PROGRAM NOTES

FROM THE SUITCASE OF MARINA VLADY
for contralto and orchestra

by Paul Sarcich
In 1972 the French actress Marina Vlady left Russia with some unusual luggage. As someone with a close connection to the French Communist Party, she was able to visit Russian fairly freely and seldom had her luggage searched. For this reason, the dissident poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko entrusted her with 15 kilograms of Russia’s soul - the works of 245 poets, representing every branch of Russian poetry. A young actor/poet/singer called Vladimir Vysotsky, later to become her husband, helped drag the suitcase to Sheremetevo Airport, and an agent of Doubleday Publishers was eagerly awaiting her arrival in Paris. The result was the publication in the West of this enormous collection of what its editor, Yevtushenko, called “The Russian Statue of Liberty”.

It is perhaps difficult for the average Westerner to imagine the place of poetry in the history of Russia, and the reverence given it, whether “official” published work or clandestine material published as samizdat and passed secretly from hand to hand, to be memorised and handed on. In the sad, repressive history of Russia, it was poetry that became the common spiritual homeland of all, the embodiment of the Russian spirit. And yet until this collection appeared, it was difficult to get an even partial picture of the poetic activity of this vast nation; poets who had fled Russia may have been published in the West, but their works were unobtainable in their homeland. And what vast store of work lay locked up in a country subject to the arbitrary diktats of a succession of totalitarian governments?

The five poems in this song-cycle were selected to give a balance of moods and personal insights, and to provide a vehicle for the voice of Alexandra Sherman, a Russian-born contralto whose voice has the qualities so often associated with slavic song.

The composition of this work was assisted by the Commonwealth Government of Australia, through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.

I: With your name... Oleg Chukhontsev (b. 1938)

While not a political poet, Chukhontsev had constant difficulties with the censors, and his first volume of poetry was not published until 1976, when it was well-received and he eventually became one of the most distinguished poets in the USSR. His works are concerned with sorrow and freedom, singing of these in a subtle, laconic manner.

II: This is what I want... Osip Mandelshtam (1881-1938)

Mandelshtam, who died in a prison camp after writing a grotesque poem about Stalin, was one of the most admired of Russian poets, highly esteemed by many of his peers. He is a lyricist not an epic poet, using a free association of ideas which he magically draws into harmony. Although his writing may appear at times fragile, there is also a hardness about it which drives its authenticity. 

III. I love or I don’t........Dmitri Merezhkovsky (1866-1941)

Merezhkovsky, born into the Ukrainian gentry, was a fierce enemy of the October Revolution and fled to Paris in 1919. Thus although one of the pioneers of Russian Symbolist poetry, he was unpublished in Russia from 1925-1985. His works show unique religious-mystical views, and were informed by his study of Greek tragedy.

IV: The whole room... Nicolai Otsup (1894 - 1958)

Otsup was an emigre from a comparatively early age, being educated in France and remaining there to become active as one of the Acmeist poets, publishing a literary journal which echoed the culture of his native St. Petersburg. He fought in the French army and Italian resistance in World War 1. 

V: If they say.... Mikhail Kuzmin (1875-1936)

Kuzmin started with musical training, studying under Rimsky-Korsakov in St. Petersburg. His verse is considered exotic, theatrical and languidly gracious. Much of it is homoerotic and was prized by his contemporaries, although he later became excluded from literary life and died an impoverished translator. 

Notes on the composition:

The 5 poems were chosen to give a variety of personal visions and all are concerned with love of various types. Chukhontsev's poem is treated as an admixture of 3 distinct ideas or moods, and the music has 3 tempi to match. The content alternates rapidly from the assertive to the reflective and back again, chasing the poet's thoughts.

Mandelshtam's poem of light and babbling is the scherzo of the set, fast moving and lightly scored, with wispy scale phrases, trills and tremolos and light metallic percussion sounds propelling it like someone rushing through imagined space.  

The central slow movement is a setting of Merezhkovsky's poem, marked molto lento, and with no dynamic mark louder than pianissimo. This is a dream in a disguised strophic form, each "verse" set slightly differently to the others, the whole being bound together by the harmonic base around which the woodwind and horns play lines which sound almost improvised. It is a meditation conducted in utter tranquillity.

Otsup's rather sardonic, even bitter poem is pushed to the point of nastiness by a relentlessly staccato march theme, unsettled in tonality and shape. Spitting muted brass and dry percussive sounds quell any attempt at the comfort of legato during this short song, full of jumpy lines and rhythms.

The finale, Kuzmin's assertive poem of disobedience against an unnamed "they", starts slowly and sombrely, gradually getting faster and more strident as the verses unfold and the litany of personal statements builds up. The release comes in 5 loud cries of "nyet" ("no") from the singer, a statement of unbreakable determination and strength - perhaps. After a crushing coda from the orchestra, 2 more quiet "nyets" are heard, leaving us in doubt about who has won the battle - "I" or "they".

