
P



2

Jānis Mediņš (1890–1966) was a vital force in musical life during the short-lived first 
independent Latvian republic (1918–40). He almost single-handedly established in his country 
both ballet, with Mīlas uzvara (‘Love’s Victory’, 1934), and opera, with Uguns un nakts (‘Fire and 
Night’, 1913–19) and Dievi un cilvēki (‘Gods and Men’, 1921). Both the operas deal with struggle 
against despotism, and it was as a result of the multiple invasions of his country that Mediņš left 
Latvia in1944, eventually settling for good in Sweden.
 Mediņš’ memoir Toņi un pustoņi (‘Tones and Semitones’, published in Stockholm in 1964), 
provides many details of his early years. As an old man, writing between autumn 1962 and 
spring 1963 (in collaboration with Jānis Rudzītis), he characterised his life as ‘rich in experience, 
though diicult [...], having lived through Tsarist eras, Latvian independence, Soviet occupation 
and, inally, German occupation’.1 Unlike most of his Latvian contemporaries, he did not ‘have 
famous teachers […]. My main teacher has been me myself ’.2 But he had the advantage in being 
born into a highly musical family: his brother Jēkabs taught at a seminary of music-teachers in 
Valmiera (one of the irst music-education institutions in Latvia). His father was a cobbler but 
also a musician and took his children to concerts. Jānis started to play the piano at the age of 
four or ive, and was taught to read music by his sister Marija, with whom he played duets and 
who gave recitals as a solo pianist and in duos and other chamber ensembles (she died young 
in 1912 from an accidental overdose resulting from a mistake made in a pharmacy). Another 
brother – Jāzeps (1877–1947) – became another notable igure in Latvian music of the irst half 
of the twentieth century, and one of the country’s irst symphonists.3
1 Toņi un pustoņi: mana dzīve (‘Tones and Semitones: My Life’), Daugava, Stockholm, 1964; republished by Liesma, Riga, 1992,  
p. 31. Latvia was under Russian rule until 1918, when the irst independent Latvian Republic was founded. his period culminated in 
the dictatorship of Kārlis Ulmanis (1934‒40) which was followed by a short (1940) and much longer (1944—91) Soviet occupation.
2 Ibid., p. 31. 
3 Jāzeps’ substantial output includes two operas, three symphonies and some thirty other orchestral works (among them a violin 
concerto and the symphonic poem Latvju zeme (‘he Land of Latvia’)), around ity chamber works and some 140 solo and 150 
choral songs.
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Jānis studied the violin, cello and piano at the Emil Siegert Institute (later renamed the First Riga 
Musical Institute) from the age of ten. On Siegert’s death, Jāzeps took over as director and soon the 
whole Mediņš family installed themselves in the premises, their mother becoming housekeeper of 
the entire institution. Jānis frequented the Riga German Opera and thus was introduced to German 
opera, also acquainting himself with a library of some 50,000 scores that Jāzeps had obtained for the 
Institute. By the time of his graduation in 1909 Jānis had already started teaching there.
 Although he spent his early years in Riga, Jānis frequently visited cousins in rural districts. He 
played the organ in a village church (in Skaistkalne) while still at school. He also occasionally looked 
ater sheep and pigs in a relative’s smallholding. Since they used to buy lour direct from the local 
millers, it is perhaps not surprising that his irst composition, a piano piece written when he was 
eleven, was called Sudmaliņas (‘Windmill’) – although many early pieces were lost because of his 
mother’s habit of using paper lying around the house to wrap up herrings brought from the market. 
But he never thought he would become a composer and so chose instrumental classes in order to 
become an orchestral musician, and he considered his experience as a working performer to have 
been a far better training in orchestration than any theoretical study. 
 In 1904 Mediņš began to play in the Fischer Kappella (the orchestra of the Riga Latvian Theatre 
of the Riga Latvian Society, founded in 1868), as did his brother Jāzeps. The operas they performed 
included Lortzing’s Undine and Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar. The theatre was destroyed by fire in 
1907 and relocated to the Interimtheater, where they played Vītols’ music for Aspazija’s drama 
Vaidelote.4 Jānis later described this time as ‘a brisk awakening period in Latvian art-life’.5 During 
the summer months, the orchestra relocated to the Estonian seaside resort of Haapsalu; the town 
was often populated by Russian musicians, but as the only pianist in the orchestra Jānis was in much 
demand and there played a large amount of chamber repertoire and got to know the latest Russian 
song repertoire (including music by Rachmaninov, Arensky and Glière). Tchaikovsky had spent a 
summer there; and Mediņš heard Glazunov’s brother, a former mayor of St Petersburg, listening to 
music as he passed his house – a memory that must have returned to him when he passed the house 
decades later. 

4 Jāzeps Vītols (1863–1948) was a seminal igure in the establishment of Latvian musical culture, writing the irst Latvian symphony 
(1888), string quartet (1899) and piano sonata (1885). He, too, composed a generous quantity of both solo and choral songs – around 
100 of each. In 1918 Vītols founded the Latvian Conservatoire (now the Latvian Music Academy) as well as the Latvian National Opera.
5 Ibid., p. 50.
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 Managing to avoid call-up to the army, from 1909 Jānis took various odd jobs around Riga 
(including working in a piano shop and in orchestras and making early recordings of Latvian art 
music and folksongs). In 1913 he started work as violist in the orchestra of Latvian Opera, under 
Pāvuls Jurjāns (the orchestra he was later to conduct himself). His irst conducting experience came 
when directing an amateur orchestra made up mostly of factory-workers from Sarkandaugava on 
the outskirts of Riga. he next time was in the Latvian Opera: Jurjāns had noticed his ability when 
standing in as chorus-master, and suggested he conduct performances of works already in the 
repertoire (A Life for the Tsar and Anton Rubinstein’s he Demon). For these he travelled to Kharkov 
(now Khar’khiv), in the Ukraine, where he also visited the composer Andrejs Jurjāns (1856–1922), 
another of the founders of Latvian art-music and, by that time, deaf.6 
 Jānis made his debut as a composer in 1912 with the performance of two songs for chorus. 
Around this time (or soon ater) he started work on his opera Uguns un nakts, and Pāvuls Jurjāns 
(one of the three musician brothers of Andrejs) organised performances of sections of the work. 
he pre-eminent director and actor Jēkabs Duburs heard these extracts, and persuaded a number of 
businessmen to sponsor Jānis so he could give up his orchestral position in order to continue work 
on the opera. As the front approached in 1914, in further attempts to avoid enlistment, Jāzeps and 
Jānis decided to go to Moscow. Ater a concert tour, the brothers came home to ind their father 
delirious and in the last stages of life; Jānis let for St Petersburg ater the funeral – although he did 
serve as conductor of the Latvian Rilemen’s band at some point during the war and was evacuated 
with the army through Siberia, to Vladivostok, from where he returned home to Latvia on a ship, 
covering the 10,000 kilometres involved with the score of Uguns un nakts in his rucksack.
 During the early 1920s he wrote the irst of his Dainas for piano, borrowing the term from 
Latvian folklore; they were followed by a host of orchestral compositions (three suites, concertos 
for violin and piano, and more) and further stage-works – the opera Sprīdītis (‘Tom humb’; 1925), 
the ballet Mīlas uzvara (‘Love’s Victory’; 1934) and Luteklīte (‘he Little Darling’), a children’s opera 
of 1939. His public career lourished, too: he became conductor of the Latvian National Opera  
(1920–28), chief conductor of the Latvian Radio Symphony Orchestra and artistic director of Latvian 
Radio (1928–44). He also appeared as a  guest conductor in Helsinki, Tallinn, Kaunas, Warsaw, 

6 Jurjāns’ output includes some iteen orchestral pieces, many of them on national themes (such as the Latvju vispārējo dziesmu svētku 

maršs (‘Latvian Song Festival March’; 1880), Latvju dejas (‘Latvian Dances’; 1882–94) and the ‘symphonic sketch’ Latvju tautas brīvlaišana 

(‘he Liberation of the Latvian People’; 1891); there are also a number of choral works, songs and folksong arrangements.



Prague and Budapest. He taught in the orchestration class at the Latvian State Conservatory (1921–
44), where he was appointed professor in 1929; in 1932 he became head of orchestral conducting. But 
this fruitful period came to a close in 1940 with the incorporation of Latvia into the USSR (resulting 
in the deportation or murder of over 30,000 of the population), the subsequent German invasion, and 
then a inal Soviet re-occupation. Jānis took his family abroad, living in the Blomberg refugee camp 
in Germany with many other Latvians in 1946. Finally, in 1948, they settled in Stockholm. Here, 
although he did not enjoy the high proile he had enjoyed at home, he remained active as a composer 
(as he had done in transit) and, during the last two decades of his life he produced a body of chamber 
works which includes sonatas (with piano) for cello, violin, clarinet, lute and oboe, as well as a Piano 
Quintet (1946), a Rhapsody for two pianos (1954) and a sonata for solo accordion (1955). In 1960 
he received the Award for Exiled Latvians. Following Latvian independence, his opera  Uguns un 

nakts re-opened the restored Latvian National Opera House in 1995.
 Mediņš wrote the first of his 24 Dainas for piano in 1923 (or 1921, according to some sources), 
soon after the birth of the short-lived first Latvian Republic (1918−40), and the last in 1962, shortly 
before his death in exile in Sweden (on 4 March 1966). The degree of stylistic consistency (not least 
in terms of the high standard of melodic invention, the nature of the melodies themselves, formal 
designs and harmonic considerations) throughout the whole cycle is therefore surprising, and the 
inevitable evolution of harmony and other aspects that is audible over its duration can even be 
regarded as a long-range formal device rather than a source of incongruity.
 During the nineteenth century most professional musicians working in all three Baltic states 
had been foreigners; it was not until the early twentieth century that home-grown piano music 
was written by indigenous composers. In Lithuania, a remarkable trove of piano miniatures 
had been created by Mikolajus Čiurlionis (1875−1909); in these works, he combined a deep 
sensitivity to folksong with a visionary mysticism and often daring musical imagination. Around 
1912 the Estonian Heino Eller (1887−1970) was studying in St Petersburg and started to write 
piano miniatures upon meeting his future wife the pianist Anna Kremer; his compatriot Mart 
Saar (1882−1963) wrote the first of his numerous piano preludes (of which 28 survive) as early 
as 1905, also while studying in St Petersburg.7 In fact, the musical culture of this city and the 

5

7 A complete cycle of Eller’s piano music on seven CDs, performed by Sten Lassmann, is in progress on Toccata Classics; Volumes One and 
Two are on tocc 0119 and 0132 (2011 and 2012). Vardo Rumessen recorded the complete preludes by Saar (with the complete preludes 
of Eduard Tubin) on Finlandia 2564-60346-2 (2003); cf. http://www.erpmusic.com/records/cds/estonian-preludes.



composition classes of Rimsky-Korsakov and his students in particular had a direct influence on 
the development of music in Latvia and her neighbours. The Lithuanian pianist and musicologist 
Leonidas Melnikas has recently remarked that:

it is amazing that the founders of the Ukrainian, Latvian, Estonian, Georgian, Armenian, and 
Lithuanian schools of composition […] were all graduates of Rimsky-Korsakov’s class. This 
truly phenomenal result would not be possible had there not been a harmonious combination 
of patriotism and national toleration as the cornerstone of Rimsky-Korsakov’s life and artistic 
philosophy.8 

Of Rimsky-Korsakov’s numerous pupils, four were founding figures of Latvian art music: Jāzeps 
Vītols, who wrote not only the first Latvian piano sonata but also a huge body of miniatures that 
surely would have been well-known to Mediņš, Andrejs Jurjāns, Emilis Melngailis (1874–1954) and 
Emīls Dārziņš (1875–1910). Furthermore, other key figures in Latvian music studied with Rimsky’s 
pupils Glazunov, Lyadov and Sokolov, including Alfrēds Kalniņš (1879−1951) who is often credited 
with writing the first Latvian opera Baņuta, although in fact he started it in 1918, some five years 
after Jānis Mediņš had embarked on Uguns un nakts (Baņuta was premiered in 1920, the year after 
its completion). 
 Rimsky-Korsakov, Lyadov and others not only gave these composers the technical skills 
for composition but also, and just as importantly, the desire of the teachers to found a national 
style based on Russian folk materials was mirrored in their Latvian pupils’ ideals and activities. 
Furthermore, many stylistic elements of the music of Rimsky-Korsakov, the kuchkistï (the 
nationalist group that surrounded him and Balakirev) and their successors in the Belyayev circle 
(Lyadov, Glazunov et al.) can be found in music by Latvian composers active in the early twentieth 
century, such as use of ostinato, modal melodies and harmonies, pedal points and assymetric 
metres (such as 5/4).
 But it was not only St Petersburg influences that fuelled the explosion of musical creativity in 
the Baltic states after World War I: the presence of Scriabin, Rachmaninov and Grieg can also be felt 
in the earlier Dainas. The later Dainas present folksong-inspired material in a decisively modern 
setting, in a manner comparable to Janáček, Bartók, Enescu and others. Another useful point of 

6

8 ‘Rimsky-Korsakov and the Development of Lithuanian Musical Culture’, in Lidia Ader and Jonathan Powell (ed.), Rimsky-Korsakov and 

his Heritage in an Historical Perspective, St Petersburg State Museum of Music and heatre, St Petersburg, 2010, p. 395.
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comparison is Jānis Ivanovs’ cycle of 24 Skicējumi (‘Sketches’), also written over an extended period, 
and thus to some degree also reflecting the stylistic journey of another Latvian composer.9

 The word daina can be applied to both poetic and musical traditional forms in Latvia, and they are 
usually short, trochaic and unrhymed. Lyrics often refer to pre-Christian local mythology and important 
life-events (birth, marriage and death), and the vocal parts frequently make use of drones. The recitative 
nature of much Latvian folksong differentiates it from that of its neighbours, and strophic songs are 
sometimes constructed from three- or even five-bar lines; other asymmetrical models are also not 
uncommon. Aeolian and Ionian modes are frequently encountered, and first lines of melody are often 
repeated. Drones are almost always used in combination with narrow-range melodies, particularly of the 
recitative type. Work on collecting and publishing dainas was begun in 1894 by Krišjānis Barons, and 
continued by the composer Andrejs Jurjāns, who edited the first scholarly publication on the subject, 
Latvju tautas mūzikas materiāli (1894–1926). Trying to explain why the music of Jānis Norvilis (1906−94) 
sounded Latvian to him, Volfgangs Dārziņš (1906–62) wrote that ‘Latvian folk song is not as square as 
German song and it is not constructed by layering third upon third, but rather by making angular fourths 
chafe’.10 Some Latvian composers used direct quotation in their work, others (including Jānis Mediņš) 
mostly avoided direct use although still relying heavily on the intonation, melodic prototypes, metric 
qualities, recitative nature and drone elements that characterise Latvian folksong. Although Mediņš’s 
Dainas are strongly suggestive of Latvian folklore, direct quotations from folklore are employed only in  
Nos. 18 and 23; all other themes in the cycle are probably original. As a set of pieces, the Dainas differ 

from most other cycles of 24 pieces (preludes being the most common) in one important matter: Mediņš 
does not progress through all the major and minor keys through a series of ifths or similar organisational 
procedure: traditional major-minor tonalities can be applied to only some of the dainas; many are modal 

and others still adopt a high degree of chromaticism which is pitched around tonal centres.

 The first six Dainas are relatively uncomplicated; the arresting Musorgskian 5/4 motif of 
the first (1921) is quickly developed in dense textures, and its obviously modal quality is further 
developed in the sparser second, in which a drone provides much of the accompaniment (as it 
does in No. 5). The third piece (1923) has a naïveté that recalls the folksong settings of Čiurlionis; 

9 Ivanovs (1906–83) generally favoured the larger forms: he composed no fewer than 21 symphonies between 1933 and 1982 (the 21st 
is uninished) and a number of other orchestral works, some with chorus, one concerto each for violin, cello and piano and three string 
quartets. he composition of the 24 Skicējumi extended over a six-year period, from 1966 to 1972.
10 Quoted in Arnolds Klotiņš, ‘hose who would be 100’, Music in Latvia 2007, Latvian Music Information Centre, Riga, 2007, p. 31.



8

One of the last photographs of Jānis Mediņš
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the fourth, by contrast, is a more muscular  essay. The sixth (1924), dedicated to his first wife, 
demonstrates Mediņš’s affinity with nineteenth-century Russian music in its use of a progression 
favoured by the kuchka, namely, the movement onto a first inversion of the relative minor via the 
sharpening of the fifth degree of the scale, over a tonic pedal. With the seventh, eighth and ninth 
pieces (written in 1931, 1932 and 1934 respectively), Mediņš’s piano-writing enters a more elaborate 
phase, with layers of filigree that recall Scriabin or even Godowsky. He also abandons the modal 
harmonies in favour of piquant, highly chromatic ones. The eighth Daina consists of a very long 
melody, a feature to which he returns in many subsequent pieces in the series (such as Nos. 11, 14 
and 16).  Something of the simplicity of the earlier Dainas is encountered in No. 10, where modal, 
folksong-type harmonies again predominate. The image of Rachmaninov is never far away in  
Nos. 11 and 12, the latter being a highly physical virtuoso work reflecting, perhaps, the stormy 
times in which it was composed (1944). The thirteenth Daina (1946) is a very different matter, 
and is the first work of the series in which post-Romantic chromatic harmony and folksong-
inspired modality fully co-exist; a sense of felicity likewise imbues Nos. 14–16, all written shortly 
after Mediņš’s arrival in Sweden. No. 17 (1949) is one of the most remarkable of the set, with it 
incantatory chorales, bells, haunting ostinati and original sequences of harmonies. His keen sense 
of the potential timbral resonances of the piano is akin to that of Debussy and Enescu (especially 
the Carillon-Nocturne of Enescu’s Third Suite). 
 A gap of eleven years separates the last seven Dainas from their predecessors: Mediņš returned 
to the genre with vigour in 1960 and composed no fewer than six more works in that year alone. 
No. 18 is remarkable in its assured combination of a real folksong with first stark and later densely 
worked accompaniments. Although the isorhythmic theme and flowing decoration of No. 19 harks 
back to earlier pieces in the cycle, it sounds fully contemporary with Mediņš’s broad abandonment 
of Romantic pianistic archetypes in favour of a leaner, more angular approach. Nos. 20 and 21 
are both elegiac in tone – the former chromatic, the latter largely modal – and the perky No. 22 
possesses elements of both. The last two works – No. 24 was completed in 1963 – are among the 
most ambitious of the set and confirm, in their different ways, that this collection of pieces is among 
the most remarkable of its troubled times. 

© Jonathan Powell, 2012
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Jonathan Powell studied the piano with Denis Matthews and Sulamita Aronovsky and is 
now, from a base in Poland, busy fulfilling a schedule of international concert appearances, 
specialising primarily in late-Romantic composers and contemporary works. He has performed 
widely in Europe, as well as in Russia and the United States; he has also appeared on radio in 
many countries, in addition to numerous appearances on the BBC. Recent highlights include 
concerto appearances in Moscow (Finnissy Second Concerto), Kiev (Liszt, Chopin and Field), 
Levoča and Žilina (Liszt), a year-long series of performances of Albéniz’s Iberia, and the 
Ukrainian premiere of Messiaen’s Vingt regards sur l’enfant Jésus. As a chamber musician, he has 
recently collaborated with the cellist Rohan de Saram, violinist Ashot Sarkissian and sopranos 
Svetlana Sozdateleva and Irena Troupova. With his wife Irena Powell he has formed a piano 
duo; their first concert will take place in Slovakia in 2012.
 Powell has worked with many leading composers such as Ambrosini, Dillon, Ferneyhough 
and Staud. As well as giving UK premieres of pieces by Sciarrino, Feldman and Salonen, he 
has commissioned many new works. Powell is also active as a recording artist, with many CDs 
to his name, from companies such as Altarus, ASV, Convivium, Danacord, Largo, NMC and 
Toccata Classics, for whom his recording projects include music by Alexander Goldenweiser. 
Powell is a self-taught composer – he has recorded several of his own works for BBC broadcasts 
and has received performances by the London Sinfonietta, the Arditti Quartet, Valdine 
Anderson, Sarah Leonard, Darragh Morgan and Nicolas Hodges, among others. 
 Powell spent several years researching Russian music of the early twentieth century for a 
PhD dissertation on the influence of Scriabin on the generation of Russian composers active 
from around the time of World War I onwards, including Stanchinsky, Alexander Krein 
and Feinberg. His research continues with the collection of scores by Russian composer-
pianists, an activity that in turn gives rise to numerous first modern performances of works 
by composers such as Goldenweiser, Blumenfeld, Feinberg and others. His articles on many 
aspects of Russian music appear in The New Grove Dictionary of Music; other writings have 
been published by International Piano and the Finnish musicological journal Musiikki-lehti.
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Jonathan Powell, piano

Jānis Mediņš (1890–1966) was one of the pioneers of Latvian music: his works include 

the irst Latvian opera, and he was also an important conductor and teacher. His 24 
Dainas for piano – he took the title from Latvian folk-poetry – show the inluence of 
Rachmaninov, Grieg and Scriabin and have a modal colour inherited from Latvian folk-

music. Although their composition was spread over four decades – interrupted by the 

Second World War and Mediņš’s exile in Sweden – the Dainas are uniied by their 
passionate lyricism and epic sweep.
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