IN SEARCH OF HIDDEN TREASURE:
THÉODORE AKIMENKO, A.K.A. FEDIR YAKYMENKO
by Virko Baley

The venerable American literary critic Harold Bloom suggested that between two
and three centuries must pass for any cultural discipline to create a legitimate canon
of that period.1 Why? Because people require at least that amount of time to discover
all the neglected areas and re-evaluate what each Zeitgeist considered as its priority
and to correct the errors of the myopic perception with which every age views itself.
This consideration is most particularly true of cultures which were absorbed wholly
or in part by dominant neighbours. For centuries, Ukraine’s existence as a nationstate was either denied or seriously questioned: the country was forcibly absorbed
and, if that didn’t work, compelled to exist as a provincial and exotic element within
an adjacent dominant major power (during all of the nineteenth century, until 1918,
Ukraine was officially called ‘Little Russia’). All of these conditions operated at various
times in Ukraine from the end of the seventeenth century until the first attempt to
establish Ukrainian statehood in the period of the Russian Revolution. But this trial
run was aborted by Russia under the leadership of Lenin with the appropriation of
most of the nascent state into the new version of the Russian empire, the USSR. In
the first decade of its existence as the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic, it had
some important cultural independence, but that quickly changed in the early 1930s
and remained so until its declaration of independence in 1991. During that period,
1922–91, although technically a republic, it was seen by most of the world as a puppet
state of Russia and in the USA was often described as ‘Russia’s Texas’.
The Ukrainian composer, pianist and musicologist Théodore Akimenko (a.k.a.
Fedir Stepanovych Yakymenko in Ukrainian transliteration, and in Russian Fedyor
Stepanovich Akimenko) was born on 20 September 1876 in Pisky, outside Kharkiv
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(Kharkov in Russian transliteration2), and died in Paris on 8 January 1945. At the time of
his birth, most middle- and upper-class Ukrainians under Russian rule saw themselves
as ethnically Ukrainian and knew their own language, but politically accepted the
designation of ‘Little Russians’, a part of the ‘Great Russian’ culture. Thus their daily
language inside and outside the home was Russian – a common phenomenon to this day
in even very politically conscious Ukrainian families (the tension between Gaelic and
English in Ireland is a good analogy). How did this phenomenon happen? The answer
is Russification. It is an interesting political coincidence that the year of Akimenko’s
birth, 1876, was also the year of the Ems Ukaz (Emskiy ukaz), named after the city of
Bad Ems, Germany, where the ukaz was disseminated. The ukaz was a decree issued
by Tsar Alexander II of Russia banning the use of the Ukrainian language in print, and
by extension in any active use, except for the printing of historical documents. It also
forbade importation of any publications, staging of plays, delivery of lectures, and other
public events in Ukrainian.3 In essence, it was an imposition from the highest official
level of a total Russification4 of the middle and upper ruling classes of ‘Little Russia’
and later, under Stalin, the peasants as well. It was common practice in the nineteenth
2
What amounts to a ‘war of transliteration’ has been going on for centuries, ever since the names of countries, persons, cities,
etc., have been transliterated from one script system (in this case Cyrillic) into another (Latin). The problem was resolved in Slavic
countries that accepted Catholicism or Protestantism by creating a native Latin script that bent (by means of a variety of accents)
or combined Latin letters to create appropriate corresponding native sounds more naturally notated in Cyrillic. But this approach
ran into complications with the Russian suppression of Ukrainian identity. Ukrainian names for persons, places, provinces, etc.,
during the period of Russification (1720–1991) were officially changed into their Russian equivalents: thus Mykola became Nicolai,
Mykhailo became Mikhail; the Ukrainian ‘и’ was almost universally changed into ‘і’, and so Sylvestrov became Silvestrov. The fiercest
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Until 1991, it was an accepted practice in Ukraine that when Ukrainian names, cities, etc., were transliterated into Latin script, the
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and most of the twentieth centuries in the western press to present various Ukrainian
cultural figures as Russians, or during certain periods as ‘Little Russians’, or during the
era of Soviet rule, as Soviet Ukrainians.
As often with Ukrainian composers-to-be (such as Bortniansky and Berezovsky
in the eighteenth centuries), at the age of ten Akimenko was sent to St Petersburg,
where he, with his brother Yakiv, the future Ukrainian composer Yakiv (Yakymenko)
Stepovy (his nom de plume), sang in the court a cappella choir. It was there that under
the influence of his teachers Mily Balakirev and Sergei Lyapunov (1886–95) he began
to compose. After completing the composition course under Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov
and Anatoly Lyadov at the St Petrograd (Petersburg) Conservatoire in 1901 (the year
Rimsky-Korsakov conducted the premiere of Akimenko’s Lyric Poem, Op. 20, composed
in 1899), he became director of a music school of the Russian Music Society in Tiflis
(Tbilisi), Georgia (1901–3). Akimenko performed widely as a pianist, particularly in
France and Switzerland, and lived mainly in Paris and Switzerland from 1903 to 1906,
where the new style of Impressionism had an important influence on his future musical
development. In 1905, while he was living in Paris, his four-movement Suite in G minor,
Op. 24, most probably orchestrated by his brother Yakiv Stepovy, was premiered. He
then returned to Kharkiv. In 1914, he was invited to St Petersburg, where he taught
until 1923 as professor of composition and theory; indeed, he was Igor Stravinsky’s
first composition teacher. He emigrated to Prague in 1924 to chair the music section
of the Drahomanov Ukrainian Higher Pedagogical Institute, a think-tank composed
of Ukrainian scholars, writers and intellectuals in the diaspora. He performed as a
concert pianist, conducted choirs on tours throughout western Europe, and in 1926
wrote Praktychnyi kurs harmonii (‘A Practical Course in Harmony’), the first ever in
Ukrainian. It was during his stay in Prague that he began to rekindle his dormant interest
Ukraine began in 1709 and was practised in one form or another until 1991, the year of the collapse of the Soviet Union. This policy
was interrupted in the 1920s’ counter-policy of Ukrainisation by encouraging the use and development of the Ukrainian language
and culture in various areas of public life, including religion, education, publishing, government and daily use. Ukrainisation
was most intensely promoted in the years 1927–29, when Mykola Skrypnyk (1872–1933) was appointed head of the Ukrainian
Commissariat of Education.
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in Ukrainian culture in general, and music in particular; in other words, he began a
journey of Ukrainisation, which was being aggressively promoted by the then current
Soviet Ukrainian government. In Prague he taught two young Ukrainian composers
from Lviv, which was at that time under Polish rule, who had come to Prague aiming
to study with him: Mykola Kolessa and Zenon Lysko. In 1928 he left Prague and settled
in France (first Nice, then Paris), remaining until his death in 1945. During his last
French period, Akimenko’s work was marked by a strong interest in Ukrainian themes:
Ukrainian Suite and Ukrainian Pictures for piano, sacred church settings, six Christmas
carols, choral arrangements of Ukrainian folksongs, and songs with lyrics by Ukrainian
poets, especially works by Oleksandr Oles (1878-1944), who in 1919 had emigrated
permanently to Prague, where he and Akimenko became close friends.5
Akimenko wrote a good deal for the voice: two operas, Feya Snegov (‘The Snow
Queen’, 1914, unperformed and, except for the overture, currently lost) and Ryzhiy
(‘Red’), and a fair number of songs (notably to texts by Lermontov, Pushkin, Maikov and
Oles) and choral music. But he was essentially an instrumental composer, and tended
toward works with programmatic titles. His major compositions were instrumental:
symphonic (such as the tone poems Lyric Poem and The Angel6), chamber works and
numerous pieces for solo instruments. Although he wrote two piano, two violin and
two cello sonatas, his preferred genre was shorter forms with titles of Melodies, Dances,
Pieces, Impressions, Esquisses and Morceaux. He was a prolific composer, with opus
numbers reaching 93, with many works yet to be catalogued, and others still to be
located; a good number are without opus numbers. His fundamentally Neo-Romantic
style, much influenced by the prevailing Russian and later French genre of salon music,
5
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Stepanovych, part of a ‘Culture and Learning’ series (Novyj Shlach, Winnipeg, 1954), is the first attempt at a biography written in
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made liberal use of Impressionist techniques, giving its clearly tonal framework and
balanced phrasing an ambivalence typical of such a stylistic marriage. An important
work in his stylistic development was the tone-poem (he called it a ‘poem-nocturne’) The
Angel, based on Mikhail Lermontov’s poem. Inspired to reproduce the calm nocturnal
mood of Lermontov’s text, Akimenko perfected an individual lyrical use of expressive
romantic Impressionism.7
There is still much work to be done to re-evaluate Akimenko’s (Yakymenko’s)
place in music properly. His full catalogue has to be organised, edited and published.
Musicological and biographical research has to be undertaken and factual errors
corrected. His correspondence with many important musical and cultural figures (such
as Rimsky-Korsakov, to name only one) has to be collected, published and assessed. And
most importantly, his music must be performed and recorded. This recording is the first
crucial step in the search for the real Théodore Akimenko.
The general influence on Akimenko’s music is the Russian tradition, especially
as represented by middle and late Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, Lyapunov and
Grechaninov. As well as its grander manifestations, Russian musical culture also nurtured
composers who developed their own brand of salon music. It was closely aligned to using
popular folk-music (song and dance forms) as well as the waltz, mazurka, polonaise
and other European forms. In vocal music, the shadow of Pushkin was ever-present.
Refinement of sentiment was seen as the primary virtue. All the composers, including
the best, excelled in writing short pieces and art-songs that had immediate appeal and
a strong emphasis on memorable, clear, melodic emotional content. Akimenko, too,
excelled in using this style in extraordinarily elegant fashion to create delightful and
incisive short character pieces, and some very dramatic and serious chamber works, as
this album amply illustrates. All but (possibly) one of the pieces (the Mélodie russe) here
were composed before the cataclysmic events of World War I and the ‘Ten Days That
Shook the World’, the Russian Revolution.
7
Although not performed until 1922, The Angel was composed probably in part in 1915 but completed by 1922 and revised in
1924–25 – the exact dates are still not resolved.

6

Violin Sonata No. 1, Op. 32 (1907)
A better introduction to the mature style of Akimenko’s first period (pre-World War I)
would be hard to find. The first of the three movements begins with an Andantino
introduction of tonal ambiguity and refined sentiment 1 that doesn’t resolve into
the home key of D minor until the Allegro proper begins: it is the start of a waltz, the
perfect expression of the fin de siècle salon. Some kind of Tolstoyan emotional drama
is unfolding on the dance floor as the rhythms of the waltz dominate. One notices that
the development of the more or less typical sonata-allegro is penned with gorgeous,
subtly perfumed music. The second movement, Andante con moto 2 , is the heart of the
drama: a series of variations built on a passacaglia-like five-bar chant first introduced
by the solo violin in bare octaves; it is followed by a slippery, possibly mocking, quasidance-like answer in the piano, but the violin immediately restates the new theme. These
two elements create the tension that drives this series of variations, with developmental
episodes in between. Akimenko’s sense of form is shown here to considerable advantage,
as the balance between strict formalism and improvisational exuberance is masterfully
blended. The final Allegro risoluto 3 continues the drama by exploring dances of duple
rhythms: rustic energy is contrasted with a folk-like second theme of repetitive stability
that is used to give this movement and the Sonata a joyful, mock-heroic coda – an
excellent example of Akimenko’s handling of elusive harmonic fluctuations.
Mélodie russe (c. 1925)
The Mélodie russe 4 might have also been sketched before 1914, but it was certainly
completed while he was in Prague and published in 1925. This miniature is a wonderful
example of the song-dance style. The melody is in two parts: an evocation of a folk
melody that blends Russian and Ukrainian elements, followed by a short dance, and
finally back to a different version of the folk-like melody. This aba form favoured by the
salon audience was very typical of the nineteenth-century miniature that has survived
into our own time as song-form in all kinds of music, from classical to pop, musical
comedies, operas and art-songs the world over.
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Trois Pièces, Op. 31 (c. 1909)
This recording features only the first and the third of Akimenko’s Trois Pièces, since the
second could not be found – a problem which Akimenko scholarship may find itself
confronting on future occasions. No. 1, Cantabile 5 , is essentially a song: the main
voice is naturally in the violin, while the piano offers mostly a gently following countertheme. This gorgeously written song-without-words captivatingly illustrates Akimenko’s
essentially Neo-Classical mentality of economy, formal perfection and emotional
understatement. No. 3, Danse 6 , is formally modelled on the Ukrainian hopak or
Russian trepak, but again woven into some kind of coquettish drama. The theme of the
dance feels feminine rather than masculine, and suggests that young maidens lead the
dance.
Violin Sonata No. 2, Op. 38b (1911)
Akimenko’s Second Violin Sonata was composed probably two years after the first. The
opening movement, an Allegro in traditional sonata-allegro form 7 , shows a more
complex structure with more chromatic restlessness and tonal ambiguity, although in
the sunnier key of G major. The themes are much more elusive, more fragmentary, with
harmony influenced by Akimenko’s interest in the possibilities that Impressionism has
to offer. The textures are strikingly transparent: rarely are chords filled out vertically;
the harmony is implied contrapuntally as the two voices carry the narrative forward.
The form of the second-movement Andante 8 is unusual: it begins with a piano solo
of Satie-esque simplicity, followed by a contrasting, restless answer from the violin that
seems to end with a resolution. A highly dramatic interruption gradually ends with a
cadenza by the violin (a piacere) that leads back to the material of the opening piano
solo, except that the melody is now in the violin. The coda brings back, much modified,
the restlessness introduced by the violin, but now jointly resolved with the piano. The
third movement, marked Allegro molto 9 , is an episodic sonata-rondo, where each
individual episode, though highly contrasted in style and emotional effect, is held
together by common motivic elements. In contrast to the First Sonata, this one ends
with the return of the theme and the ending of the first movement.
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Trois Pièces (before 1912)
The final trio of pieces would have graced any sophisticated salon event. The first, a
graceful and well-behaved Valse 10 , is followed by Doux rêve (‘Sweet Dream’) 11 , but
within its sweetness lies turbulence. In this movement one clearly hears, especially in
the initial theme, Akimenko beginning to apply Impressionistic harmonic movement.
The Danse rustique 12 is exactly what the title implies: a joyful, tuneful dance in triple
metre. Akimenko puts the themes through predictable but exquisitely composed and
emotionally contrasting paces.
This album brings together most of Akimenko’s important pieces for violin and piano.
It illumines well this highly gifted, elegant and sophisticated composer whose very
specific but Slavic temperament found its eventual home in French society. But one
nevertheless feels a dichotomy between the Slavic exuberance and the French NeoClassical discretion. This dichotomy is what created the pearls that are his best music.
Virko Baley is a Ukrainian-American composer, conductor, pianist and writer, a Grammy winner
and winner also of the 1996 Shevchenko Prize for Music. A Jacyk Fellow at the Harvard Ukrainian
Research Institute, he is currently Distinguished Professor of Music and Composer-in-Residence at the
University of Nevada, Las Vegas.
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The violinist Tatiana Chulochnikova is pursuing an active career as a
soloist and chamber musician with performances spanning the United
States and elsewhere. She was awarded the Jeffrey Thomas Award
2016, given annually to a musician of unusual promise and precocious
achievement. Part of the prize was a series of concerto appearances as a
soloist in the 2016 season of the American Bach Soloists, playing Bach’s E
major Concerto as well as her own historical reconstruction for solo violin
of the organ Toccata and Fugue in D minor (bwv565). Reviews described
her playing as ‘finely articulated and assertive’ (San Francisco Classical
Voice), with ‘impressive brilliance’ (Classical Sonoma).
Born in Ukraine, Tatiana Chulochnikova began playing the violin at the age of seven and
made her professional debut at fourteen, playing the Bruch G minor Violin Concerto with
the Kharkiv Philharmonic. Around the same time, her own Trio for violin, flute and cello
was awarded second prize at the International Young Composers Competition in Kiev. She
received further professional training at the Moscow Tchaikovsky Conservatoire, the Oberlin
Conservatory in Ohio and the Juilliard School in New York. She has given solo and chamber
music recitals in Canada, France, Germany, Switzerland, India, Ukraine and Russia. In the
United States she has performed in most of the major concert venues, including Alice Tully
Hall in New York, the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC, and Severance Hall in Cleveland,
and she made her Carnegie Hall debut in 2013.
Her website can be found at www.tatiana.com.
Anastasia Dedik has performed on some of the most important stages
in the world, including the Kennedy Center, Carnegie Hall and the Great
Philharmonic Hall in St Petersburg and has appeared as a soloist with Fort
Worth Symphony, Saint Petersburg, Philharmonic, NYCA Symphony
Orchestra, Nova Vista Symphony, Oberlin Orchestra and others. She
has been featured on RAI in Italy, NDR TV in Germany, ABC in New
York as well as in an episode of NBC’s Law and Order SVU, performing
Beethoven’s ‘Appassionata’ Sonata. After graduating from the St
Petersburg Conservatoire in 2004, she continued her education at the
Oberlin Conservatory of Music in Ohio and The Juilliard School in New
York. She has been the recipient of numerous national and international
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awards, including The Governor of St Petersburg Award for Achievements in Arts, the Harold
and Helene Schonberg Piano Scholarship and the Susan W. Rose Fellowship at The Juilliard
School in New York. Anastasia is a top prize-winner of many international piano competitions,
including ‘Bösendorfer and Yamaha USASU’, San Jose, Pietro Argento and others. She is a
founding member of the Prima Trio, an ensemble that made its first mark on the international
stage when it won the Grand Prize at the Fischoff International Chamber Music Competition
in 2007. Since then the Prima Trio has performed over 150 concerts throughout the United
States and released its first album, Prima, in April 2012. Her debut CD from a live solo recital
in Recco, Italy, was released in 2007 by GPM Records, followed by a solo album of Mussorgsky
and Tchaikovsky, recorded at Yamaha Artist Services in New York City and released in 2015.
Her website can be found at www.anastasiadedik.com.
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