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 1       Seven Good-Humoured Variations on a Ukrainian Folksong Op. 51 No. 4

 2       ‘Children’s Dreams’, Six Pieces for piano Op. 88

 3       ‘From Pioneer Life’, Five Pieces for piano Op. 14

 4       Five Happy Variations on a Russian Folksong Op. 51 No. 1

 5-8      Nineteen Pieces from Thirty Children’s Pieces for piano Op. 27

 9       Six Variations on a Ukrainian Folksong Op. 51 No. 5

 10-11      Nine Pieces from Twenty-Four Easy Pieces for piano Op. 39

 12       Merry Dance Variations on a Russian Folksong  Op. 51 No. 2

 13       ‘In the Pioneer Camp’, Six pieces for piano Op. 3/86

 14-15      Ten Pieces from Thirty-Five Easy Pieces Op. 89

 16       ‘Grey Day’ Variations on a Slovakian Folksong Op. 51 No. 3

 17-18      Four Rondos for piano Op. 60

Dmitri Borisovich Kabalevsky
Kirsten Johnson



Dmitri Borisovich Kabalevsky
Kirsten Johnson

This album is full of inspiring and stimulating pieces for pianists of all ages! The five sets of variations
of opus 51 offer technical challenges within a framework of folk-song development. The Soviet music
system encouraged composers to use folk melodies, making music accessible: for the people and by
the people. To this end, Kabalevsky took Russian, Ukranian and Slovakian melodies as themes for
these variations. They are fresh and beautifully crafted, with various devices, such as doubling in
thirds, runs and syncopation, used to develop the folk-songs.

The , are descriptive, with the opening
piece, Dreams, setting the scene for scenarios about which children might dream. Who Will Win
The Argument? is a super little tit-for-tat between two antagonists, portrayed by the high and low
registers of the keyboard. At the beginning of Tale Of An Old Organ-Grinder is a bittersweet quote,
“He dreamt of becoming a great musician, but his fate was to be a poor organ-grinder.”

Kabalevsky wrote anthems and songs for the Pioneers, a Soviet youth movement, and dedicated many
concert works to Soviet youth. He was politically active, serving on various central music education
committees, and received the Stalin Prize and the Order of Lenin for his services to music.

, is a depiction of five scenes from Soviet youth activities. This 1931
version contains Pioneer Song, left out of the 1965 compilation.

The , are a well-established part of the
pedagogical piano repertoire. Learned by students the world over, they offer delightful ways to
develop a full piano technique and have proved the test of time. From the stillness of Night on the
River to the aggressive War Dance, these pieces are perfect miniatures. Classics such as Sonatina,
with its dotted rhythms, and Songs of the Cavalry, with driving quavers galloping away, contrast with
the mesmerising refinement of Lyric Piece and The Tale.

One of the most famous of Kabalevsky’s shorter pieces is Clowns, from
. The fluctuations between major and minor tonalities and light accompaniment

portray circus clowns in a humorous and skilful manner. Waltz and A Sad Story both have lovely
melodies with simple accompaniments. A Happy Outing is a boisterous romp, with the angular outer
phrases linked by lyrical commentary in the parallel minor.

 was begun in 1927 and then revised in 1968. Kabalevsky paints
a picture of life in a Soviet youth camp, starting first with waking in the morning to the sound of the
bugle. Morning Exercises is a tongue-in-cheek look at group calisthenics. On the River has the young
people boating, but seeming to fall out of the canoes quite a lot! By the Campfire, a quiet and slightly
jazzy evocation, concludes the day of activity.

 (1972-1974) are some of the last pieces Kabalevsky wrote for the
piano. Many are only two or three lines long. Little Hedgehog is marked “staccatissimo”, perhaps
because touching a spike would make one pull back quickly! Little Goat Limping had a melody which
perfectly describes a kid with a sore foot! The Little Juggler throws his three balls around the
keyboard, while the Stubborn Little Brother insists on having his own way, digging in his heels-
depicted by repeated D flats - and refusing to give way.

 (1958) opens with a march in rondo form. It is followed by Dance,
a lively allegretto, and Song, a more introspective rondo. Toccata concludes the set - a light opening
theme unifies and compels this rondo to its conclusion. © Kirsten Johnson
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 2       Variations for piano in D major (‘Toccata’) Op. 40, No. 1

 3       Variations for piano in A minor Op. 40 No. 2

 4-6      Six Preludes and Fugues Op. 61

 7           Rondo in A minor Op. 59
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 is a disc full of amazing and wonderful larger-scale works for the piano.
The highlight of the disc is the discovery of Kabalevsky’s opus 1, never before recorded. He wrote

in his first term as a student at the Moscow Conservatory. The first prelude
is dated October 1925 and marked Espressivo. It is expressionistic, full of shifting colours with extended
harmonies which hark back to Kabalevsky’s teenage years as a student at the Scriabin Musical Institute,
where he, needless to say, would have been well acquainted with Scriabin’s work. The manuscript to
the second prelude is dated November 1925, and marked Andante Mesto. It is indeed melancholy, but
beautifully so, with the rich chordal texture exploring chromatic harmonies. The third prelude, Presto
tenebroso, is brooding and agitated, with a much slower and absolutely gorgeous middle section. This
entire set is quite extraordinary, a wonderful display of Kabalevsky’s early compositional genius.

Kabalevsky wrote many sets of variations and it was a form in which he excelled. The two sets of opus
40 are lively and innovative, taking original opening themes through myriad permutations. Equally,

 show Kabalevsky’s mastery of this genre. The preludes range from the
tranquillity of no. 1, to the drama of no. 5 and the driving marcato of no. 6. The fugues are also diverse,
from the simple two voices of no. 2 to the fugue of no. 4 which flows organically from the prelude and
is full of colour and joy. No. 6’s fugue is a thrilling roller-coaster of development which brings not only
this piece, but the entire set, to a rousing conclusion.

, was composed in 1958 as a set piece for all competitors to play at the
International Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow. After an opening flourish, the rondo theme enters
in the right-hand with jaunty left-hand quavers in accompaniment. Low octaves, reminiscent of
znammeny chant, open and permeate the middle section of this rondo, with the melody sung above.
Technically challenging at the highest level, Kabalevsky created a masterpiece to test the competitors
in every which way, a piece that is not for the faint-hearted!

 is unified by a gentle waltz which enters after a call-to-arms
presented in the outer reaches of the keyboard. In between there is a slower game; a competitive frolic;
and a running race. Everyone seems to collapse upon reaching the finish, with a grand chordal collective
catching-of-breath. There is then a reminiscence of the slow game already played, and a fragment of
the opening dance rounds off the afternoon of games.

 is a momentous work, well-constructed and emotionally profound.
The opening recitative is improvisatory in nature, creating an aura of profound stillness, intangible and
sublime. The rondo which follows is lightning fast, with quavers in the right hand over a staccato octave
base line. The piece is a real tour-de-force, one of the major works Kabalevsky wrote for solo piano.

, opens simply. The melody is presented between
the hands, bringing to mind a Native American wooden flute.

, is indeed very French sounding. The opening theme, with its extended chordal harmonies
and long pedals, shows Kabalevsky’s skill in creating different colours at the piano.

, uses quartal harmonies and some bitonality in developing the
stark opening theme.

, composed in 1971-1972, is the last piece Kabalevsky wrote for the piano alone.
The lovely, extended harmonies of the Prelude are followed by a charming, yet sometimes capricious,
Waltz. In Variations Kabalevsky develops the melody with complex rhythms between the hands before
reaching a thundering zenith. The work finishes with Coda, a brief compilation of material from the
Prelude and Waltz. © Kirsten Johnson
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A prolific composer, Dmitri Borisovich Kabalevsky wrote four piano concerti,
three piano sonatas, four symphonies, five operas, many songs and other works
Some of these are programmatic, depicting childhood scenes; others are peda-
gogic, providing short pieces for the learner.  Not all are easy!  But they are all
inspired and charming, and very playable.

Born in St Petersburg, Kabalevsky moved to Moscow when he was fourteen
where he studied at the Scriabin Musical Institute.  In 1925, at the age of
twenty-one, he entered the Moscow Conservatory to study composition with
Nikolai Myaskovsky and piano with Alexander Goldenweiser.  Kabalevsky later
taught composition at the Moscow Conservatory.  He was a founding member of
the Union of Soviet Composers, and the editor of their magazine, .
Kabalevsky was well regarded by the Soviet establishment and was one of the
most powerful figures in Soviet musical life, promoting Social Realism in music
and involved in shaping the Soviet system of musical education. Teaching was
very much a part of Kabalevky’s life and motivated him in writing many of the
pieces on .

Dmitri Borisovich Kabalevsky (1904 - 1987)
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Kirsten Johnson has made her name recording undiscovered corners of the classical piano
repertoire.  A highly skilled pianist with great musical depth, she has made many world
premiere recordings and has received rave reviews internationally, with her albums
broadcast around the world. Kirsten has recorded two discs of Albanian piano music; the
complete works of esteemed American composer Amy Beach (1867-1944) on four discs;
the complete piano works of Heinrich Schultz-Beuthen (1838-1915) and pieces by
Hermann Goetz (1840-1876).

In 2013 Kirsten released a three-CD box set of the piano music of Arthur Foote
(1853-1937).  This world premiere release of Foote’s piano music has been heralded in
the international press:  “Mein Gott! Was ist das für fantastische Klaviermusik!”

Born in the USA, Kirsten has resided in the UK since 1994.  She completed her Doctor of
Musical Arts in piano performance at the University of Missouri with a Kemper Doctoral
Fellowship, and undertook further studies in Vienna under a Rotary International
Foundation Scholarship. For more information visit www.kirstenjohnsonpiano.com.
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