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The significance of Evgenij Onegin within Pétr II'ich Cajkovskij’s operatic output has often
been noted by critics and commentators. After the failures — real or imagined — of his earlier
works for the lyric stage, Evgenij Onegin marks both a rejection of existing genre
conventions within Russian opera, and a complex dialogue with a number of contemporary
European models (Georges Bizet, Giuseppe Verdi and Richard Wagner most particularly).
Alongside its musical innovations, it also constitutes one of Cajkovskij’s most famously
productive and influential engagements with the literary field. With its subtitle of ‘lyric
scenes’, Evgenij Onegin aspires to a kind of emotional sincerity and psychological
verisimilitude that were the touchstones of Russian literature at that time. As Boris Gasparov
has argued, for instance, Cajkovskij reads Aleksandr Puskin’s Romantic-era novel-in-verse
through the prism of the realist aesthetics of Lev Tolstoj and Ivan Turgenev.' It achieves all
of this through its prominent and self-conscious evocation of songfulness, such as Tat'jana’s
‘letter scene’ in Act 1, Triquet’s couplets and Lenskij’s aria in Act 2, and Gremin’s aria in
Act 3. Each of these lyric moments functions as an instance of the opera’s socially inflected
verisimilitude, as well as constituting a key emotional moment in its respective act or scene.
These moments are, moreover, juxtaposed with the more dialogue-based sections of the
dramatic action, often involving secondary or incidental characters (Filip'evna, Larina, Ol'ga,
and perhaps even Onegin himself, who has surprisingly little extended lyric music of his own,

especially given that the opera is named after him). One consequence of this emphasis on

! Boris Gasparov, Five Operas and a Symphony: Word and Music in Russian Culture, New Haven and London
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lyricism and conversational dialogue is that Evgenij Onegin appears to lack is the kind of
symphonic structure that had characterised his earlier operas and which, in the eyes of some
critics, and even the composer himself, had been a prime factor in their failure.

This seeming absence of symphonic ambition also sets the opera apart from
Cajkovskij’s later works from the stage (not just his opera, but also — perhaps especially — his
ballets) which are characterised by an advanced form of musical dramaturgy that has
sometimes been seen as analogous to, or at least in dialogue with, elements of Wagner’s
practice. If aspects of such an approach are already evident in the writings of Boris Asaf'ev, a
more sustained analysis of Cajkovskij’s handling of musical dramaturgy can be found in
Boris Jarustovskij’s Opernaja dramaturgija Cajkovskogo.? Here, Jarustovskij argues that the
greatest influence on Cajkovskij was the ‘well-made play’ (‘piéce bien faite’) associated with
Eugene Scribe and the French opera tradition (itself interpreted as a fusion of elements of
romanticism and nascent realism). At the same time, however, he invites comparisons with
Wagner’s stage works, carefully teasing out the complex interplay between the practical
demands of the stage and the seemingly more abstract search for symphonic form that is a
hallmark of Cajkovskij’s mature operas. In particular, Jarustovskij argues that many of the
key scenes in Cajkovskij’s stage works are constructed around a principle of emotional and

dramatic conflict, and that this principle has two major features:

firstly, it lends the tableau or scene a great sense of completeness and integrity, and,

secondly, it is unusually close to the individual features of Cajkovskij’s symphonism,

2 Boris Jarustovskij, Opernaja dramaturgija Cajkovskogo (The dramaturgy of Tchaikovsky’s operas), Moscow
and Leningrad 1947. For a reading of Spjascaja krasavica drawing on the Wagnerian inflections in the writings
of Boris Asaf'ev, see Tim Scholl, ‘Sleeping Beauty’, A Legend in Progress, New Haven and London 2014, p.
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particularly the main principle of his symphonic development, which is also based on

the alternation of several successively intensifying emotional waves.’

Jarustovskij pays particular attention to Cajkovskij’s handling of choruses and ensembles, as
well as to individual character and motivation. Here, his concern is less with the advancement
of individual psychology (arguably a feature of any opera’s more ‘lyric’ moments), than with
the underlying structural requirements of a given scene. He also argues that a number of
Cajkovskij’s operas contain elements of ‘through-composed’ musical form, something which
is in dialogue with their more obvious use of operatic ‘numbers’ such as arias, ariosos,
choruses, dances, and so on.

Jarustovskij’s study offers a powerful and potentially productive framework for
interpreting Cajkovskij’s operas. Strikingly, his emphasis is primarily on the dramaturgical
achievements of the post-Onegin operas, especially Mazepa, Carodejka and Pikovaja dama.
The latter opera is, in his view, the culmination of Cajkovskij’s ability to fashion a form of
through-composed musical dramaturgy that borders on the symphonic and a work which he

describes as his ‘most perfect and exemplary opera in this regard’*:

In this opera, the through-composed development of the idea is achieved with
maximum consistency, and this constitutes one of the conclusive markers of its

genuine symphonism. All of opera’s means of musical expression — melody,

% ¢[...] BO-TIepBEBIX, OH NPKAeT KapTHHEe WM CLieHe GOJIBbIIYI0 3aKOHUEHHOCTh, [[eJI0CTHOCTE U, BO-BTOPLIX, OH
HeoObIYaiiHO 6/TM30K MHAWBHUIYATBHBIM 0COOEHHOCTSIM cuM@oHU3Ma YalKOBCKOTO, B YaCTHOCTH TJIABHOMY
TIPUHLUITY ero CUMGOHNYECKOT0 Pa3BUTHsI, OCHOBAHHOMY TaKyke Ha CMeHe HeCKOJIbKHX T0C/Ie/|0BaTe/bHO
BO3DACTaIOIMX 3MOLMALHBIX BOH.” Jarustovskij, Opernaja dramaturgija Cajkovskogo (see note 2), p. 17.

* ‘Hanbosiee COBEPIIEHHYIO U TI0Ka3aTe/LHYIO B 3TOM OTHOLIeHuM orepy’ Jarustovskij, Opernaja dramaturgija

Cajkovskogo (see note 2), p. 66.



harmony, meter and rhythm, orchestration, etc. — are employed in this work extremely
laconically and organically, with a view to achieving through-composed

development.®

By contrast, Jarustovskij has comparatively little to say about Evgenij Onegin. Indeed, it is
characteristic that his most extended discussion of the opera focuses on the relatively familiar
question of Cajkovskij’s musical expression of character through the use of melodic phrases
and motifs, rather than questions of the opera’s underlying structure.® Likewise, Asaf'ev’s
interpretation of Evgenij Onegin focuses on its lyricism — a topic to which we shall return —
and in doing so, overlooks something significant about its mastery of form and structure.”

As T have suggested elsewhere, however, the opera contains at least one scene that

hints at Cajkovskij’s command of symphonic dramaturgy:

Itis [...] Tatyana’s name-day party that is the most extraordinary compositional tour
de force in the whole opera. Composed as a sequence of old-fashioned dances
redolent of the Larins’ provincial mores, it intertwines these with Monsieur Triquet’s
cod verses in praise of Tatyana’s beauty, Onegin’s flirtation with Olga, Lensky’s
challenge and a whole gamut of society gossip. One early critic faulted the scene, in

which the composer saw ‘in the words and action only a pretext for his creative

> ‘B 3TOM orepe CKBO3HOE pa3sBUTHe HjleH MPOBEeeHO MAKCUMA/IbHO MOC/Ie0BaTe/IbHO, U 5TO AB/IAETCA OJHUM
13 PellaroliX MMPU3HAKOB ee MOJJTMHHOT0 CUM(OoHU3Ma. Bce My3bIKalbHO-BBIpa3UTeIbHbIE CPeZCBTa OTephbl —
MeJIOZAUs1, TapMOHUsI, METPO-PUTMHUKA, UHCTPYMEHTOBKA U JIP. — UCTIO/Ib3YIOTCS B 3TOM TIPOU3Be/IeHUN
WCKJTFOUMTE/IbHO JTAKOHUYHO M OPraHMYHO UMEHHO JJIsl TIPOBeJieHHsI CKBO3HOTO pa3BuTus.” Jarustovskij,
Opernaja dramaturgija Cajkovskogo (see note 2), p. 66.

¢ Jarustovskij, Opernaja dramaturgija Cajkovskogo (see note 2), p. 105-11.

7 Boris Asaf'ev, ““Evgenij Onegin”: liriceskie sceny P. I. Cajkovskogo’ (‘“Evgenij Onegin”: Lyric scenes by P.

1. Cajkovskij’, in: Izbrannye trudy (Selected works), 5 vols, Moscow 1952-7, II, p. 73-141.



ardour as a symphonist’. Designed to wound Tchaikovsky, who was always sensitive
to the accusation that his operas were insufficiently dramatic, this comment is, in fact,
entirely apposite. The scene is a glorious piece of through-composed drama that
subtly and unexpectedly brings all of Tchaikovsky’s skill as a master of complex
symphonic structure to the operatic house. It is here that one hears the lessons learnt
during the composition of the Symphony No. 4; not until Act 3 of Chekhov’s Cherry
Orchard — a similar scene of tense expectation that takes place in the context of a
series of dances — would a Russian artist produce anything so architecturally

satisfying for the stage.®

Drawing on the work of Soviet scholars such as Asaf'ev and Jarustovskij (whose analytical
insights remain invaluable, despite their more obvious ideological limitations), this chapter
will argue that there is indeed a hidden symphonic construction underpinning the name-day
scene in Evgenij Onegin. Whilst the opera’s intimacy certainly appears to constitute an
explicit and successful rejection of the symphonic baggage of Cajkovskij’s earlier operas, its
lyricism does not preclude an equally important structural element which may, in fact, go
some way to explaining why the work is so intuitively satisfying. Interpreted in this light,
Evgenij Onegin no longer seems to stand apart in Cajkovskij’s oeuvre, instead prefiguring
some of the formal achievements of his later stage works.

To gain a sense of the inventiveness and originality of Evgenij Onegin, one need only
look back to Cajkovskij’s first attempts at opera, as well as to key moments in their critical
reception. Take, for instance, his first opera, Voevoda, written in 1867—68 and eventually
premiered in early 1869. Rather to Cajkovskij’s surprise, his friend and colleague, German
Laro$, was sharply critical of his first stage work, arguing that its symphonic form

overwhelmed its dramatic impact:

8 Philip Ross Bullock, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, London 2016, p. 99-100.



Mr Cajkovskij shares with the most recent German composers a predilection for the
orchestra and indifference towards the human voice: the former is treated with care,
with subtle deliberation and kindly love, whereas the latter is treated casually and
indifferently. Very often the lush, beautiful orchestration almost entirely drowns out
the performers’ voices, and the spectator obliged to look at his libretto and to guess

what they are singing about.’

Laro$’s claims stem, at least in part, from his ambivalent attitude to the music dramas of
Richard Wagner." At the same time, however, he perceptively identified a feature of
Cajkovskij’s operatic writing that would persist for some time, and with which the composer
himself — often his own harshest critic — was in partial agreement. Thus, looking back from
Voevoda a decade later, Cajkovskij would echo Laro$’s sentiments in a letter he wrote to

NadeZda fon Mekk towards the end of 1879:

Voevoda is without any doubt a very bad opera. [...] Firstly, the plot is no good at all,
i.e. it lacks dramatic interest and direction; secondly, the opera was written too hastily
and flippantly, as a result of which its forms are not operatic enough and do not match

the demands of the stage; I simply wrote the music to a given text, without

9 <C noseitimmu HeMeLKUMH KOMMOo3uTopamu T. YaliKOBCKU pa3jiesisieT IpUCTpacTye K OPKecTpy 1
PaBHO/YIIIME K YeJIOBeUeCKOMY r'oJIoCy: MepBbiii 00paboTaH Co TIIlaHUeM, C TOHKOM 00/1yMaHHOCTBIO, C TeTIon
/1000BbIO, BTOPOI — HEOPEXKHO U He3HAUNTe/bHO. ['yCTast, KpacuBasi MHCTPYMEHTOBKA BeChMa 4acTo MOUTH
COBCeM 3arJjylaeT roJoca JeldCTBYIOIHX JIML], U 3pDUTEJTF0 OCTAeTC sl CMOTPEeTh B JIMOPETTO U /I0Ta/[bIBaThCS, O
yem noetcst.” Cited in Modest Cajkovskij, Zizn' Petra Il'ica Cajkovskogo, po dokumentam, chranivsimsja v
archive v Klinu (The Life of Pjotr I'i¢ Cajkovskij, on the basis of documents preserved in the archive at Klin), 3
vols, Moscow 1997, 1, p. 295.

' Rosamund Bartlett, Wagner and Russia, Cambridge 1995, p. 40-43.



considering the infinite distinction between operatic and symphonic styles. In writing
an opera, a composer should constantly consider the stage, i.e. remember that the

theatre requires not just melodies and harmonies, but also action; that one should not

abuse the attention of the operatic spectator, who has come not just to listen, but also

to watch, and finally, that the style of music for the theatre should correspond to the

style of decorative art and should therefore be simple, bright and colourful. [...] In

Voevoda, 1 was too preoccupied with the filigree development of its themes, having
completely forgotten the stage and all of its requirements. To a certain extent, these
requirements paralyse a composer’s purely musical inspiration, which is why

symphonic and chamber music stand so much higher than opera."

Cajkovskij was, of course, looking back at Voevoda from the vantage point of having
composed not only four symphonies, a series of orchestral tone poems (Romeo i DzZul'etta,
Burja, and Franceska da Rimini), and three string quartets, but also a further five operas

(Undina, Opricnik, Kuznec Vakula, Evgenij Onegin, and Orleanskaja deva). Yet it was

! <«BoeBojia» 6€3 BCSKOT0 COMHeHHsI 04eHb TI7IoxXasi oriepa. [... ] Bo 1-x, CIoKeT HUKy/a He FOfieH, T. e. JIIIeH

[IpaMaTUYeCKOro UHTEpeca U JABW)KEHHS; BO 2-X, oriepa Obljia HamucaHa CJIMIIKOM CITELTHO ¥ JIETKOMBICJIEHHO,
BCJIE/ICTBHE Uero opMbl BhIIIIN He OIlepHbIe, He IIOAXO/SIIMe K YCIOBUSIM CLIEHBI; sl IPOCTO IMCaI My3bIKy Ha
[AHHBII TEKCT, HUCKOJIBKO He MMesi B BUZly OeCKOHeUHOe pa3/inyre MeX/y OllepHBIM U CUMGOHUIEeCKUM
ctuneM. COumHsIs O1iepy, aBTop J0/DKeH HelpephIBHO UMeTh B BU/Y CLIEHY, T. €. [IOMHUTE, YTO B TeaTpe
TpeOYIOTCS He TOJBKO MEeOJMY U TapMOHHUHM, HO TaK)XKe JeMCTBUE; UTO HEJTb3s 3/I0yTI0TPeOISITh BHUMaHHUEM
OIEepHOr0 C/IylIaTesst, KOTOPbIM NPUILIEN He TObKO C/IVINATh, HO U CMOTDETh, U, HAKOHEL, UYTO CTU/Ib
TeaTpaJbHON My3bIKH [JO/DKEH COOTBETCTBOBATL CTUJIIO 1eKOPAaTHBHOM >KMUBOIKCH, C/Ie/|0BaTe/IbHO

OBbITH OPOCTBIM, SICHBIM, KOJIODUTHBIM. [...] 51 )xe B «BoeBojie» X/10MmoTan uMeHHO 06 3Toi dunurpaHHoi
paspaboTKe TeM, COBepILEHHO 3a0bIB CLIEHY U BCe e€ YCIOBHUSL. Y CJIOBHUSI 3TH B 3HAUUTE/IBHOH CTereH:
TapajyM3yoT YUCTO My3bIKa/JbHOE BJJOXHOBEHHE aBTOPA, U BOT I10UeMy CUM(OHNUECKUI 1 KaMepHBIH poj,

My3bIKH CTOSIT TOpaszio Beiille orepHoro.” Letter of 27 November 1879 (0.s.), in CPSS VIII, p. 444-445.



precisely this critical and creative distance that allowed him to see what Laro$ had originally
identified as flaws at the time of the opera’s premiére.

For all Cajkovskij’s growing confidence in the structural and stylistic distinctions
between opera and symphonic music, the stage works which immediately followed Voevoda
continued to display many of its perceived failings. During rehearsals for Opricnik (written
1870-72, premiered April 1874), its conductor, Eduard N4pravnik, made a series of tactful
suggestions aimed at lightening the orchestration and tightening the opera’s dramaturgy.'
Then, in a review of Kuznec Vakula (written 1874, premiered in late 1876), Laros returned to

some of the criticisms he had originally voiced about Voevoda:

Time and again in the new opera you sense how the opera’s invention outstrips the
requirements of character and situation, how it distracts him, makes him write a
phrase longer or shorter, louder or softer, softer or slower, in greater or lesser relief
than appropriate to the person of the situation. The composer’s lack of stage flair is
chilling, though at the same time one continues to sense the beauty of the musical

thoughts and their development, irrespective of the drama."

2 David Brown, Tchaikovsky: A Biographical and Critical Study, 4 vols, London 1978-91, I (1978), p. 226.

3 “To u fie10 B My3bIKe HOBOM OIephl BbI UyBCTBYETe, Kak My3bIKalbHOE N300peTeHre KOMITO3UTOpa
nepepacTaeT MOTpeOGHOCTL XapakTepa, MOTPeOHOCTh CUTYALUK, KaK 3TO M300peTeHre yYBIEKaeT ero B CTOPOHY,
3acTaBJsieT ucath (pasy JyIMHHee WK KOpoue, FpOMYe WK THIlle, ObICTpee UK MejiIeHHee, peibedHee U
CTyILIEBAHHEE, UeM CJie/lyeT 10 XapaKTepy JIUL[A UM 10 CUTyal[ui. DTO OTCYTCTBUE CLIEHUYECKOTO UyThs B
KOMITO3UTOPE BaC OXJIAXK/AET, XOTs Bbl MPOZIO/DKAETE B TO )K€ BPeMsl UyBCTBOBATh KPACOTY MY3bIKa/IbHbIX
MBIC/Ied U X pa3BUTHe, He3aBUCUMO OT Apambl.’ German Laros, Izbrannye stat’i v pjati vypuskach, vol. 2: P. 1.
Cajkovskij, Leningrad 1975, p. 89. English translation cited from Roland John Wiley, Tchaikovsky, Oxford

2009, p. 96.



Again, Cajkovskij was inclined to agree with such negative, yet well-meant and
fundamentally perceptive observations. When Vakula was revived in 1878, he again took the
advice of Napravnik and made a series of cuts and other changes to lighten the orchestral
texture and strengthen the opera’s dramatic logic. Nonetheless, he remained anxious about

their ultimate impact:

Apart from these insignificant corrections, I could do no more. Wherever I wanted to
substantially change the orchestral accompaniment in order to set the voices in greater
relief, I encountered insuperable obstacles, i.e. it was necessary either to change not
only the orchestra, but the music itself, or just to leave it was before. In the end, it had
to be the latter. For example, in the scene between Vakula and the Devil after the
court dances, the words are completely inaudible because the complex orchestral
figurations prevent the singers from speaking freely — but how else could I have

helped matters without radically altering the music?*

Around the same time, Cajkovskij expressed his dissatisfaction to fon Mekk:

Vakula went off as it did on its first production, i.e. smoothly and neatly enough, but

routinely, pallidly, and without colour. There is one person who makes me cross

whenever I listen to this opera. That person is me. Lord, how many unpardonable

' ‘KpoMe 9THX He3HauHTe/TLHBIX TIOTPABOK, s HIUETO He MOT C/leflaTh. Beszie, r7ie MHe XOTe/oCh CYI[eCTBEeHHO
V3MEeHUTh aKKOMITAaHEMEHT OPKeCTpa, /1a0bl BEIIBUHYTH '0JI0Ca, sl BCTPeUasa Heo0MMMble MPensTCTBYS, T. €.
MIPUXOAUIOCH UM U3MEHSTh He TOJIbKO OPKeCTpP, HO U CaMy0 MY3bIKY, WY JKe OCTaBJISATb [10-CTapoMy.
[Mpuxopusiock periarbcs Ha nocsiefHee. Hanp[umepl], B cijere Bakyrbl 1 Beca rocie TaHIieB Bo ABOpLie C/I0B
COBCEM He CJIBIIIHO, TIOTOMY UTO C/I0XKHBIE (PUTYPLI OPKECTPA MEILAIOT MEeBLIaM TOBOPUTH CBOOOTHO, — HO KaK,
1 MOT TYT TIOMOYb ey, He U3MeHUB pajiiKanbHo My3biki?® Letter of 7 November 1878 (o.s.), in: CPSS VII, p.

453.



errors in this opera were made by none other than myself! I did everything to impede
the positive impression of those parts which might have given pleasure of their own
accord, if only I had inhibited more the purely musical inspiration and forgotten less

the requirements of theatricality and decorativeness which are inherent in the operatic

style. The entire opera suffers throughout from a surfeit and a superfluity of detail, the

tiresome chromatic harmonies, and a lack of shapeliness and fullness of its individual
numbers. C’est un menu surchargé de plats épicés. There are many tasty morsels in it,
but little plain and healthy food. I understand very well all the deficiencies of my
opera, which are, unfortunately, irreparable. But listening to it again has taught me a
fine lesson for the future. I think Evgenij Onegin is a step forward. I am terribly

pleased that you liked it. I wrote it with sincere enthusiasm.'

There is, then, a repeated pattern in which Cajkovskij’s creative imagination, skilful
orchestration, harmonic invention and growing confidence in the handling of long-range

form, paradoxically, militated against the dramatic coherence of his operas, overwhelmed the

1> < «Baky/ia» TIPOILI&/ TaK ke, KaK U B [IepBOe TIpe/iCTaB/IeHHte, T. €. [71afKo, JOCTATOUHO YHCTO, HO PYyTHHHO,

6eiHO U HeciBeTHO. ECTH OZ[FH UesoBeK, Ha KOTOPOTO s BO BCe BPeMsI CEPAMIICS, CIIyIasi 3Ty omnepy. DTOT
yesioBeK — s1. I'0Cro/u, CKOJIBKO HEITPOCTUTE/IbHBIX OIIMOO0K B 3TOH Orepe, c/ie/IaHHbIX HUKeM MHBIM, Kak
MHom0! 51 czesian Bce, uTOOBI apaM30BaTh XOpOIliee BIIeUaTeHUe BCeX TeX MEeCT, KOTOpbIe caMU I1o cebe
Moryiu 6bl HPaBUTHCS, eciiu O s 6osiee ¢iep)KUBajl YMCTO My3bIKalbHOE BJOXHOBEHHUE U MeHee 3a0bIBas Obl
YCJIOBUSI CLIEHUYHOCTH M IEKODaTUBHOCTH, CBOMCTBEHHOM OnepHOMY CTHII0. Onepa BCs CIUIONIb

CTpajiaeT HarpoMoxKzieHueM, U3OBITKOM JieTasiel, yTOMUTebHOK XpPOMaTUYHOCTBI0 FapMOHHMH, HE/J0OCTaTKOM
OKDYT/JIEHHOCTH U 3aKOHUEHHOCTU OT/e/bHBIX HoMepoB. C'est un menu surchargé de plats épicés. B Heit MHOTO
JIAKOMCTB, HO MaJio TIPOCTOH U 3/10POBOM NUIIK. 51 OUeHb YYTKO CO3HAIO BCE HeIOCTAaTKU OTepbl, KOTOPBIe, K
CO>KaJIeHUI0, HeTonpaBUMbl. Ho 13 HOBOTO MPOC/TYILAHUS 5 BLIHEC XOPOILMI YPOK Ais Oyayuiero. Mue
KaxxeTcs, uto «EBrenuit Onernn» — miar Brepés. 51 y»xacHo pag, uro oH Bam HpaBuTcs. S nucan sty Belljb €

MCKpeHHUM yBiedeHHeM.” Letter of 30 October 1878 (0.s.), in: CPSS VII , p. 440-441.



clear projection of the vocal lines and distracted audiences’ engagement with the stage action.
Like Laros, he was fully aware of this, and like Laros, he could sympathise with the implicit
comparison between himself and Wagner, however ambivalent his attitude to his music
dramas could be (and however distant their aesthetics ultimately are). As he had written to
fon Mekk in the late 1870s, ‘Wagner’s orchestra is too symphonic, too plump and heavy for
vocal music. And the older I become, the more I become convinced that these two genres, i.e.
the symphony and the opera, are in all respects the complete opposite of each other.’*

This was an insight borne of the experience of writing his first four operas, of course,
and would transform his handling of operatic form in his subsequent works for the lyric stage,
especially Mazepa and Pikovaja dama (Iolanta belongs to a different category entirely). The
work which seems to mark a break with this state of affairs is, of course, Evgenij Onegin.
Here, through a self-conscious repudiation of both the techniques of Wagnerian music drama,
and the formulae of Italian opera (particularly Verdi), Cajkovskij explored instead a kind of
dramaturgy which was simple, naturalistic, sincere and direct (the example of Bizet’s Carmen
proved to be crucial here). The opera’s early performances by students from the Moscow
Conservatory, and its subsequent staging at Moscow’s Malyj Theatre, had the effect of
rebalancing the relationship between orchestra and voices in favour of the latter, thereby
privileging the clear delivery of the sung text, liberating the score from some of the musical
conventions which had so irked the Cajkovskij in the work of other composers (especially
Italian ones), and engaging the audience in a new form of operatic dramaturgy. The score’s

often delicate, chamber-like orchestration also contributed to this shift of emphasis.

16 <[...] opkecTp Bargepa ciumikoM cUMGOHWYEH, CIAIIKOM YIUTAH U TOKEI /1711 BOKAILHON My3bIKH, a 5 4eM
CTaHOBJIFOCh CTaplile, TeM Oojiee MPOHUKAIOCh YO©XKIEHUEM B TOM, UTO 3TH JIB€ OTPAC/H, T. €. CAMGBOHUS U

~ bl 1 .
oriepa, COCTAB/ISIIOT BO BCeX OTHOLIEHUSX /iBe KpaliHue TpoTrBonosiokHoctu.” Letter of 5 May 1879 (o.s.), in:

CPSS VIII, p. 198.



In terms of form and genre, the means by which Evgenij Onegin achieved this
breakthrough was through its use of song forms to structure the overall musical argument, as
suggested by Cajkovskij’s decision to refer to it under the title of ‘lyric scenes’. Here, ‘lyric’
suggests the presence of both poetry and song as the constitutive generic markers of the
opera’s style, and in almost every scene, there is a key moment of musical expression that
draws on these forms. Indeed, these moments are so self-aware and self-consciously stylised
(inasmuch as they refer back to the musical codes of 1820s gentry culture) that the opera
begins to resemble Puskin’s sophisticated, ironic, metatextual novel more closely than is
often held to be the case, even if it is seldom heard as such. Scene 1, for instance, contains a
diegetic setting of Puskin’s ‘Pevec’ as sung by Tat'jana and Ol'ga and overheard by Larina
and Filip'evna, Scene 5 comprises Lenskij’s famous farewell aria, and Scene 6 features
Gremin’s hymn to Tat'jana."” The most famous example, though, of ‘songfulness’ in the
opera is the ‘Letter scene’ (scene 2), which — as Boris Asaf'ev and Richard Taruskin have
documented — is made up of four interconnected ‘romances’ (romansy), which evoke the
atmosphere of domestic music-making on the Russian estate in the first third of the
nineteenth century.'® The function of such moments is twofold: stylistically, they lend the
work its realistic texture; generically, they represent its departure from the conventions of
grand opera, historical melodrama, or any of the other operatic genres of the day.

There is, then, something paradoxical, even eccentric, about exploring what might be
symphonic in the construction of Evgenij Onegin, given that it successfully and

spontaneously breaks free of the problems that had beset Voevoda, Opricnik and even Kuznec

7 Kadja Gronke, ‘Zur Rolle des Gremin in Cajkovskijs Oper Evgenij Onegin’, in: Thomas Kolhase (ed.),
Cajkovskij-Studen 1, Mainz 1993, p. 127-40, available in English as ‘On the Role of Gremin: Tchaikovsky’s
Eugene Onegin’, in: Leslie Kearney (ed.), Tchaikovsky and His World, Princeton 1998, p. 220-33.

8 Asaf'ev, ‘““Evgenij Onegin”: liriceskie sceny P. I. Cajkovskogo’ (see note 7), and Richard Taruskin, Defining

Russia Musically: Historical and Hermeneutical Essays, Princeton 1997, p. 53—60.



Vakula — and which would, one might argue, return in Orleanskaja deva and Carodejka. Yet
there is something to be said for focusing on the symphonic structure of Onegin all the same,
and in revisiting some of the criticisms that were made of Cajkovskij’s other operas as a way
of understanding elements of his compositional practice. Here, a productive comparison can
be made with another stage work from around the same period, the ballet Lebedinoe ozero.
Falling, like Evgenij Onegin, between the first three symphonies and the structural
innovations of the final three, it too achieves a remarkable synthesis of seemingly conflicting
elements and impulses. As Roland John Wiley has demonstrated, Lebedinoe ozero makes
uses of a number of motifs determined by both characters and plot. These motifs structure the
musical argument of the score and can be correlated to the stage action as traced in the
libretto and perceived by the audience. Yet as Wiley also argues, there are elements of
Lebedinoe ozero which are not readily explained in terms of their relationship to the ballet’s
libretto and form, instead, part of a deeper structure which can be seen as more closely related
to the work’s quasi-symphonic dramaturgy and which transcends its apparent debt to
conventional sequences of standard dance numbers." A similar claim can be made about
Evgenij Onegin too, a work which owes more to Cajkovskij’s experience of writing
Lebedinoe ozero than is sometimes realised. Like Lebedinoe ozero, Evgenij Onegin makes
use of motifs which, whilst not functioning as Wagnerian Leitmotive in the strictest sense,
nonetheless serve to characterise particular individuals and convey moods and emotions. At
the same time, the opera evinces moments where an independent form of musical dramaturgy
is at work, and where individual musical features are synthesised into something grander and

more structurally ambitious.

*? Roland John Wiley, Tchaikovsky’s Ballets: ‘Swan Lake’, ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Nutcracker’, Oxford 1985, p.
63-91. See also Ju. Rozanova, Simfoniceskie principy baletov Cajkovskogo (The symphonic principles of

Cajkovskij’s ballets), Moscow 1976.



To demonstrate this hidden attribute of Evgenij Onegin, two parallel strategies will be
pursued here, one that is primarily literary in focus, and one that examines the scene’s
musical form. A detailed examination of the libretto as a whole reveals that just under half
(47%) of the opera is based directly on Puskin, with slightly less (43%) invented and added
by the composer himself, and a further 10% derived from other sources, such as the setting of
Puskin’s poem ‘Pevets’ with which the opera opens, the various folksong choruses that recur
throughout Act 1, or the couplets that Konstantin Silovskij wrote for Monsieur Triquet to sing

in Act 2. The balance within individual scenes varies as follows:

Puskin Cajkovskij Other
Act 1, Scene 1 35% 45% 20%
Act 1, Scene 2 94% 6% 0%
Act 1, Scene 3 47% 21% 32%
Act 2, Scene 1 14% 78% 8%
Act 2, Scene 2 88% 12% 0%
Act 3, Scene 1 61% 39% 0%
Act 3, Scene 2 59% 41% 0%

The scenes with the highest proportion of lines taken directly from the novel are, predictably
enough, Act 1, Scene 2 (Tat'jana’s letter scene) and Act 2, Scene 2 (the duel between Lenskij

and Onegin), which make ready use of some of the poetic highlights of Puskin’s text, albeit

 These figures were calculated by counting: a) the number of lines derived from Puskin’s novel directly (or
adapted minimally for sense and grammar); b) the number of lines invented by Cajkovskij with no recourse to
other sources; and c) the number of lines which can be attributed to another source. Stage directions have been
omitted. The small emendations to the libretto introduced over the course of various published editions of the

opera do not alter this overall picture.



stripped of their ironic commentaries and presented instead as instance of direct address by the
characters themselves. By contrast, the scene with the least amount of ‘authentic’ Puskin is
Act 2, Scene 1 (the name-day scene), to which this chapter will return in due course. Other
scenes fall somewhere in between, taking between 35% and 61% directly from the source
text, and interweave it with a substantial amount of material invented Cajkovskij himself
(between 21% and 45%) in order to take the novel’s ironically detached narration and convert
it into satisfying dramatic action and direct speech instead. This was, of course, what
provoked Turgenev’s famous dismissal of the opera (‘But what a libretto! — Just imagine:
Puskin’s verses describing the characters are put into the mouths of the characters
themselves’),*" although this transformation was clearly imperative from a practical point of
view.

So what of the name-day scene? Why does it contain so little text from Puskin’s
novel? The scene is certainly treated in great detail by Puskin, accounting for stanzas 25 to 45
of canto 5 of the novel, as well as the first stanza of canto 6. Indeed Puskin’s description of
both the ball itself, and the circumstances leading up to the duel, constitute one of the more
extended episodes in the novel. Unlike the letter scene or the duel scene, however, where
Cajkovskij carried over a ready-made scene more or less directly into the libretto, the name-
day scene was comprehensively recast to produce a piece of extended dramatic action which
would work convincingly on stage. In order to grasp why so much of the verbal material in
this scene belongs to the composer and not the novelist, it suffices to reread the original
novel. The name-day scene is one of the sections most obviously described form the point of

view of the narrator; almost everything is filtered through his ironic gaze, something that

*! “Ho uro 3a mbpetTo! — [NpescTaBbTe: cTHxM [IyIIKHUHA O [eHCTBYOIIUX JIMIAX BK/IA/ILIBAIOTCS B YCTa CAMUX
.’ Letter of 15 November 1878 (0.s.), in: Ivan Turgenev, Polnoe sobranie socinenij i pisem (Complete works

and letters), 2nd edn, 30 vols, Moscow 1978-2018, XVI/1 (2015), p. 206—7.



needed to be removed in the operatic libretto, where — as Turgenev lamented — characters are
required to speak in propria persona.

Having established the peculiarity of the name-day scene in relation to its libretto (and
the opera’s other scenes), we can now turn to the question of how Cajkovskij deals with the
compositional freedom that the scene’s singular construction gave him (although as we lack
any drafts relating to either the libretto or the score, it is impossible to know whether the
scene’s dramaturgy was worked out in advance, or whether the libretto evolved hand-in-hand
with the composition of the music). Where other scenes were heavily focused on material
taken directly from Pukin and which determined Cajkovskij’s handling of musical form, the
relative lack of novelistic material in the name-day scene means that he had correspondingly
greater room for creative manoeuvre. As Asaf’ev rigtly notes, the scene is ‘the most complex
one [in the opera] and remarkable for how its musical dramaturgy is conceived and how
masterfully this is realised’.* Indeed, Asaf'ev momentarily alights on the key to the scene’s
mastery when he refers to its ‘method of psychological-symphonic contrast’, yet his
determination to explore the opera’s pervasive lyricism means that he fails to pursue this line
of enquiry.”

And here, then, we return to some of the ideas with which this chapter began; namely
a sense that Cajkovskij’s practice as an opera composer was in part dictated by his
experiences in the genre of the symphony (and, to a lesser extent, the symphonic poem). As
we have seen, this was often held up as a criticism of his operas, and despite its frequent
recourse to lyric forms, this continued to be the case when it came to Evgenij Onegin. In

particular, one critic dismissed the name-day scene as ‘only a pretext for his creative ardour

%2 ‘camast CTO’KHAs U 3aMeuaTesTbHast 1o My3bIKaTbHO-JPaMaTypPruueckoMy 3aMbICTy U MacTepPCTBY ero
BoriomieHus’. Asaf'ev, ‘““Evgenij Onegin”: liriceskie sceny P. I. Cajkovskogo’ (see n. 7), p. 111.
%% ‘MeTog| MCUXO0JIOTMYeCKHU-CUM(OHNUECKOro KoHTpacta’, Asaf'ev, ““Evgenij Onegin”: liriCeskie sceny P. 1.

Cajkovskogo’ (see n. 7), p. 113.



as a symphonist’.** Although this was clearly meant critically, there is a kernel of truth here,
as this is the scene in the opera which has the greatest sense of through-composed musical
argument, and which ultimately derives its dramatic impact from its underlying formal
structure, something permitted by the fact that this is the scene with the least verbal material
derived directly from Puskin’s novel. Moreover, as with Lebedinoe ozero, Cajkovskij
manages to take a series of relatively conventional dance sequences (dictated, of course, by
the demands of verisimilitude, as the waltz, the mazurka, the cotillion and the ecossaise are
all referred to explicitly in the libretto) and invests these with a perhaps unexpected formal
ambition and quasi-symphonic coherence.? In this regard, Cajkovskij’s sophisticated use of
dance numbers to determine the structural principal underlying the name-day scene mirrors
his use of lyric forms in the other scenes and provides one further example of the carefully
concealed artfulness of the opera.

One way to reveal the underlying structure of the scene as a whole is to examine how

Cajkovskij explicitly subdivides it into individual sections:

1. Entr’acte and waltz with scene and chorus
2. Scene and Triquet’s couplets
3. Mazurka and scene —

4. Finale

* Nikolaj Solov‘év, in: Novosti i birZevaja gazeta (News and commercial gazette), 23 October 1884, cited in
Wiley, Tchaikovsky (see no. 13), p. 173.

» For brief comments on the dance numbers in Evgenij Onegin as both a marker of the opera’s evocation of
everyday reality, and as evidence of Cajkovskij’s symphonic approach to opera, see Aleksandr Vasil'ev,
‘Muzykal'naja dramaturgija opery “Evgenij Onegin” i postanovka tanceval'nych scen L. Ivanovym’ (‘The
musical dramaturgy of the opera “Evgenij Onegin” and L. Ivanov’s staging of the dance scenes’), in: Vestnik
Akademii russkogo baleta im. A. Ja. Vaganovoj (Bulletin of the A. Ja. Vaganova Academy of Russian ballet), 3

(2015), p. 92-7.



Here, we can clearly observe the division of the scene into four distinctly marked sections,
each with its own different character. Moreover, we also see a far greater integration of the
chorus into the dramatic action and musical argument, as well as a use of dance forms not so
much as decorative or incidental music, but as a structuring feature of the music’s unfolding
narrative. The form reveals itself yet more clearly when we examine the movements in
greater detail, focusing in particularly on the structure of each movement individually, and
the harmonic relationships with connect them into an overarching whole.

The ‘Entr’acte and waltz with scene and chorus’ begins with a 31-bar introduction,
marked andante non tanto in common time. Tonally, it sits largely in the key of A major,
with modulations through A-flat major, B-flat minor and then, through an enharmonic
transition, back to A major. The andante non tanto then segues into a very substantial 448-
bar section marked tempo di valse, whose home key of D major reveals the opening A major
to have been a dominant preparation — not an uncommon strategy in Cajkovskij’s oeuvre
(see, for instance, the first movement of the Pateticeskaja simfonija). The structure of this
waltz section is not immediately obvious, but the following scheme is one way of

representing its place within the movement’s overall form:

Bar numbers | Key Function within the movement Notes

1-31 A major — B | Andante non tanto, serving as Frequent
flat minor — | Introduction to main waltz theme reminiscences of
extended previous material
transition and themes,
back to A particularly from the
major opera’s introduction




and preceding letter

scene
32-73 D major Introduction over dominant pedal
74-142 D major — A | Waltz theme, arranged in an ABA Curtain; chorus, ‘Vot
major — D form tak sjurpriz’
major
143-206 G major — B | Development of waltz material, Chorus, ‘V naSich
minor — G similarly arranged in ternary form, pomest'jach’
major here CDC
207-274 D major — A | Reprise of original waltz material, in | Chorus
major — D ABA form
major
275-337 G major, New material, in a broadly binary Onegin and Lenskij
with structure (here EE)
excursions to
B minor
338-367 D major over | Reprise of the material from bars 32-
an A pedal 73
368-399 D major Heavily compressed reprise of Chorus, “Vot tak
elements of bars 74-142, arranged AA | sjurpriz’
400-448 D major with | Reminiscences of motivic material Chorus

more

extensive

harmonic

excursions

from earlier on in fragmentary form,

functioned as a coda to the scene.




What we are dealing with here is an extended piece of writing primarily for orchestra and
chorus, with a middle section for the two male protagonists. One way of parsing the sequence
would be as a simple rondo form, but it also potentially functions as an embryonic instance of
sonata form. After an introduction, we have an extended exposition section for chorus with
two contrasting tonal centres — ABA in D major/A major/D major, followed by CDC in G
major/B minor/G major. The dialogue between Onegin and Lenskij performs the role of a
development section, before the return of a radically condensed recapitulation and an
extended coda. To be sure, it may not containe the most densely worked motivic material in
the opera and its themes are primarily lyric or dance-like. Nonetheless, it does have a
strikingly clear and coherent sense of structure, motivated in part by its roots in the waltz
form. Indeed, the parallel here is not so much with Cajkovskij’s own complex sonata-form
structures (written, of course, in the shadow of Beethoven, Schubert and Schumann), but with
the earlier models of, say, Mozart and Haydn, or even the accessible domestic repertoire
performed in the early nineteenth-century gentry home. Read thus, the simplicity and
straightforwardness of the sonata-form structure employed in this opening waltz movement
function as a kind of intertextual evocation of the musical period in which the opera is set
(what Asaf'ev would describe as a musical intonacija).

What of the rest of the scene? What symphonic principles govern its construction?
The second section features Triquet’s couplets, prefaced by extensive dialogue between

Lenskij and Ol'ga:

Bar numbers | Key Function within movement Notes

1-72 Moves Andantino. Harmonically unstable Extended recitative

rapidly introduction: and parlando




through a
range of

keys

D major — G major — C major — D
major — B minor, with Lenskij’s
sadness gravitating towards flatter
keys (eventually A flat minor), and
Ol'ga’s cheeriness pulling things to C
sharp major and B major. Onegin’s
intervention moves the movement to
A major, before things finally settle in

G major

sections involving a
number of

characters.

72-111

G major

Simple song form (AA, with brief

chorus interjections after each verse)

Triquet’s couplets

Here, the form is far clearer and distils itself as a simple strophic song form, prefaced by an

extensive introduction that moves through a range of keys before settling clearly in G major.

Marked andantino, it marks a more reflective mood than that of the energetic waltz with

which the scene opens.

This is then followed directly — attaca — by a mazurka, which — like the opening

section — combines dance music with a dialogue between Lenskij and Onegin:

iterations of the same material pp/p,

Bar numbers | Key Function within movement Notes
1-76 G major After a brief introduction over a
dominant pedal, a series of iterations
of the mazurka music
76-154 E minor Marked molto meno mosso, three Encounter between

Onegin and Lenskij




with variation in the third iteration

155-187

Rapid
modulation
through a
range of

keys

Moderato — piu mosso — moderato

assai

Intervention of
chorus, extended
recitative-like

material

This leads directly into the finale, which has the following formal properties:

harmonic

Bar numbers | Key Function in movement Notes
1-19 G major — E | Opening recitative, redolent of the use | Begins with
minor — B of parole sceniche Lenskij’s arioso,
major — B joined in turn by
minor — Onegin, Tat'jana,
heading Larina and Olga (and
towards E chorus)
major via a
Neapolitan
modulation
20-42 E major Primary material Chorus and soloists
43-60 F sharp Secondary material Onegin accepts
minor Lenskij’s challenge
followed by
considerable




modulation

61-96 E major Reprise of primary material from bars | Chorus reaction
20-42 (with brief exchange
between Ol'ga and

Lenskij)

To what, then, does all of this amount? Clearly divided into four individual sections, Act 2,
Scene 1 unfolds along the lines of an artfully concealed four-movement symphonic structure,
with a compressed and simplified sonata-form opening allegro, a more reflective ‘slow’
movement in the form of Triquet’s couplets, a mazurka taking the place of the customary
minuet and trio, but preserving elements of that original form, and a dramatic, free-form
finale with elements of rondo structure. Further examination reveals further echoes of
Cajkovskij’s symphonic structures elsewhere, not least the tendency to favour extended
opening sonata-form movements that are much longer then the ensuing movements (as in the
case of the Fourth and Sixth Symphonies, for instance, or the First Piano Concerto). We
might also recall that Cajkovskij’s ability elsewhere to fuse very different generic traditions
within individual works. Take, for instance, the observation that his ballets apply symphonic
principles to dance music — just as his symphonic works incorporate elements of dance (the
substance of a famous exchange with Sergej Taneev about the Fourth Symphony, for
instance).

To emphasise the symphonic ambition of the name-day scene is not, of course, to rule
out other approaches to analysing the opera, or to suggest that Cajkovskij did not draw on
other sources when fashioning the original, even idiosyncratic dramaturgy of Evgenij
Onegini. Clearly, Cajkovskij’s use of dance numbers is determined by the scene’s literary

content and the whole opera’s broader interest in verisimilitude. Yet dance sequences had



long been a feature of opera itself as a genre, often providing couleur locale and opportunities
to show of a company’s ballet troupe. Cajkovskij’s knew and admired the operas of
Meyerbeer, for instance, and would have been familiar with the ballets written for inclusion
in Robert le Diable and Le prophéte.” Likewise, he would have known of Verdi’s use of
dance sequences in operas such as Aida, even if Evgenij Onegin marks an ostensible rejection
of the conventions of French grand opéra.”’” Equally, the ensemble nature of the name-day
scene means that it can be readily interpreted in terms of its debt to certain Italian operatic
genre conventions. As Lucinde Braun has argued, a number of Cajkovskij’s operas — namely
Opricnik, Orleanskaja deva and Evgenij Onegin — include scenes for soloists and chorus
which suggest the influence of the pezzo concertato form, most familiar in the work of
Verdi.”

What makes Evgenij Onegin such a fascinating case study, then, is its deft and
sophisticated engagement with a variety of inherited forms and operatic conventions, rather
than its unreflective debt to any one particular model. The claim that the name-day scene
represented ‘a pretext for his creative ardour as a symphonist’ may have been meant
negatively, yet it accidentally reveals how Cajkovskij’s growing prowess as an orchestral
composer could feed productively into an opera which on the surface seems to set itself
against symphonic principles and which has mainly been read in the light of its lyric
expressivity. For all it is a key work in its composer’s artistic evolution, Evgenij Onegin also

represents a fascinating challenge to scholarly conventions, precisely because much of the

% On Meyerbeer, see in particular Rodney Stenning Edgecombe, ‘Meyerbeer and Ballet Music of the Nineteenth
Century: Some Issues of Influence with Reference to Robert le Diable’, in: Dance Chronicle, 21/3 (1998), p.
389-410. More generally, see Mark Everist, ‘Grand Opéra — Petit Opéra: Parisian Opera and Ballet from
Restoration to Second Empire’, in: 19th-Century Music, 33/3 (2010), p. 195-231.

¥ Knud Arne Jiirgenson, The Verdi Ballets, Parma 1995.

2 Lucinde Braun, ‘Das “pezzo concertato” in Cajkovskijs Opern’, in: Mitteilungen der Tschaikowsky-

Gesellschaft, 6 (1999), p. 17-26.



most revealing writing on Russian opera has tended to focus on the status of the libretto, as
well as on questions of the adaptation and transposition of literary texts. Yet as this chapter
has suggested, this model can be amplified and even tested against an analytical approach,
however embryonic, that attends to the specificities of musical form. An opera’s musical
form cannot simply be seen as an incarnation of its literary source text, but instead functions
as an equal — if not entirely autonomous — element within the work as a whole. Evgenij
Onegin appeals by the force of its sincere emotion, yet equally it demonstrates the acuity of
its composer’s command of form. It reveals the force of Cajkovskij’s mind, as well as the

susceptibility of his heart.



	‘С новейшими немецкими композиторами г. Чайковский разделяет пристрастие к оркестру и равнодушие к человеческому голосу: первый обработан со тщанием, с тонкой обдуманностью, с теплой любовью, второй — небрежно и незначительно. Густая, красивая инструментовка весьма часто почти совсем заглушает голоса действующих лиц, и зрителю остается смотреть в либретто и догадываться, о чем поется.’ Cited in Modest Čajkovskij, Žiznʹ Petra Ilʹiča Čajkovskogo, po dokumentam, chranivšimsja v archive v Klinu (The Life of Pjotr Ilʹič Čajkovskij, on the basis of documents preserved in the archive at Klin), 3 vols, Moscow 1997, I, p. 295.

