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beautiful and spirited hostess of a riverside inn
near Nizhni-Novgorod, is rumored to be a
sorceress for no other reason than the
powerful effect she has on men (sour
grapes!), including Prince Nikita, the local
governor-general, and his son Yury. Both
Nikita and Yury become smitten with
Nastasya, who returns only the son’s love. The
natural result is conflict between Nikita and
Yury, aggravated by the jealous machinations
of Princess Evpraksiya, Nikita's wife and Yury’s
mother, who contrives to have Nastasya done
away with — ironically, by a potion given to her
by the wizard Kudma. The opera ends
melodramatically with Nastasya poisoned, and
Yury fatally stabbed by his father, who
promptly goes mad. The opera’s Introduction,
recorded here, has the quality of a Russian
folk-tune. This is followed by a dance for
tumblers, heard at the end of Act I, and
offered by Nastasya as rustic entertainment
for the Prince.

Lest one assume that all of Tchaikovsky's
operas end in either death or madness, Les
caprices d’Oxana (‘Oxana‘’s Caprices’, also
known as ‘Cherevichki’ or ‘The Booties’) is a
charming affair based on ‘Christmas Eve’, a
tall tale by Gogol — and also the subject of an

opera by Rimsky-Korsakov. Oxana, daughter
of the Cossack Chub, loves the impetuous
blacksmith Vakula, but becomes annoyed
with him after he mistakenly beats her father.
She tells him she will marry him only if he
brings her the tsaritsa’s leather booties.

Vakula, taking her frivolous request at face
value, rides on the back of the Devil to St.
Petersburg where he is deposited at the
tsaritsa’s court. Amused by Vakula’s odd
request, the tsaritsa freely gives him her
booties. Vakula travels back to his village on
Christmas Day and presents the booties to the
overjoyed Oxana, who in the meantime had
given him up for dead. The Introduction
depicts Vakula's village bathed in moonlight.
The Russian Dance and the folksier Cossack
Dance come from Act Three, where they are
performed for the enjoyment of the tsaritsa
and her court. Les caprices d’Oxana was
premiered at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow
in 1887, and is a revision of Vakula the Smith,
an opera dating from the mid 1870s.

Raymond Tuttle
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PETER ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893)

Eugene Onegin
Polonaise

Valse

Ecossaise

The Maid of Orléans

Entr'acte

Danse des bohémiens

Danse de polichinelles et des histrions
Oprichnik

Danses

The Sorceress

Introduction

Danse des histrions et scéne

Cherevichki (Oxana's Caprices)
Introduction

Danse russe

Danse des cosaques

4'38
6’19
2'00

319
6'54
405

545

614
335

3'18
3'32
3'16

Orchestra of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden
Sir Colin Davis

Total timing: 53'37
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Tchaikovsky wrote just three evening-length
ballets — Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty and
The Nutcracker — and vyet all three have
established themselves as standards of the
balletic repertoire. In contrast, although he
completed ten operas, only Eugene Onegin
and The Queen of Spades are performed with
any frequency today. It is something of a
paradox that the composer who wrote so
many ‘good tunes’ was more successful
writing for the orchestra than for the voice.
Furthermore, many of Tchaikovsky's less
popular operas are familiar to listeners,
particularly in the West, solely because of the
orchestral dances contained therein. For
example, while Mazeppa is infrequently
performed in opera houses, the Act | Gopak —
a wild folk-dance — often turns up on ‘pops’
programs in concert halls and on CDs.

Based on the eponymous novel by Alexander
Pushkin, Eugene Onegin (premiered in 1879)
has been called Tchaikovsky's most
characteristically Russian opera, a fact
remarked upon even by the likes of
Stravinsky and Prokofiev. A composer could
create superficial ‘local colour’ through the
addition of Russian folk melodies, and while
some of Tchaikovsky’s operas (as will be seen

below) do contain episodes of that sort of
nationalistic writing, Onegin goes deeper: it
has been called a portrait of the Russian
character and soul.

The opera’s title character is a socially
experienced and somewhat jaded young
man. His callous self-centeredness causes him
first to reject a sincere declaration of love
from the innocent Tatyana, and then, in a
duel, to kill his friend Lensky, the intended
husband of Tatyana’s sister Olga. The
characters’ self-knowledge lags behind their
actions, and the opera ends with Tatyana,
now married to Prince Gremin but still in love
with Onegin, sending him off forever.
Tatyana's extended ‘Letter Scene’, in which
she first confesses her love to Onegin, is justly
famous, but the Act Il Waltz, where the seeds
of jealousy between Onegin and Lensky are
sown, is even more famous. The Polonaise
and Ecossaise (a dance in the Scottish style),
are from Act Ill, at a luxurious party where
Onegin is re-introduced to the now sadder-
but-wiser Tatyana.

Several composers have been inspired by the
story of Joan of Arc. Verdi wrote his own
operatic treatment of this theme, Giovanna

d’Arco, some three decades before
Tchaikovsky tackled The Maid of Orléans.
Tchaikovsky (who thought little of Verdi's
earlier effort) himself devised his own libretto
from a variety of sources, including Friedrich
von Schiller, Jules Barbier and Henri Wallon. In
so doing, he departed from historical fact and
also sentimentalized the title character,
making her both more passive and a victim of
passion — another Tatyana, one might argue.

Much of the music was composed in Paris, and
so perhaps it is not surprising that The Maid of
French grand opera
(Meyerbeer, for example) more than any other
opera written by Tchaikovsky — and balletic
interludes were practically de rigueur in French
grand operas during this era. The 1881
premiere in St. Petersburg was successful
enough, despite the distinctly second-hand
look of the sets and costumes supplied by the
Maryinsky Theatre. After an Entracte, the
ballet music heard here comes from Act II,
which is set in the hall of a palace where the
besieged and impecunious King Charles VII of
France and his mistress Agnés Sorel are
entertained first by gypsies and then by jesters
and acrobats, in order to distract them from the
grim political realities outside the palace walls.

Orléans resembles

During his reign, Tsar Ivan the Terrible
maintained a vicious private army known as
‘oprichniks’, and it is from the tragedy of the
same name, written by Ivan Lazhechnikov,
that Tchaikovsky drew inspiration for his third
completed opera. Again, the composer wrote
his own libretto, and composed the music
between 1870 and 1872. Notorious for his
self-criticism following the appearance of
each major new work, Tchaikovsky's distaste
for Oprichnik was unusually consistent and
pronounced even by his standards. He had
intended to revise it, but he died before he
could do so.

The revenge-filled story concerns Andrey
Morozov, an oprichnik whose loyalties are
divided between the Tsar, his noble family and
his betrothed Natalya. Tchaikovsky reused
music from his unsuccessful opera The
Voyevode and from his tone poem Fatum for
this opera. For the dances heard in Act IV —
another distraction from the opera’s grim and
melodramatic plot — Tchaikovsky drew upon
several actual Russian folk songs.

Jealousy and family intrigue among the
powerful also drive the action in The Sorceress
(also known as ‘The Enchantress’), completed
and premiered in 1887. Nastasya, the
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