 
performances of the work if a score existed. This is also my hope in writing about this work, to 
give clarity to a much loved and lost work of Arensky’s. 

I would like to thank my family and friends for their support and patience, particularly in 
the latter stages of the dissertation when time became scarce to pay attention to every detail of a 
hectic life in New York. Last, but not least, my very special husband, Jon, provided an immense 
amount of encouragement and support during the last year, which happened to overlap with 
preparations for our wedding in May. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



viii 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Table of Contents 

 
 

Part I 
Abstract… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …  iv 
Acknowledgements… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … .. vi 
List of Figures and examples… … … … … … … … … … … …… … … … … … … …ix 
Chapter 1: Introduction… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … 1 
Chapter 2: The Life of Anton Arensky… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … .. 6 
Chapter 3: The Diversity within the Variations … … … … … … … … … … … … … . 23 
Chapter 4: The Transformation of the First Theme of the First Movement of op. 35… … . 56 
Chapter 5: Pomp and Circumstance, and the Grand Finale… … … … … … … … … … ..79 
Chapter 6: Conclusion: The Significance in looking back at Arensky and creating a Score..84 
 
 
 
Part II 
Quartet in A Minor for Violin, Viola, and Two Celli by Anton Arensky 
I. Moderato… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … …  93 
II. Moderato (Variations on a theme by Tchaikovsky)… … … … … … … … … … … .. 115 
III. Finale… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … ...149 
Appendix to the Score… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … ...164 
 
Bibliography… … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … ...165 
 
 
 
 
 



ix 
 
 
 

 
 

List of Figures and Examples 
 

Figures: 
Figure 1. Anton Arensky in his prime. 
Figure 2. Arensky’s class. From the left, Lev Conus (brother of Georgi), Nikita Morsov, Anton 
Arensky, and Sergei Rachmaninov. 
Figure 3. Arensky with Zvantsev and Taneyev at the Moscow Conservatory. 
Figure 4. Alexander Gretchaninov. 
Figure 5. A Portrait of Mitrofan Belyayev by Ilya Repin (1886). 
Figure 6. Arensky’s tombstone at Alexander Nevsky Monastery, St. Petersburg. 
Figure 7. “Roses and Thorns” by Richard Henry Stoddard. 
Figure 8. Cover page of original score. 
Figure 9. Dedication to Tchaikovsky from original publication of the score. 
Figure 10. Pyotr Ivanovich Jurgenson (1836-1904), founder of Jurgenson publishing with 
Nikolay Rubenstein. 
Figure 11. Bust of Anton Arensky commemorating the renaming of the Novgorod Philharmonic 
in his name in 2011. 
 
 
Examples: 
Example 1. First theme, in Cello 1, using cantus firmus material from the Russian Orthodox 
Church. 
Example 2. An excerpt from Tchaikovsky’s “Legend” in E minor for voice and piano. 
Example 3. Original thematic material by Tchaikovsky (above) and in Variation 1 given to cello 
2. 
Example 4. Tchaikovsky's original theme, given to Cello 2 in the first variation. 
Example 5. mm. 34-38 in Variation 1. 
Example 6. mm. 50-54 of Variation 1. 
Example 7. mm. 53-63 from Variation 2. 
Example 8. Beginning of Variation 3. 



x 
 
 
 

 
 

Example 9. Musical fragment of original theme in Variation 4, mm. 103-118 
Example 10. Variation 5. 
Example 11. mm. 185-191 from Variation 6. 
Example 12. Theme fragment in Variation 6 in cello 1. 
Example 13. Muted strings in mm. 230-237 from Variation 7. 
Example 14. Violin theme from Variation 7. 
Example 15. Harmonics and pizzicatos in mm. 259-266 of coda. 
Example 16. Return of first movement theme with augmented Tchaikovsky theme. 
Example 17. mm. 55-62 from Variation 2 of op. 35a. 
Example 18. mm. 53-63 from Variation 2 from op. 35. 
Example 19. mm. 69-71 in op. 35a. 
Example 20. mm. 69-71 in op. 35. 
Example 21. The beginning of Variation 3 in op. 35a. 
Example 22. The same five bars in the op. 35. 
Example 23. mm. 98-101 of Variation 3 of op. 35a. 
Example 24. mm. 94-101 of Variation 3 of op. 35. 
Example 25. mm. 103-120 of Variation 4 from op. 35a. 
Example 26. mm. 171-178 of Variation 5 of op. 35a. 
Example 27. mm. 19-28 of Variation 6 of op. 35a. 
Example 28. mm. 203-210 of Variation 6 of op. 35. 
Example 29. Variation 7 from op. 35a. 
Example 30. Coda of op. 35a. 
Example 31. Preface to the score of the Quartet illustrating four important themes of the work. 
Example 32. First statement of the first theme mm. 1-8. 
Example 33. Second statement of the first theme mm. 7-14. 
Example 34. Theme A in violin mm.15-21. 
Example 35. Third statement of the first theme mm. 14-21. 
Example 36. mm. 22-31. 
Example 37. mm. 40-53. 
Example 38. Theme B in violin mm. 54-63. 



xi 
 
 
 

 
 

Example 39. mm. 63-102.  
Example 40. mm. 103-106. 
Example 41. mm. 110-134. 
Example 42. mm. 151-165. 
Example 43. Transformation of a fragment used to connect back to A minor mm. 191-213. 
Example 44. The return of the first movement thematic material in the second movement mm. 
271-282, op. 35. 
Example 45. The Requiem Mass theme and the Slava theme from the third movement. 
Example 46. The Slava theme in the viola in the Arensky quartet. 
Example 47. The Slava theme in the viola of the Beethoven op. 59, no. 2.



 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
Anton Arensky lived a complicated life. It unfolded as it did with many other prodigies, 

quickly and extravagantly, which perhaps led to his early demise. His music, on the other hand, 
neither daring nor distinctive, was purely “music for music’s sake.” With the exception of his 
operas and ballets, it remained absolute music for the audience to enjoy. All of his music was 
filled with beautiful themes and, generally, audiences responded favorably to his music. A novel 
piece that, regrettably, has been forgotten, the Quartet in A minor, op. 35, is one of a kind for 
more reasons than its instrumentation of violin, viola and two celli. The quartet was published in 
1894, written in the months following Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s death.  It first premiered on 
January 20, 1894, at the Imperial Music Society, Moscow, in remembrance of Arensky’s great 
friend and mentor. The unusual instrumentation was a curious attempt by Arensky (see Figure 1) 
to bring out darker string sonorities as a somber requiem to commemorate Tchaikovsky. 

Although relatively unknown in the United States, Arensky (1861-1906) was one of the 
most successful composers in imperial Russia. He is best known today for teaching some of 
Russia’s elite composers — for example, Alexander Scriabin and Sergei Rachmaninov — at the 
Moscow Conservatory, where he was a dedicated professor of composition and theory for 
thirteen years. In the United States and Western Europe, Arensky is known merely as the teacher 
of these famous composers, but in Russia, he was sought after as a composer, pianist, and 
conductor as well. 

Arensky’s lyrical thematic material compels the listener to be thoroughly engaged; this is 
particularly true in his miniatures for piano and his vocal works. In the United States, the Piano 
Trio in D minor, op. 32, written in the same year as the quartet, is probably his most-performed 
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work, along with the string-orchestra arrangement of the second movement of the quartet, 
entitled “Variations on a Theme by Tchaikovsky.” His publisher was concerned how the atypical 

 

 
Figure 1. Anton Arensky in his prime.1 

 
instrumentation of the quartet would be received by the public and how that might affect sales, 
so he convinced Arensky to arrange the piece for standard quartet soon after its publication, in 
addition to the string-orchestra arrangement. Arensky inevitably surrendered to his publisher’s 
request and made some changes to the string-orchestra version of the second movement, which I 
will discuss in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 

                                                      
1 Anton Arensky. Digital image. FindAGrave. Accessed January 2, 2015. www.findagrave.com.  
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Arensky composed the quartet during a period of great compositional and personal 
success. The quartet represents Arensky at his best; he is comfortable in his own style of creating 
beautiful themes that are relatable to the audience for their distinctive characters. Nonetheless he 
is still able to remain loyal to the Russian nationalist music of the time and give homage to the 
late Tchaikovsky, while remarkably evoking the homophonic texture of the Russian Eastern 
Orthodox chants heard in Russian churches. His adaptability, aside from his association with 
beautiful melodies, is perhaps what is most noteworthy about his compositional style. It is, 
however, the most-criticized aspect of his writing. He often changed with current trends to favor 
his audience, instead of sticking to one definitive style. 

In the last several years, there has been a great increase in performances of the quartet in 
the United States and Europe, but little has been written about the work or its composer aside 
from a few reviews and some program notes. Only recently, with 2011 being the 150th 
anniversary of his birth, has there been more discussion about Arensky. On National Public 
Radio in March 2011, in an episode of the Fishko Files featured Arensky and offered a sampling 
of some of his most important music, as well as some lesser known works. It held a valid 
discussion with Richard Taruskin regarding the tragic details that led to Arensky's early death 
and the reasons why he is not known by more of the public today. A similar show was featured 
on BBC Radio 3, with Arensky as “Composer of the Week.” It is curious to note that in both 
cases, the hosts seemed mystified that, for the likeability of his music, Arensky was not better 
known and appreciated by the average classical music listener. Could it have been his short 
career as a composer? Was he overshadowed by Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky? Were 
critics and their negative opinions enough to change others’ opinions? One can only guess why 
this may be the case. I will discuss an assortment of possibilities in the chapters that follow. 
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The main component of my dissertation will be how the quartet came into being, with the 
focus on the various editions of the piece, including his string-orchestra arrangement and 
standard string-quartet arrangement. I will also consult the original printing of the score 
published in Moscow by Jurgenson (no date of publication given on copy), which was found in 
the Russian State Library, Moscow and is also now available on IMSLP or the Petrucci Music 
Library.2 The biographical portion of the dissertation will expand on the meager information 
given in most standard resources on Arensky. On the basis of two sources in particular, a 
biography by Tsypin (1966) and letters and documents compiled by Wehrmeyer (2001), I will 
try to reconstruct information and give a detailed account of his life. I will address the possible 
reasons for Arensky's lack of notoriety as a composer in America and Western Europe. I will 
also discuss his deep admiration of Tchaikovsky and its effect on Arensky. Some describe 
Arensky’s relationship with Tchaikovsky as a great friendship, while others believe Arensky’s 
feelings toward Tchaikovsky bordered on obsession. Both possibilities are discussed in the 
biographical section, as is the hypothesis that his close acquaintance with Tchaikovsky may have 
ruined his relationship with his teacher, Rimsky-Korsakov. 

I will do a musical analysis of the first theme of the first movement and show how it is 
transformed throughout the movement and again when it returns in the second movement. The 
analysis will be beneficial to performers and will guide them through the unique harmonic range 
of the piece, which includes traditional tonality, church modes, and a fair amount of 
chromaticism. The analysis will also delve into whether Arensky’s music was neutral for the 
time or if in fact it was innovative in harmonic writing. I will also include a discussion on 
interpretation, which will clarify performance decisions and help to understand the work in 
                                                      
2 http://imslp.nl/imglnks/usimg/f/fa/IMSLP377754-PMLP80499-ArenskyOp35-SCORE.pdf 
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greater depth. This interpretative discussion will also take into account recordings of the quartet 
and will compare the decisions made by the performers to reflect the structure of the piece.  

My primary purpose in undertaking this dissertation is to introduce the musical 
community to a unique piece, but also to invite musicians and listeners to seek out other music 
by Arensky, and to provide a useful and much needed guide to the study and performance of the 
op. 35 String Quartet in depth. The frustration I felt firsthand in learning and performing this 
piece without a score was one that I shared with my colleagues in the quartet and also heard 
about from many other respected chamber musicians.3 I believe if a score were commercially 
available that this piece would be performed more often, rather than just being chosen as a piece 
to complement a concert program involving a quartet and guest cellist or other unique 
instrumentation. As professionals, it is a beleaguered effort not only to be limited by a general 
shortened timeframe of rehearsals, but also to try to learn a new piece without a score and 
successfully know what the other members of the group are doing alongside one another. It is a 
shame that the original printing of the score is no longer available in the United States. With the 
accessibility of a score online within the last couple of years, there has been a surge in 
performances of the work. Hopefully the publication of this dissertation will create a newfound 
curiosity for the quartet and, perhaps, more so in Arensky’s music. The story of Arensky’s life 
and the history of the thematic material in the quartet will give the music context so musicians 
can delve into the work with a deeper understanding of what the composer may have been 
thinking. 

 
 

                                                      
3 I had not yet procured the abovementioned score by the time of my performance. 



 
 

Chapter 2: The Life of Anton Arensky 
Considered one of the most talented Russian composers of the 19th Century, few details 

are known about Anton Arensky today outside of his professional life as a musician. He did 
manage to move within the top social circles of artists and was one of the most highly respected 
musicians of his generation. For all of his fame in Russia during his lifetime, only a few of his 
many works are regularly performed in the United States. So why did Tchaikovsky believe he 
was “a man of remarkable gifts” and Lev Tolstoy think his music was one of the “best, simple 
and melodious”?4 

Arensky was born in Velikii Novgorod on July 12, 1861. He was a multi-talented 
musician, as a composer, pianist, and conductor. Most of his initial training was from his mother, 
a talented amateur pianist. This training was fully supported by his father, a doctor and amateur 
cellist. A young musical prodigy, Arensky exhibited many skills unique to his age. He was 
already composing by the age of nine and, following studies with his mother, turned to Karl 
Karlovich Zikke for guidance. His family moved to St. Petersburg in 1879 to enable him to study 
composition with Rimsky-Korsakov and counterpoint and fugue with Julius Johansen at the St. 
Petersburg Conservatory. Zikke would later become a professor at the Rousseau School of Music 
at the conservatory. Arensky’s career began at a time of change in Russia, when for the first time 
composers and musicians were making their income solely from their professions in music. In 
the past, touring musicians from western Europe often dictated the music being performed in 
most concert venues. Like many other prodigies, things came very easily to him; perhaps this 
may explain the extravagant lifestyle he chose to lead in the years before his death. Ironically, 

                                                      
4 Donald Macleod- Composer of the Week (BBC); available from http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0132p6t.  
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Arensky’s nature to do everything in the extreme was evident more in his personal life than in 
his music, which remained more subtle and reserved.5 

Shortly after entering the Conservatory, Rimsky-Korsakov handpicked Arensky to assist 
him in preparing the vocal score to his opera The Snow Maiden. He was one of the top students 
at the conservatory, receiving high marks throughout his three years there. Graduating in 1882 
with a gold medal in composition, he immediately received an offer to become Professor of 
Harmony and Counterpoint at the Moscow Conservatory, becoming one of the youngest to 
receive such a position. It is in this role that he is best known today, as the teacher to many of 
Russia’s elite composers, such as Scriabin, Rachmaninov, Glière, and Gretchaninov (see Figure 
2). Arensky invested an enormous amount of time into his teaching and enjoyed guiding his 
students at the conservatory. He was known to be strict and often impatient with his students, but 
it was usually with their best interest in mind.  

 
 
 

                                                      
5 G. M. Tsypin, A. S. Arenskii (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Muzyka, 1966). 
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Figure 2. Arensky’s class. From the left, Lev Conus (brother of Georgi), Nikita Morsov, Anton 

Arensky, and Sergei Rachmaninov.6 
During his tenure, he published two books on music theory, A Collection of 1000 Lessons 

for the Practical Study of Harmony (Arensky 1897) and Handbook of Musical Forms (Arensky 
1899). Even though, it was published after his time as a student in St. Petersburg, Arensky must 
have been aware of the Practical Manual of Harmony, which was written by Rimsky-Korsakov. 
Published in 1885, Rimsky-Korsakov was dissatisfied by the other pedagogical books of the time 
and wanted to have a better resource to teach from. It was dedicated to Anatoly Lyadov, who 
was well-connected in social circles and helped guide much of Rimsky-Korsakov’s pedagogical 
philosophy. Lyadov was a composer of his own right, yet eventually settled into a role as 
professor at St Petersburg Conservatory. The Practical Manual of Harmony was meant to create 
a foundation of tonal harmony for students. Another source of insight for Arensky was 
Tchaikovsky’s Guide to the Practical Study of Harmony, which was written in 1871. Much like 
Rimsky Korsakov’s Practical Manual, there is a great deal of prose along with examples, which 
gives a thorough introduction on harmony and lends advice to composers. Both books are still 
                                                      
6 Arensky class. Digital image. Wikimedia. Accessed March 5, 2014. www.wikimedia.org. 
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available today and are useful guides both in the classroom and for the individual wanting to 
learn the rules of voice-leading and harmonization. 

Arensky’s Collection was really meant as a teaching aid for the classroom. In the preface 
to Handbook for the Study of Forms of Instrumental and Vocal Music, Arensky had an apt 
observation that, “despite the fact that this course [Counterpoint] had existed almost since the 
founding of the conservatory itself [Moscow Conservatory], that is, for 25 years, up until now 
not a single textbook was written that contained in itself the complete content of the course […] 
this circumstance led me to compile the proposed handbook with the purpose of making more 
accessible the study of musical form to those studying at the Conservatory.”7 The Collection 
contains 1000 exercises otherwise known as “partimenti,” melodic (bass) lines for teaching 
harmony, counterpoint, and improvisation. Yet Arensky’s partimento has very little writing 
compared to those of Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky, only titles for each section, which are 
minimal descriptions of what follows. It is full of over a thousand lines of melodies and bass 
lines to show the many possible ways of writing compositionally. These exercises are based on 
those he would improvise in his classes. 

It is then not surprising that he, Taneyev, Rachmaninov, and Glazunov would often meet 
for dinner and play a game of composing a character piece that would have to be continued by 
the other composers in the room, and then finished by the original composer, a game of musical 
chairs focusing on style and harmony. The piece was usually a character piece for piano since it 
could be easily performed. Each composer would compose the first phrase of the piece and then 
when everyone was ready, hand the beginnings of their composition to the person seated next to 

                                                      
7 Laura J. Brown. “The Early Compositional Style of Sergey Prokofiev: A Survey of Pedagogy, Aesthetics, and 
Influence”. (Master’s Thesis. Pennsylvania State University Graduate School of Music. 2014). 3.    
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him, and so on, until the piece returned to its original owner. In a few short phrases, the piece 
would be completed by the original composer and performed for one another.8 

 
Figure 3. Arensky with Zvantsev and Taneyev at the Moscow Conservatory.9 

 
There are conflicting stories whether his addictions to alcohol and gambling had its 

effects on his teaching. Arensky was known to be hot-tempered, often inciting arguments with 
students and other teachers. Scriabin graduated in 1892 with a gold medal in piano performance, 
but could not finish his composition degree due to a conflict with Arensky. He chose to 
challenge Arensky, whose signature was required for him to graduate. The argument resulted 
from Scriabin’s unwillingness to finish assignments, because they were musical forms that did 
not interest him. One of the few Scriabin did complete was an E minor fugue, which became a 

                                                      
8 Robert O. Gjerdingen. “Gebrauchs-Formula”. Music Theory Spectrum, Vol. 33, No. 2 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 2011). 191-199. 
9 Culture and Arensky. Digital image. CultureRU. Accessed July 22, 2015. www.cultureru.com. 
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notorious requirement for future generations of composition students at the Moscow 
Conservatory. 10 

A similar situation seemed to have occurred in the late 1880’s with Gretchaninov (see 
Figure 4), whom Arensky accused of being a hopeless musician.  After a final falling out with 
Arensky, Gretchaninov went to St. Petersburg to study with Rimsky-Korsakov. Arensky did 
seem, for the most part, to have positive relationships with his students, many of whom became 
the next generation of elite composers. He also inspired those who later became famous for 
musicology and theory, including Georgi Conus, who gained notoriety for his theories on the 
symmetry of meter and structure in music and the ability to analyze music by metric units. 
Conus’s beliefs were not accepted by the traditional school of thought in Russia, but were widely 
valued in Western Europe.  

 

 
Figure 4. Alexander Gretchaninov.11 

                                                      
10 Faubion Bowers, Scriabin, a Biography (Tokyo: Dover Publications, 1969) 152-154. 
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Others on the other hand spoke of Arensky’s great aptitude as a pedagogue, speaking 
highly of his awareness and thoughtfulness as a teacher. Rachmaninov later dedicated his first 
tone poem for orchestra, Prince Rostislav (1891), to Arensky. Rachmaninov felt greatly indebted 
to Arensky, having won a gold medal for his early opera Aleko at the young age of 17, which 
helped launch his own career.12 Arensky helped Rachmaninov overcome serious emotional 
issues and overwhelming doubts in his own compositions. Much of Rachmaninov’s later success 
would not have been possible without Arensky’s support. 

Arensky eventually quit the position at the conservatory in part because Vasily Safonov, 
his superior, refused to move him up in rank to full professor. Nikolai Kashkin, a friend of 
Arensky’s and theory professor at Moscow Conservatory, said it well, “Arensky was the nicest 
and most delicate person by nature. But in class, he was nervous and irritable (Bowers 1996, 
152).” Scriabin’s wife, Vera, would later describe in a letter how even four years later, there was 
discomfort at a party between Arensky and Kashkin (Bowers 1996, 263).  

During his time as professor at the Moscow Conservatory, Arensky made his most 
influential and close musical friendships, first with Tchaikovsky, whom he met in 1883, and then 
with Sergei Taneyev, with whom he corresponded from 1882. Arensky was now part of an inner 
circle of Russian artists and musicians in Moscow. Tchaikovsky was one of his closest 
confidants and supporters. He stated in a letter to Madame von Meck that Arensky was “a man of 
remarkable gifts” with great insight into technique and beauty in his music and “deserves 
unqualified praise.” Madame Nadezhda von Meck was a patroness and close friend of 
Tchaikovsky. With her husband’s fortune, she provided financial support to the Russian Musical 
Society and young musicians particularly of Russian descent. Although Tchaikovsky was critical 
                                                                                                                                                                           
11 Gretchaninov. Digital image. Britannica. Accessed March 10, 2016. www.britannica.com. 
12 Francis Shelton, Tchaikovsky: Iolanta (plus Shostakovich’s Symphonies); www.musicalcriticism.com. 
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and honest with Arensky about his works, even disapproving of some of his choices of libretto, 
he did endorse Arensky to his publisher, Jurgenson. Notably, one of the librettos Arensky did 
successfully use, Mahabharata, was written by Tchaikovsky’s brother, Modeste. It would be for 
the last of Arensky’s three operas, written in 1903. It is clear though that Tchaikovsky himself 
was conflicted about Arensky, writing to Madame von Meck as early as 1890, “Arensky’s a man 
with an enormous talent, but there is something strange, unstable, unhealthily nervous and 
slightly as it were, not quite normal mentally.” This opinion did not seem to challenge or conflict 
with his support of Arensky or his talent. 

Eight letters survive between Tchaikovsky and Arensky, dating from 1884 to 1891. In 
1890, Tchaikovsky wrote to Arensky about his opera, A Dream on the Volga, “a letter of praise 
so warm and unqualified that the overwhelmed composer rushed from Moscow to Tchaikovsky's 
home at Frolovskoye to express his thanks” (Brown 1992, 107). Tchaikovsky had a keen 
awareness that this opera would become one of Arensky’s greatest successes. It is no wonder that 
Tchaikovsky’s sudden death in 1893, attributed to cholera but often considered a suicide, 
affected Arensky greatly. Too many of his close friends and relatives had passed away in the 
years prior and he found that the only way to keep the memory of Tchaikovsky alive was 
through composition. In 1894, he decided to compose the Quartet in A minor, op. 35, in 
dedication to his mentor and friend. It was received well at the premiere on January 20, 1894, at 
the Imperial Music Society in Moscow. 

The years Arensky spent as a professor at the Moscow Conservatory (1882-1895), were 
also his most prolific in terms of compositional output. He completed most of his larger works 
during this period, including his Piano Concerto (1882) and both his Symphony in B minor 
(1883), which uses the cello for much of the melodic material, and Symphony in A major (1889). 
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In 1890, his first opera, Son na Volge (A Dream on the Volga) was premiered to great success in 
Moscow. He had been working tirelessly on this opera since his days as a student and it finally 
received the recognition it was meant to have. His next opera, Rafael, proved to be an utter 
failure among the audiences of the time. In 1893, he premiered his cantata for the tenth 
anniversary of the coronation of Tsar Alexander III, scored for soprano, baritone, and large 
orchestra with a text by Kryukov. It called upon the same Slavic thematic material used by 
Mussorgsky in the coronation of Boris Godunov and is the same theme utilized by Arensky in 
the final movement of the op. 35 quartet. During this same period, he was the Director of the 
Russian Choral Society in Moscow (1888-1895) and, not surprisingly, his success came mostly 
from his operas and choral works. He emerged as a favorite amongst conductors of many 
symphonic concerts and was selected to be a part of the council of officials at the Synodal 
School of Church Music, in 1889, where he would remain until 1893 (Brown, Grove Music 
Online 2007-2012).  

Like many other historians, I believe his concerti are some of his weaker compositions. 
The Piano Concerto, op. 2, was his graduation piece and may have influenced Rachmaninoff to 
write more elaborate orchestral tuttis in his Piano Concerto no. 1. Unfortunately, Arensky uses 
too much of the higher register of the piano and tries too hard to replicate Chopin. The final 
movement of the piece has the most interesting compositional writing of the three movements, 
being more Russian and folk-like in character and having the unusual time signature of 5/4. 
Tchaikovsky criticized Arensky’s use of unusual meters in other compositions as well, one most 
famously being his piano pieces Essais sur les rythmes oubliés, op. 28, based on the 
unconventional meters of ancient poetic forms. The Fantasia on Themes of Ryabinin, op. 48, for 
piano and orchestra (1899), is based on the tradition of bilina, or folk songs from Northern 
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Russia, which were taught orally among fishermen. Tchaikovsky clearly changed his opinion 
regarding unusual meters because he uses 5/4 to great extent in his Pathétique Symphony. His 
Violin Concerto, op. 54 (1891), is a mature work which lingers between lyricism and virtuosity, 
but somehow lacks fluidity. His most beautiful piano pieces are the four Suites for Two Pianos, 
which exhibit the miniaturist character for which he became famous. This may be why his critics 
speculated that he wrote remarkable melodic material, yet was never able to develop them to 
create a cohesive larger-scale work, making him the ideal miniaturist. 

This highly creative period was also when he first met Djelisaveta Latshchinova, a voice 
student at the conservatory. They were engaged in 1884 and married in 1886. Unfortunately, 
only a year into their marriage, Arensky fell into a severe depression.  Trying several possible 
treatments and finding no other solution, he was placed into a special clinic in Kazan and later 
relocated to St. Petersburg for the birth of his son, Pavel. In 1889, they welcomed another child 
into the family, a daughter named Nadezhda. He composed very little during this period. The two 
children helped distract Arensky and it seemed as though he was getting better. He dedicated 
himself to the publication of his book on harmony, in 1891, and to his teaching, but once again, 
he was derailed by news of his father’s death. 

Many biographical studies focus on Arensky’s early success as a musical prodigy. For all 
of the musical talent he exhibited as a young student, it was difficult for him to discover his own 
personal compositional style once he graduated from the conservatory. Perhaps it was easier for 
him to be told what to do, making him the ideal student for some professors. He often mimicked 
other famous composers, like Chopin, Mendelssohn, and Tchaikovsky. In his op. 35, he 
remarkably balances the pomp and circumstance of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
Tchaikovsky’s unique style, and his own style. Arensky was not an innovator, nor did he care 
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what critics said; however, what he did care about was his audience. He did not want to be an 
innovator and only wanted to write music that would affect the listener. This may be why he is 
not better known today.  

The appointment as director of the Imperial Chapel brought prestige and financial 
stability to Arensky’s life, unlike anything he had experienced beforehand. This meant a 
departure from Moscow, back to his hometown of St. Petersburg. Upon his return to St. 
Petersburg in 1895, he did not adapt quickly to the predictable social circles for artists. In fact, he 
did not attend Mitrofan Belyayev’s musical soirees, at least not initially. Belyayev (see Figure 5) 
was a highly admired patron of the arts, particularly of music. He was the son of a successful 
wood dealer, and eventually became the head buyer of the company.  During the turn of the 
century, he also was a well-known philanthropist and interest in the arts led him to become the 
founder of the Belyayev Circle. The group, which often met for musical evenings included 
textile manufacturer Pavel Tretyakov and railway entrepreneur Savva Mamontov, and spanned 
artists like Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Anatoly Lyadov, and Ilya Repin. Belyayev did not come 
from wealth and was a deep believer in national pride, a rising movement favoring and enjoying 
only things from Russia. Belyayev is a good example of the transformation Russia was going 
through at the time, culturally, economically, and politically. Instead of idealizing music from 
the west, this group wanted to advocate for artists in Russia.  
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Figure 5. A Portrait of Mitrofan Belyayev by Ilya Repin (1886).17 

 
Belyayev was also a good friend of Rimsky-Korsakov, set up the Glinka Prize in 1884, and 
became a music publisher. This was not taken lightly by the public, and was thought of as a 
conflict of interest, not only to have artists involved in politics, but for such friendships to 
develop between a publisher and a composer.  

It is unclear when the relationship between Rimsky-Korsakov and Arensky went awry. 
There are many theories regarding the estrangement between the two. Rimsky-Korsakov is 
quoted as saying of Arensky, “According to all testimony, his life had run a dissipated course 
between wine and card playing, yet his activity as a composer was most fertile...He had been a 
victim of a nervous ailment…He will soon be forgotten (Bowers 1996, 66).” In his own memoir, 
A Musical Life, Rimsky-Korsakov was not as kind. There is documentation of a conversation 
right after Arensky’s death, however, of Rimsky-Korsakov saddened that someone so talented 
                                                      
17 Repin, Ilya. Portrait of M. P. Belyayev. 1886. www.en.tchaikovsky-research.net. 
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had died so young (Yastrebstev 1985, 384). At least in earlier years, it seems that he saw a true 
talent in Arensky. It is perhaps in 1883, when Mily Balakirev took over the directorship of the 
Imperial Chapel and Rimsky-Korsakov became his assistant, that things became strained. In 
November 1893, Rimsky-Korsakov resigned from his position at the Imperial Chapel, seemingly 
fed up with the stress of working for the very demanding Balakirev. With his daughter’s death 
and stress in his professional life, it became one of the worst periods of depression for Rimsky-
Korsakov. Only a year later, Balakirev retired from the position and recommended that Arensky, 
not Rimsky-Korsakov, be offered the highly regarded position of director. To fully comprehend 
what this meant, one would have to know what kind of impact this betrayal had on Rimsky-
Korsakov, not to mention the distinction the position garnered socially. From this point on it 
seems that Rimsky-Korsakov had no pleasant words regarding Arensky. In a similar vein, he also 
did not have any kind words for Balakirev. I believe Arensky’s close ties with Tchaikovsky also 
did not help the situation. There had long been tension between the Mighty Five19 and 
Tchaikovsky due to his cosmopolitan approach to music. The fact that Tchaikovsky was Anton 
Rubenstein’s prized student also did not help. Rubenstein’s western views on composition went 
against the Five’s. Balakirev was an avid supporter of Tchaikovsky, especially earlier when he 
was being criticized profoundly by the Five. Balakirev told Tchaikovsky he was a “full-fledged 
artist,” and not to lose hope in his art. Their professional relationship helped gain support for his 
first work, Romeo and Juliet, which was the first work accepted by the Five. It is clear that 
although Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky kept a facade of friendship in later years, Rimsky-
Korsakov was becoming more and more jealous of Tchaikovsky’s popularity in Belyayev’s 
circle and felt the difference in their musical philosophies acutely. Arensky was no longer just a 
                                                      
19 (1856–1870) Mily Balakirev (the leader), César Cui, Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and 
Alexander Borodin. 
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student of Rimsky-Korsakov. As late as August 11, 1891, Arensky, was still questioning his 
ability to compose great music in a letter to Tchaikovsky’s brother, Modeste. Yet he had 
achieved more success than his teacher as a performer and pedagogue. In spite of the great 
admiration that Arensky held for Rimsky-Korsakov, it was Tchaikovsky’s influence that had a 
much greater impact on his writing and decision-making. I believe it was this sequence of events 
that led to their eventual conflict, with Balakirev's acknowledgement of Arensky’s talent and 
Arensky's admiration for Tchaikovsky, a competitor of Rimsky-Korsakov, which further strained 
their relationship.   

Arensky worked at the Imperial Chapel for six years and, in 1901, upon his retirement, he 
was given an unusually high pension of 6,000 rubles a year. For the time and place, it was 
thought of as extraordinary, and far greater than what the average person received. He retired in 
part to dedicate more of his time to performing and conducting, since at this point in his career 
there was less interest in his compositions. He spent the rest of his life in high demand as a 
performer concertizing with the Duke of Mecklenburg Quartet. Unfortunately, his ambition was 
cut short by his lifestyle. His addiction to drinking and gambling finally caught up with him 
during a vacation in Nice, where he sought to recover through the medical care available. He 
lived his final years in a sanatorium in nearby Finland. It is a shame that his addictions resulted 
in his early death at age 44. On February 25, 1906, Arensky died in Terioki, Finland. Although it 
was tuberculosis that killed him, it was really brought on by consumption, which was connected 
to his profligate lifestyle. He is buried at the Alexander Nevsky Monastery in St. Petersburg.  

Except for his First Piano Trio and the “Variations on a Theme of Tchaikovsky,” 
Arensky’s music, like the man himself, is relatively unknown. During his lifetime he was well 
known for his miniatures, particularly his short character pieces for the piano, his suites for 
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