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The name of Yuri Shaporin (1887–1966) is not the first that one would associate with 
so-called ‘Soviet music’. It can usually be found at the end of a list of prominent Soviet 
composers, after his more successful – and arguably more original – colleagues, 
such as Shostakovich, Prokofiev and Khachaturian, have already been mentioned. 
During his lifetime, however, the situation was sometimes rather different. In 1943 
the British musicologist Gerald Abraham called Shaporin’s Symphony-Cantata On 
the Field of Kulikovo ‘perhaps the finest musical work Soviet Russia has yet produced, 
despite its reliance on the idiom of the last-century Nationalists’.1 That statement, by a 
distinguished connoisseur of Russian music, placed Shaporin’s magnum opus higher 
than such works as Shostakovich’s Fifth and Seventh Symphonies or Prokofiev’s 
Romeo and Juliet. Oblivion nowadays, and high praise 80 years ago – how can this 
striking contradiction be explained?

One of the reasons could be an objective one: Shaporin was genuinely slow. 
He matured slowly, entering the St Petersburg Conservatoire at the age of 24, after 
completing his university law studies (at 24, of course, both Shostakovich and  
Prokofiev were already established and successful composers). He was also an 
extremely slow worker, combining natural laziness with equally natural perfectionism. 
He revised almost every composition two or three times before he would let it be 
premiered. He often continued making corrections until the publication of the 
work in hand and sometimes returned to it even later. Completing On the Field of  
Kulikovo took over twenty years; his only opera, The Decembrists, occupied him 
for nearly 30 years. Malicious tongues in Moscow musical circles claimed that he 
required two weeks to decide on the voicing and positioning of a single chord! 
1 Gerald Abraham, Eight Soviet Composers, Oxford University Press, Oxford and London, 1943, p. 97.
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Yuri Shaporin in 1966, after receiving his second Order of Lenin
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Some of the piano pieces were written in the same way – for instance, the Ballada, 
Op. 28 10 , was finished in 1959, although some of the earliest sketches were written 
nearly 30 years earlier. It is a monumental, fifteen-minute composition with a slightly 
misleading title; from the first phase of its creation until some of the complete versions, 
it was labelled ‘Passacaglia’. The piece is, indeed, a passacaglia: a set of variations over 
a bass theme with some obvious allusions to Bach’s C minor Passacaglia for organ, 
bwv582. Like Bach’s theme, Shaporin’s is also eight bars long. Its main peculiarity lies 
in its tonal and modal ambiguity – which evolves, taking different shapes throughout 
the work: the starting point is a Phrygian mode on D, which later becomes a Freygish 
klezmer mode when the note D is harmonised with a major chord, and then turns into 
D Mixolydian for a more major-oriented ending. In general, the Ballada presents an 
impressive saturation of a Baroque genre with different modes, folkish heterophony, 
complex polyphonic elaboration of material and original, rich piano-writing. The 
polyphonic devices include augmentation of the theme, stretti, various kinds of 
counterpoint, and retrograde, which plays a particularly important role. One of the 
highlights of Shaporin’s polyphonic skills is the climax of the second section, where 
the left hand simultaneously plays the theme superimposed over its own retrograde 
version, while the right hand plays elaborate passages in double stops. The sketches 
and drafts, held in The Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI), reveal 
that Shaporin wrote a good deal of very substantial material that was ultimately not 
included in the final version of the piece.

Another possible explanation for Shaporin’s peculiar reputation could be his 
inclination towards traditionalism. One of the first operas he ever saw and heard was 
Borodin’s Prince Igor; he was still a teenager at the time. The impression was incredibly 
strong, as described by the composer himself: 

After hearing Prince Igor for the first time, I walked around as if spellbound […]. I was 
absolutely stunned by the grandeur of Borodin’s music. Maybe it was because it was 
Borodin’s epic opera that was the first work I felt so deeply, leaving a huge artistic imprint 
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The title page of a draft of Shaporin's Ballada, showing its original designation  
as a passacaglia and trying out a polyphonic treatment of the theme



6

in my mind, that meant that, in the future, my thoughts turned primarily towards the epic 
principle in art […].2

Indeed, even in his most complex and modernist writing, Shaporin still owes a lot to the 
Russian epic tradition; the legacy of Mussorgsky and Borodin finds faithful continuity 
in his motivic work, his sense of harmony and even in his piano textures. With time, 
towards the end of his life, this stream of ‘Russianness’ became more conventional and 
less robust, most probably as a result of ideological pressure; in fact, his last works often 
sound more like pastiches on pieces of classic Russian music than like original works.  
I suspect that the reason that the music of this once-venerated composer fell into almost 
complete oblivion after his death was the fact that it often sounded as if the typical 
principles of Socialist Realism had been applied to it. That suspicion must have been too 
strong for the younger generation of listeners and musicians, both in the Soviet Union 
and abroad. Indeed, Shaporin was often seen as an epigone of Borodin, as a loyal and 
dull traditionalist. Interestingly enough, despite the reservations held about his music, 
he was unequivocally praised for his activities as a teacher (Rodion Shchedrin studied 
under his guidance and later spoke highly of him).

There was, though, a facet of Shaporin’s traditionalism that was not obvious, even to 
his colleagues. In his early years no one forced him into a particular style of writing –  
he found it himself. Yuri Tyulin (1893–1978), a famous Russian music theorist and 
Shaporin’s classmate at the Conservatoire, remembered something peculiar about 
Shaporin’s personality: 

Shaporin’s musical writing was always distinguished by complexity and sophistication of 
texture; there was never any trace of simplification or primitivism. It looked as if he had 
his own innate technique, but he had developed in his own way, not academically, which 
caused an underestimation of the purely technical part of his compositions.3

2 S. I. Levit, Yury Aleksandrovich Shaporin: ocherk zhizni i tvorchestva (‘Yuri Alexandrovich Shaporin: A Sketch of his Life and 
Work’), Muzyka Press, Moscow, 1964, p. 19.
3 Letter from Yuri Tyulin to Sofya Levit in March 1959, cited in Levit, ibid., p. 43.
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For me this insight is absolutely crucial to understanding his music. Shaporin, at least 
in the pieces presented in this recording, is a truly original and highly skilful composer 
who can be seen as genuinely himself, rather than an imitator of someone else.

Tyulin continues, taking contrapuntal writing as an example: ‘Many of our students 
could write good fugues, not only composers, but also theoreticians. Shaporin, however, 
did not write “conservatory fugues”, but rather composed his own pieces in fugal form’.4 
A good example of this distinction is his Fugue in F sharp minor 12 , written in 1914, 
during the time of his study at the Conservatoire. Its rhythmic vitality and melodic 
expressivity have a strong personal flavour. The choice of key does not seem accidental; 
combined with an overall atmosphere, it brings to mind the first great contrapuntal 
masterpiece of Russian music, Sergey Taneyev’s cantata Ioann Damaskin (‘St John of 
Damascus’), written in 1881–84 with an ambitious goal in mind: to reconcile Russian 
music in its entirety with the western European polyphonic tradition. That seems to have 
been Shaporin’s goal as well: although the fugue does not display nearly the same degree 
of polyphonic skill as the Ballada, it clearly presents a strong and personal approach to 
both form and material.

The F sharp minor Fugue is the longest and the most ambitious of the smaller pieces 
included in this album. The rest of the smaller-scale piano works (all unpublished, with 
the manuscripts held in the Russian State Museum of Music, RGALI and the Russian 
Institute of Art History) fall clearly into the category of ‘music for domestic performance’. 
Chronologically, the first such piece is the unpublished Romance sans paroles 1 , the 
manuscript of which reveals that the composer was thirteen years old. It is a charming 
miniature, and more of a waltz than a song. Oriental Dance 13  was probably written 
several years later and is rather more elaborate, clearly showing Borodin’s influence. The 
Two Pieces from a Piano Suite are charming character miniatures: the first one 6  has 
no title and the second one is called ‘Upryok’ (‘Reproach’) 7 . Together, they point to 
another peculiar habit of Shaporin’s: declaring the existence of a work at a stage when 
it is not even nearly ready. No catalogue of his works has any mention of a piano suite. 

4 Ibid.
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There are other examples: his opera The Decembrists was finished only in the 
1950s, but in the 1930s excerpts were performed under the title ‘aria/chorus from the 
opera’, as if it were already written. Maria Yudina (1899–1970), the famous Russian 
pianist, a friend of Shaporin in the 1920s and 1930s and the dedicatee of his Second 
Piano Sonata, included Shaporin’s Piano Concerto in the repertoire list she presented 
to the Leningrad Philharmonic Society – but there is no piano concerto by Shaporin, 
nor was there ever one. (He did start sketching a piano concerto, but those sketches 
were later used for the (unpublished) Symphony in C minor, Op. 11 (1932–33), 
which contains a piano part – as well as parts for wind ensemble and four-voice mixed 
chorus.) The Third Piano Sonata, moreover, is marked ‘unfinished’ in several catalogues 
of Shaporin’s works, but the truth is that no more of it exists than several drafts of the 
first theme.

Here I come to an important issue that this album had to address. After some 
hesitation, I have called it the ‘Complete Piano Music’ of Yuri Shaporin, but that 
adjective requires some clarification. Though Shaporin could be glacier-slow in 
polishing his concert works, a shortage of money and the demands of theatre life in the 
1920s forced him to work with both speed and intensity as he created a body of theatre 
and film music that still awaits examination and revival; it constitutes the largest part of 
his creative output, and it played an important part in shaping the early Soviet cultural 
landscape. Much of this huge output of theatre music exists in the form of piano scores, 
so that there are many unpublished pages which are suitable for performance on the 
piano. I nevertheless decided not to include such pieces in this album, since they are not 
piano music in the truest sense of the word. There are, however, three compositions here 
that do have an obvious link with the theatre. The ‘Serenata’ 8  and ‘Pastorale’ 9 , both 
unpublished (the manuscripts are held in RGALI), were written for a theatre production 
of a play by Konstantin Miklashevsky (1886–1944). Whether or not those pieces were 
performed in the theatre production in question is unclear: Shaporin crossed out the 
title in the manuscript ‘Muzyka k p’ese K. Miklashevskogo Chetyre serdceeda’ (‘Music 
to K. Miklashevsky’s play Four Heart-Eaters’) and wrote above it the simple ‘Deux 
Morceaux’. Moreover, the main sources for Shaporin’s life and output, Sofya Levit’s 1964 
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biography and a later anthology,5 do not even mention Miklashevsky’s play among the 
dozens of Shaporin’s theatre projects. I have not yet uncovered the full story behind 
those pieces, although I suspect that further inquiries could unearth some interesting 
information. Whatever transpires, ‘Serenata’ and ‘Pastorale’ remain two charming 
miniatures. I suspect that Matelot 11  – a robust but relative straightforward treatment 
of the familiar ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ – might also have been conceived as a piece for 
theatre. I have been unable to pinpoint its origin, but since it was found in an archive 
folder with sketches for piano, among manuscripts held in the Russian Institute of Art 
History, I decided to record it. 

Another aspect of Shaporin’s creative strategies that has to be addressed is his habit of 
reworking his compositions over and over again. Some of them exist in several versions, 
and often the final text is not the only one suitable for performance. In those cases,  
I decided to include a single version in this album – usually the final one. A borderline 
case is his unpublished Prelude in D sharp minor, written in 1921–22. The manuscript 
(held in the Russian State Museum of Music and dated 12 December 1921) contains 
almost all the material of a later version, dated 18 June 1922 (this manuscript is held 
in the Russian Institute of Art History). This latter one is still not free of corrections, 
although it could be performed as a separate composition. However, it then served as 
material for the final movement of the Second Piano Sonata, Op. 7 16 , where more than 
half of the material of the Prelude is used, transposed to a different key and elaborated. 
I therefore took the decision not to record the Prelude, since, in comparison with the 
finale of the second Sonata, it sounds more like a sketch than a finished piece. 

A similar situation occurs with the First Piano Sonata, Op. 5, in B flat minor (1924). 
The complete draft of its final movement not only differs substantially from the fair 
copy (both versions are in RGALI); it also contains valuable performing indications, 
pencilled in by what is obviously another hand than the one which drafted the score. 
Those handwritten indications very much resemble the handwriting of Maria Yudina. 
The First Sonata was premiered by Yudina’s pupil Alla Maslakovets (1905–86), but the 
5 Yuri Alexandrovich Shaporin: Literaturnoe nasledie, materialy, vospominaniya (‘Literary Heritage, Materials, Reminiscences’), ed. 
E. Grosheva, Sovetskiy Kompozitor, Moscow, 1989.
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archive materials suggest that Yudina herself was involved in some way in the process 
of creating and performing the Sonata. My opinion is that Shaporin most probably 
intended the Sonata for Yudina, but that she for some reason decided not to play it and 
asked her favourite student to substitute for her. 

The First Sonata has four movements, although the third, a Scherzo, which is by 
far the most troubled and unsettled of the four, was excluded from the Sonata in the 
1970s and published as a separate piece in a posthumous volume of Shaporin’s piano 
works as a Scherzo, Op. 5a.6 I see two important influences here: Skryabin and Medtner. 
Skryabin’s influence is most apparent in the slow movement 3 , written in F sharp major 
and unequivocally pointing towards the slow movement of Skryabin’s Piano Concerto, 
Op. 20 – also in F sharp major (the Concerto as a whole is in F sharp minor). Shaporin’s 
airy, ethereal texture is masterfully written. Medtner’s influence can be seen not only in 
the dance-like subjects of the first 2  and third 4  movements but also in the coda of 
the final movement 5 , with its cantabile theme and bell-like sonorities blending into 
ecstatic apotheosis. In general, this sonata gives an overall impression of optimism, the 
obstacles presented in the development section of the first movement being successfully 
overcome, and the last movement containing almost no traces of the original key of  
B flat minor. 

In general, nearly all of the pieces in this album leave the general impression of a 
balanced character. Troubles usually fade away towards the end, or are vanquished by 
an ecstatic and positive major key (as is the case with the First Sonata and the Ballada). 
The only composition that truly stands out ‒ not only among Shaporin’s piano pieces but 
also in his entire creative output ‒ is the Second Sonata, Op. 7, in F sharp minor (1926). 
Its dedicatee and first performer Maria Yudina wrote to the composer: 

The sonata is difficult beyond measure, because the texture is almost ‘anti-pianistic’, 
uncomfortable to the extreme and often completely changes ‘en route’. […] In summary, 
this is an orchestral score; it sounds and lives ‘in itself ’, like a phantasy excerpt for piano 

6 It is not clear on whose authority this decision was taken. Levit’s book, published two years before Shaporin’s death, makes no 
mention of a separate Op. 5a. I know of no evidence which traces the idea back to the composer.
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Piano Sonata No. 1, fourth movement: the first page of a manuscript draft  
showing performance indications by Maria Yudina
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of some symphony that never happened. Its magnitude and unrepeatable originality 
make it very dear to me. Its sorrow is close to [Alexandr] Blok’s sorrow […] It is some 
enigmatic fragment that is very much our own, very Leningrad-like, like our weeping 
and contemplating of Russia’s destiny and at the same time each of our own personal 
destinies.7

Yudina’s description is insightful but incomplete. Shaporin’s writing can indeed 
be seen as orchestral, if by orchestral one means dense and elaborate texture. What 
Yudina did not seem to reflect, in either her letter or her recording of the Sonata, is the 
omnipresent influence of Skryabin (she herself did not like Skryabin after the 1920s). 
But to me, Shaporin’s piano-writing seems neither entirely orchestral nor typically 
Skryabinesque in its pianism; instead, it has an original and complex textural expression 
of its own. What is also unique (and probably what Yudina meant by ‘Leningrad-like’, 
which she could hardly spell out) is the omnipresent feeling of unease, fear, despair and 
disaster that pervades the entire piece. Every movement ends with an unambiguously 
tragic coda; none contains any optimistic thematic material. The only contrasts with 
the continuing stream of despair come with the second theme of the first movement –  
a nocturne-like, harmonically complex escapist slow section ‒ and the equally complex 
main theme of the second movement, in its poignant harmonisation and quasi-
Skryabinesque flying triplets. Otherwise, the narrative is carried by frenetic, desperate 
toccatas and marches – brutal and evil in the first movement 14  and mournful in the 
second 15 . The final movement 16  has been criticised8 for being too short and light for a 
work on such a grand scale, but I beg to differ: for me the unstoppable, unbalanced run 
towards the final annihilation is the only psychologically credible way to end it.

When I look back now at the years I have spent with Shaporin’s music, I am 
reminded of something the esteemed musicologist Levon Hakobian wrote about Soviet 
culture in general: 

7 Letter from Maria Yudina to Yuri Shaporin, dated 23–24 January 1958, preserved in RGALI, f. 2642, op. 1, d. 478.
8 Levit, op. cit., p. 111; Mikhail Druskin (in 'Sovetskaya fortepiannaja muzyka', Sovetskaya muzyka, 1941, No. 1, p. 46) finds the first 
movements of both Sonatas to be stronger than the others.
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While the epoch which Shostakovich represented and expressed with such compelling 
authority fades more and more into the distant past, we get a better chance of shaking away 
the burden of our own genetic connection with it. We can try to observe it from an objective, 
unbiased standpoint – as a unique civilization (unfortunately, we will have to call it ‘Soviet 
civilization’ for a lack of a better, less dull term), which – in spite of the will of its founding 
fathers and their heirs – managed to create a truly great, deeply metaphysical art. Applying 
terms like the opposition of ‘Soviet’ vs. ‘anti-Soviet’ or any other set of ideologically biased 
terms seems very shallow and inadequate, reflecting only the surface level and posing a 
rather uninteresting aspect of phenomena from the standpoint of eternity. […]
For a Soviet person – particularly the certain hypothetical, ideal listener that Shostakovich’s 
music was primarily written for – sound matter (and in fact any other aesthetic reality) 
was interesting mainly for the existential abysses hiding underneath it.9

Yuri Shaporin’s music does indeed hide such existential abysses, which help make it both 
magnificent and deeply metaphysical art.

9 Levon Hakobian, Dmitri Shostakovich: opyt fenomenologii tvorchestva (‘Dmitri Shostakovich: a Study of Artistic Phenomenology’), 
Dmitrii Bulanin, St Petersburg, 2004, pp. 12 and 18; translated and cited in Kirill Kozlovski, Shostakovich’s Preface and Russian 
Literary Criticism, EST 34, Sibelius Academy, Helsinki, 2017, pp. 81 and 83. 
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Recorded on 21–25 June 2021 in the Monikko Concert Hall, Klaukkala, Nurmijärvi, Finland
Piano: Steinway D
Piano technician: Kirsi Lassi
Recording engineer: Markku Veijonsuo
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YURI SHAPORIN Complete Piano Music
Romance sans paroles (1900) 2:15
1  Andante 
Piano Sonata No. 1 in B flat minor, Op. 5 (1924) 30:03
2  I Sostenuto – Allegro moderato 10:05
3  II Andante tranquillo – 7:30
4  III Allegro misterioso – 4:11
5  IV Finale. Moderato assai – Allegro moderato 8:17

Two Pieces from a Piano Suite (c. 1925–27) 3:38
6  Moderato assai 1:31
7  Reproach: Andante con moto  2:07

Deux Morceaux (c. 1919) 4:21
8  No. 1  Serenata 1:52
9  No. 2  Pastorale. Allegretto 2:29

Ballada, Op. 28 (c. 1934–59) 15:31
10 Andante sostenuto 
Matelot (1922) 0:53
11 Allegro
Fugue in F sharp minor (1914) 3:05
12 Moderato assai 
Oriental Dance (c. 1905?) 2:19
13 Allegro – Moderato 
Piano Sonata No. 2 in F sharp minor, Op. 7 (1926)* 21:15
14 I Allegro agitato. Alla toccata 9:37
15 II Andante. Molto lirico con dolore – Alla marcia funebre 8:16
16 III Moderato assai – Molto vivo con fuoco 3:22

TT 83:24
ALL EXCEPT * FIRST RECORDINGS

FIRST COMPLETE RECORDING

Kirill Kozlovski, piano


