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ABSTRACT 

The Synthesis of Jazz and Classical Styles in Three Piano Works of Nikolai Kapustin 

Tatiana Abramova 

Doctor of Musical Arts 

Temple University, 2014 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Charles Abramovic 

 
 

The music of the Russian-Ukrainian composer Nikolai Kapustin is a 

fascinating synthesis of jazz and classical idioms. Kapustin has explored many 

existing traditional classical forms in conjunction with jazz. Among his works are: 20 

piano sonatas, Suite in the Old Style, Op.28, preludes, etudes, variations, and six 

piano concerti. The most significant work in this regard is a cycle of 24 Preludes and 

Fugues, Op. 82, which was completed in 1997. He has also written numerous works 

for different instrumental ensembles and for orchestra. Well-known artists, such as 

Steven Osborn and Marc-Andre Hamelin have made a great contribution by recording 

Kapustin's music with Hyperion, one of the major recording companies. Being a 

brilliant pianist himself, Nikolai Kapustin has also released numerous recordings of 

his own music. 

Nikolai Kapustin was born in 1937 in Ukraine. He started his musical career as 

a classical pianist. In 1961 he graduated from the Moscow Conservatory, studying 

with the legendary pedagogue, Professor of Moscow Conservatory Alexander 

Goldenweiser, one of the greatest founders of the Russian piano school. During his 

student years (1956 -1961) Kapustin gained popularity as an actively performing jazz 

pianist. 
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 After graduating from the Moscow conservatory, Kapustin joined the famous 

Oleg Lundstrem Jazz orchestra, which by that time was considered a leading jazz 

ensemble of Soviet Russia.	  In the beginning of the 1980's Kapustin focused entirely 

on composition, when his original style had flourished. The jazz language of Kapustin 

is a kaleidoscope of styles of the greatest twentieth century jazz composers. Almost 

every article describing his jazz style mentions the influences of great jazz musicians: 

Art Tatum, Oscar Peterson, Erroll Garner, and George Gershwin. In my study I am 

going to take a closer look at how strong those influences are, as well as how 

Kapustin internalized many different jazz styles and created his own style. Kapustin's 

style bears qualities that belong to the Soviet jazz of 1950s and 1960s. In the second 

chapter detailed information will be presented about jazz tradition in Russia. 

 This monograph concentrates on Variations, Op.41 and two Concert Etudes 

(# 3 and # 4) from Eight Concert Etudes, Op 40, composed in 1984. The Variations, 

Op.41 demonstrate the richness of Kapustin's style and his dazzling talent. These 

variations are based on a short Russian-Lithuanian folk theme or motive. The same 

motive is found in the opening of Stravinsky's "Rite of Spring". Kapustin has 

transformed an original meditative theme into swing. The analysis of Variation, Op.41 

will be followed by the analysis of two etudes (No. 3 & 4) from Eight Concert Etudes, 

Op.40. 

The Eight Concert Etudes Op.40 are not only pieces of remarkable technical 

difficulty, but also pieces of unique beauty and invention with romantic flair. The 

influence of Russian composers can be seen, including that of Rachmaninoff, Scriabin 

and Prokofiev.  
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My research on these works will provide a thorough representation of 

Kapustin as a composer and a pianist; the overview of Nikolai Kapustin’s piano 

works; his contribution to the piano repertoire, and composer’s unique place in music 

history. The monograph will also include comparison of two recordings by Nikolai 

Kapustin and Marc-Andre Hamelin along with pedagogical recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION. THE BIOGRAPHY OF NIKOLAI KAPUSTIN 

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF COMPOSER’S STYLE 

 

 
Nikolai Kapustin was born in 1937 in Gorlovka, Ukraine. He started learning piano at age 

7. At age 14 he moved to Moscow, studying piano with Avrelian Rubakh.  Rubakh, who was a 

student of Felix Blumenfeld, played a large role in developing the musicianship of Nikolai 

Kapustin as well as in his future career. Rubakh introduced Nikolai Kapustin to the legendary 

Moscow Conservatory professor, Alexander Goldenweiser. Goldenweiser, who was in his 

eighties at that time, was considered the major figure in piano pedagogy and one of the founders 

of Russian piano school.  Among his most famous students are Grigory Ginzburg, Lazar Berman 

and Tatiana Nikolaeva. After displaying brilliant technique and a true virtuosity, Kapustin was 

accepted into Goldenweiser’s class.  

  In addition to his dedication to studies at the conservatory, Kapustin started vigorously 

developing an interest in jazz and composition. During his student years, Kapustin composed and 

performed his Concertino for piano and orchestra, Op.1. This performance took place at the 

Sixth World Festival of Youth and Students in 1957. During the same period, Kapustin 

organized his own jazz quintet and also performed as a soloist with Yuri Saulsky’s Big band.  

After his graduation from the Moscow Conservatory in 1961, he became a member of 

Oleg Lundstrem orchestra. He continuously toured the USSR with this orchestra for 11 years. He 

composed many works in the genre of a concerto for piano and jazz orchestra, in a format of 

shorter concert pieces. Multiple audio and video recordings bear witness to Kapustin’s brilliant 

technique and creativity. His performances with Oleg Lundstrem orchestra far exceeded the 

audience’s expectations since his brilliant technique, intensity and energy level could barely be 
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attributed to an ordinary member of the orchestra. Compared to other jazz performers, 

Kapustin’s aesthetic approach to jazz is rather conservative and academic, which could be easily 

witnessed through his posture at the piano, always with serious facial expressions, and laconic 

arm movements. 

His compositional style of that time laid foundation for his compositions such as early 

Sonatas, Variation, Op.40 and Concert Studies, Op.40. The strong and precise pianism of the 

young Kapustin is reminiscent of the performing style of the young Prokofiev. His pianism 

became a source of his compositional technique and ideas. The complexity of his writing 

necessitates good memory and physical stamina. All his works are extremely challenging 

technically. The performance of his music requires a high level of artistry and the knowledge of 

jazz style. In interview with Martin Anderson Kapustin said: "I thought I was going to be a 

virtuoso classical player, but at 20, 21, 22, I understood that jazz was very important. And I did 

not like performing; composition was more interesting”.1  

  Nikolai Kapustin’s interest in composition started at a young age. He composed his first 

Sonatina at age 13. Later, when Kapustin became familiar with jazz, he experimented in 

composition and improvisation playing in small combos in Moscow. Kapustin continued writing 

music, while working in different orchestras: the Television and Radio Light Orchestra (1972-

1977), and the State Cinematography orchestra (1977-1984). Later years, Kapustin devoted 

mostly to composition. “The more productive period in my life began when I stopped playing 

with orchestras. So I became completely free as a composer only in 1984, although even before I 

                                                
1 Anderson, Martin, “Nikolai Kapustin, Russian Composer of Classical Jazz”, 
           Fanfare, (Sept/Oct, 2000): 93-97. 
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composed quite a few pieces.” 2 As of this writing, Nikolai Kapustin has composed twenty piano 

sonatas, six piano concertos and concertos for other instruments, concert etudes, prelude and 

fugues, as well as compositions for orchestra and big band.  

The popularity of Nikolai Kapustin’s music is growing steadily. The quality and the 

quantity of Kapustin’s music keep surprising musicians throughout the world. The young 

generation of classical pianists in Russia recognized the importance of Kapustin’s music 

relatively slowly. The reason for that is the traditionalism of conservatory programs and a lack of 

jazz appreciation studies in academic circles. At the same time, Nikolai Kapustin is greatly 

appreciated by the public elite and devoted Russian pianists, who value him as one of the 

prominent Russian contemporary composers. Nikolai Petrov was one of the first Russian 

performers to record music of Kapustin, but recognition of Kapustin’s music mostly came from 

musicians in the West. Marc-André Hamelin, Steven Osborn, John Salmon, Ludmil Angelov and 

many others are actively promoting Kapustin’s music through recordings and live performances.  

  Kapustin’s style explores different classical forms in fusion with jazz. He treats classical 

form with respect and originality. Sonata form became one of the composer’s favorite structures. 

Both written-out jazz improvisations, with its spontaneity and inhibited expression, and sonata 

form serve to build large scale works. The sound of his early sonatas (Sonata-Fantasy No.1 

Op.39, (1984), Sonata No.2, Op.54, (1989)), reflects the complexity of the concert jazz band. 

The passage work is based on jazz idioms with a domination of long melodic passages in the 

                                                
2 Chernookova, Maria, Interview with Nikolai Kapustin, 2012.  http://www.classical-
bg.com/articles/comments/jubilee_nikolai_kapustin_greets_the_bulgarian_audience_from_russia  
(accessed March 12, 2014) 
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tradition of Romantic composers, such as Chopin and Liszt. Associations with Prokofiev’s music 

can also be found, where rhythmic drive and excitement take control. The rhythmic pulse that 

imitates the sound of percussion is achieved through skillful use of repetitions, distributions of 

accents, syncopations and hand-crossing technique. The length of his Sonatas tend to be 

relatively short, between fifteen and twenty-three minutes.  

The brief description of important compositions that are considered the cornerstones of 

his oeuvre: Suite in the Old Style, Op28, written in 1977, presents the musical language of the 

African-American spiritual, but placing it in the structure of a Bach Suite or Partita. The work 

consist of seven movements, which resembles the baroque example in tempo, texture, and the 

order of movements. 

Perhaps, Twenty – Four Preludes and Fugues, Op. 82 (1997) can be considered the 

central work of Nikolai Kapustin. It is the largest masterpiece in Kapustin’s oeuvre, consisting of 

217 pages. Kapustin integrates jazz idioms with contrapunctal techniques like canon, inversion, 

imitation, and augmentation. In this work, prelude and fugue share their motivic material.  

The Variations, Op.41 and Eight Concert Etudes, Op.40 are the most popular works 

among contemporary performers. This study attempts to analyze these works as perfect examples 

of Kapustin’s style.  Kapustin’s jazz demonstrates influences of many – Oscar Peterson, Errol 

Garner, Art Tatum, Teddy Wilson, Henry Hancock, Keith Jarrett and others.  One can often trace 

types of chords and melodic elements found in compositions of these famous jazz pianists. Part 

of this study is to explore these influences and to define their position in Kapustin’s 

craftsmanship. Despite the fact that Kapustin learned jazz from, and was strongly influenced by, 

American performers, he was still oriented toward European aesthetical traditions. Russians 

always were fascinated by and emotionally responded to French music. During the Six World 
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Festival of Youth and Students in 1957, when Kapustin premiered his Op.1, Michel Legrand’s 

band as well as other European orchestras participated as well. 

Legrand, Kapustin’s contemporary, studied classical piano and composition with Nadia 

Boulanger at the Paris conservatory. Before becoming a famous movie composer, Legrand was 

composing and performing jazz. Both composers have a lot in common in their aesthetical 

approach. This approach can be found especially in Eight Concert Etudes, Op.40 and Variations, 

Op.41.  

The compositional style of Nikolai Kapustin did not change drastically through the years. 

“In the beginning my style changed depending on the orchestra I played with as a pianist-soloist. 

At first it was Big Band, then symphojazz, i.e. Big Band plus strings. Changing the orchestra 

strongly affected the style of the orchestral arrangement as well the character of the music itself. 

When I stopped working with the orchestras, the style of my music began to evolve, it became 

more serious. The high point was reached in the beginning of 1990’s: this was the most 

adventurous (from the harmonic point of view) period in my artistic life. But it did not last very 

long, and the style of my music became simpler afterwards. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE HISTORY OF JAZZ TRADITION IN RUSSIA. 

 
 
 

Popular entertainment in Russia was rapidly developing in the beginning of the 20th 

century with the organization of movie theaters, film production, and new music publishing. 

Movies were accompanied by pianists, ensembles or orchestras.  Musicians played music of 

appropriate styles and genres to highlight the mood of the film. Western dances such as cakewalk 

and foxtrot became famous in Russia before the Revolution of 1917. Ragtime music with its 

syncopated rhythm presented new and exotic style and prepared the way for the later 

introduction of jazz. It was not until the 1920s that ensembles playing jazz-style music made an 

appearance in Russia. Jazz made its way to Russia through Western Europe, where its popularity 

was on the rise. Between 1919-1924 American and European groups intensively performed in 

major cities such as London and Paris as well as in small towns. 

Popular music culture was not abandoned, despite the fact that Russia was involved in 

civil war from 1918-1922.  There was a colorful kaleidoscope of musical genres: city and 

peasant folklore, revolutionary songs, Russian and gypsy romances, variety, cabaret, park music 

of brass orchestras. The Bolsheviks took great control of ideological correctness in the arts. 

Some types of music were less favored than others, but were not prohibited.  Revolutionary and 

patriotic songs as well as Russian folklore were considered progressive genres. But urban 

popular music, especially the one associated with Western dance music, were perceived by 

officials as bourgeois and dangerous for the new proletarian class. After World War I, Russia 



 

 

7 
 

ended up being isolated from The West. During those years, Western Europe was overflowed 

with jazz musicians. 

An historic moment happened in Moscow on October 1st, 1922 - the public performance 

of “The First Eccentric Orchestra of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic - Valentin 

Parnakh's Jazz Band."  Valentin Parnakh was the first who pronounced the word “jazz” in 

Russia.3 Valentin Parnakh was a person of many talents and interests. He was a poet, translator, 

historian, musician, and choreographer.  Like many others poets and musicians of the Russian 

“silver age”, Parnakh was fascinated by the new developments in world culture. 

Valentin Parnakh was born in Taganrog, Russia in 1913. He first studied Romance 

languages in Saint-Petersburg University, as well as theater art under direction of Vsevolod 

Meyerhold. In 1916, Parnakh moved to France, continuing his education at the Sorbonne 

University, where he was elected President of the Paris Chamber of Poets. 

During his stay in Paris, Parnakh attended a performance by Louis Mitchell's Jazz Kings 

and other touring American groups. He was fascinated by jazz, by its emancipating rhythm and 

visual aspect. As a choreographer he loved the theatrical quality of jazz performance, where each 

instrument had its own voice and freedom to express individual character. Parnakh believed that 

jazz is not just a style of music, but a unique form of contemporary art. In 1922, full of creative 

ideas, Parnakh returned to Russia and organized the first jazz band: "The First Eccentric 

Orchestra Jazz Band of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialistic Republic - Valentin Parnakh’s 

                                                
3 Batashev, Alexey, Valentin Parnakh – The prophecy of Giraffe looking like idol,  
           1998, www.Jazzquad.ru  (accessed November 5, 2013) 
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Jazz Band"4. Before the first performance took place, Valentin Parnakh expressed his impression 

of jazz music in poetry in the articles in Russian language entitled, "The New Dances" and "The 

Jazz Band", which were published in journals Veshch No. 1, 2 and Zrelishcya No. 1. These were 

the first articles about jazz written in the Russian language. Placing his articles in popular press, 

helped lay groundwork for a positive perception of jazz in soviet Russia. After several attacks, 

Parnakh argued "he was far more interested in winning over cultural avant-garde than in 

seducing the public at large."5  After the end of civil war in Russia, Parnakh was able to return to 

Russia from France. He brought with him recordings of American performers and different 

music instruments for his jazz band, including banjo, saxophone, xylophone and the newest 

drums set. 

In order to compensate for the lack of knowledge of a new musical style, Parnakh gave 

lectures about jazz before the performance, as well as a dancer he performed latest American 

dance steps. The premiere was an enormous success. The famous writer and movie dramatist 

Evgeniy Gabrilovich, a pianist in this jazz band at that time, remarked that a modern dance 

"Giraffe looking like idol" performed by Parnakh was a real hit of the concert. 6 The public was 

                                                
4 Starr, S. Frederick. 1994. Red & Hot: The fate of Jazz in the Soviet Union 1917- 1980. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1983: 46. 
 

 
5 Starr, S. Frederick. 1994. Red & Hot: The fate of Jazz in the Soviet Union 1917- 1980.New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1983: 45 
 

 
6 Batashev, Alexey, Egiptian Turn, Magazine Theater, No. 10, 1991. 
       www.nashenasledie.livejournal.com/252475.html    (accessed January 9, 2014) 

 



 

 

9 
 

absolutely trilled and surprised. Valentin Parnakh sparked the interest of leading artists of movie 

and theater, Vsevolod Meyerhold and film director Sergei Eisenstein. Meyerhold invited the jazz 

band to be part of his productions. The band was present on the stage during the show and played 

American pop-jazz hits while women danced in cabaret style.  

Soviet Russia of the NEP period was quite tolerant toward jazz. The period of Lenin’s 

New Economic Policy continued from 1921 until 1928. It was a new, more capitalism-oriented 

economic policy necessary after the Civil War to raise the economy of the country, which was 

almost ruined. The generous support for private enterprise under the NEP allowed many 

entrepreneurs to open dance studios and the performing groups. During those years, Soviet Jazz 

expanded steadily. Just a few years earlier the first Soviet jazz musicians were learning how to 

play jazz from the recordings and music that was sent from the West. But in 1926 it became 

possible to hear life performance of American Jazz musicians, such as Sam Wooding’s Jazz 

Band and Benny Peyton’s Jazz Kings, who were invited by the Russian Philharmonic Society. 

Both groups had a great success in Russia. 

Classically-trained musicians and critics showed surprising openness to jazz during that 

time. In 1927 two professional Soviet jazz bands were organized. Their directors were 

classically-trained pianists: Alexander Tsfasman, director of AMA Jazz band in Moscow and 

Leopold Teplitsky, conductor of the Leonid Teplitsky First Jazz Band in Leningrad 

Teplitsky studied at Saint Petersburg conservatory as a pianist, conductor and composer. 

He was a notable musician in the world of classical music. Soviet officials supported Teplitsky’s 

interest in jazz. As a result, Teplitsky was sent to America to study new music and enrich his 

knowledge and performing skills. Teplitsky stayed in Philadelphia, playing in different combos 

and bars. When returning to Russia in 1927, Teplitsky brought with him multiple scores and 
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recordings, including score of a Whiteman’s arrangements and many musical instruments. The 

accomplishment of Teplitsky’s endeavor was that he created a professional jazz orchestra and 

presented its performances in professional concert venues. Many musicians of his band were 

professors at the Leningrad conservatory. The first performance took place in Leningrad in 1927, 

preceded by the lecture “Jazz Band – and the Music of the Future” presented by theorist Joseph 

Schillinger. In addition to discussing the history of jazz and the importance of improvisation, 

Schillinger advocated that jazz supports a policy of the Communist party – “Music for the 

masses.”  

Around 1928, The Association of Proletarian Musicians started its propaganda against 

jazz. Under Stalin’s rule, total censorship substituted pluralism that prevailed during the NEP 

time. Stalin’s fear of any foreign connections that could destroy the USSR caused multiple 

accusations of innocent people, including musicians who played or supported jazz. After being 

threatened by the Soviet officials, Joseph Shillinger secretly immigrated to America in 1928. 

Living in the United States, Joseph Schillinger became a prominent music theorist, composer and 

teacher. Schillinger’s unique mathematical system of music composition and analysis influenced 

and educated many prominent figures in American Jazz, such as Glenn Miller, George Gershwin, 

Benny Goodman and others.7 Famous Glenn Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade” was written as a 

result of Schillinger’s lesson assignment. 

  Many musicians of that time became victims of Stalin’s regime. Leopold Teplitsky was 

not an exception. He was accused of connections with foreigners. Teplitsky was arrested and 

                                                
7 Livio, Mario. 2003. The Golden Ratio: The story of PHI, the World’s Most Astonishing Number 

(New York, Broadway Books 2008), 193. 
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exiled to help build Belomore Canal – the construction of the Stalin’s White Sea Baltic Canal. 

The chief of the Commissariat of Public Enlightenment Lunacharsky, who previously fully 

supported development of jazz, started campaigning against jazz. Playing and listening to jazz 

was prohibited completely.  

Discussions about the role of jazz in proletarian culture continued even though jazz was 

prohibited at that time. Popularity of the jazz music was obvious. The public was attracted by its 

driving and physically liberating rhythms and improvisations. The communist party saw these 

qualities as dangerous for the Soviet people. Lunacharsky insisted that the Soviet Union had to 

create its own rhythm and forms of expressions. He said: “In a place of individual improvisation 

will be collective, planned forms of expression.”8 Soviet composers of popular music had a 

dilemma of how to write interesting music without jazz harmonies and rhythms. Compromise 

was found on the terms that a completely new jazz repertoire would have to be written. After 

rehabilitation of jazz, exceptional Soviet jazz musicians came to light in the mid-thirties, such as 

pianist Alexander Tsfasman and singer and a comic actor Leonid Utesov. 

Utesov was a star and one of the most famous representatives of new Soviet popular 

music. Utesov and his band “Thea-Jazz” started their journey in 1929. The idea of a theatrical 

jazz came to Utesov after listening to the bands of Ted Lewis and Jack Hilton during his 

European visit. Utesov had a very keen intuition about what kind of music and presentation can 

become popular in certain political circumstances. 

                                                
8 Lunacharsky, A.V Sotsialnie istoki muzykalnogo iskusstva, Proletarskii  
          Muzykant, No. 4, 1929: 19. 
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The repertoire of his band consisted of jazz arrangements of Russian and Jewish folk 

songs, as well as rearranged American songs. Utesov often performed at the factories of 

Leningrad, having a goal to attract the mass audiences. In 1934, the comedy film “Jolly Fellows” 

made Utesov extraordinary famous. The movie, in which Utesov played a major role and his jazz 

band performed multiple musical numbers, was a direct model of an American film of 1931 “The 

King of Jazz”. That movie “Jolly Fellows” was almost prohibited by Association of Proletarian 

music, but it was supported by Stalin. The success of the movie depended on many factors. Film 

director Grigory Alexandrov got many valuable ideas for making a comedy movie while staying 

in Hollywood. He found the means of how to translate American cheerfulness to a Soviet setting. 

The musical part of the film was brilliantly represented by composer Dunaevsky, Utesov’s band 

and actress/singer Lyubov’ Orlova. Utesov’s band successfully existed for more than 50 years. 

Virtuoso pianist Alexander Tsfasman was another iconic figure in the world of Soviet 

jazz. He understood jazz music on a deep level. He knew the principles and peculiarities of jazz 

performance practice and composed arrangements of the American standards. His improvisations 

were not spontaneous; instead he memorized and brilliantly performed them. Surviving 

recordings of his playing demonstrate Tsfasman’s musicianship and brilliant technique. Famous 

works written by him are the Jazz Suite for piano and orchestra, and a concerto for piano and the 

orchestra. The first Soviet jazz recording was produced with the AMA Jazz Band under the 

leadership of Alexander Tsfasman. In 1945 the pianist premiered Rhapsody in Blue by George 

Gershwin in the USSR. Tsfasman was very respected by legendary classical musicians, including 

Dmitry Shostakovich, Alexander Goldenweiser and Heinrich Neuhause. 

During the Second World War, jazz musicians were encouraged to perform music to 

support Soviet soldiers during national survival. Playing jazz was not prohibited during the war, 
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mainly because of the alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union. Soviet jazz 

musicians enriched their repertoire with new imported music of Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, Glen 

Miller and others. In addition to existing jazz bands, there were both small and large touring jazz 

ensembles. Concert life was very active during these years. For example, prominent singer of 

that era, Klavdia Shuldjenko, and her jazz band performed 500 concerts during the first year of 

the occupation of Leningrad. The songs of war ranged from heroic to humorous and lyric, 

sometimes with folk elements.  

Classical music composers, including Schostakovich, composed a number of popular 

songs during that time. “Vstrechniy” (Counterplan song), Op.33 and “The Fall of Berlin”, Op.82, 

are among the most famous popular songs of Shostakovich. The quality and originality of this 

music attracted some classical singers of our time. In 2003, opera singer Dmitri Hvorostovsky 

recorded and performed a program of Songs of the War Years. The most popular songs always 

possessed a great melody and poetry. These songs were recorded and accompanied by jazz 

bands, which provided enriched texture of the sound. The harmonic language did not possess the 

seventh chords so common in jazz. Moreover, these songs did not employ the improvisations. 

The popularity of these songs continued long after the war, affecting music tastes of the Russian 

people at large for future generations. 

Between 1945 and 1953 until Stalin’s death, there was another wave of arrests and 

accusations. Millions of innocent Russian people were sent to forced-labor camps. After the 

breakdown of the alliance, Soviet officials were convinced that Russia was in danger of being 

“Americanized”. Many famous and less famous jazz musicians in Russia were arrested, 

including Alexander Tsfasman. Everything related to jazz – names, music, and instruments such 

as saxophone – were banned. Many jazz musicians, who were sent far from Moscow and 
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Leningrad, actually continued to play jazz in concentration camps. It was a major contradiction 

of that time.  Perhaps, the officials of the Gulag and other concentration camps were sure that 

jazz musicians lived under strict control and it could not harm Soviet ideology. Meanwhile, these 

musicians sometimes were supported by local officials, who admired jazz. 

After Stalin’s death in 1953, the government’s anti-jazz propaganda started losing its 

power. Many jazz musicians and ensembles returned to central cities. Legendary Oleg 

Lundstrem Jazz orchestra arrived in Moscow in 1957. The band existed since 1934 in the large 

Russian colony in Harbin (China). The orchestra gained popularity in Shanghai and the press 

called Oleg Lundstrem “The King of Eastern Jazz”. In 1948 Oleg Lundstrem in his musicians 

decided to return to Russia. Musicians settled in Kazan, Tatar Autonomous Republic. Oleg 

Lundstrem and members of the orchestra entered to study at the Kazan Conservatory and worked 

for the Opera and Ballet Theater. A few years later, the popularity of their jazz music reached 

Moscow. In 1956 Lundstrem was appointed by Minister of Culture RSFSR as a conductor and 

artistic director of State Jazz orchestra based on his previous group of musicians. The Lundstrem 

orchestra is still considered to be a top jazz band in Russia. In 1994, the orchestra was 

recognized by Guinness Book of Records as the oldest continuously existing jazz band in the 

world. Nikolai Kapustin is strongly linked with Lundstrem’s orchestra. After graduating from 

Moscow conservatory in 1961, Nikolai Kapustin joined the orchestra as a pianist, and continued 

this collaboration for 11 years, touring Russia and other countries. 

From a historic perspective, the formation of a real jazz music in Russia started from the 

Nikita Khrushchev rein, the so-called Thaw. The cultural-political event, the Sixth World Youth 

Festival, held in Moscow in 1957, became a historic turn in the future of Russian jazz. The 

festival included an international competition of jazz bands.  
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Hundreds of small combos were formed at that time. The main trend of jazz in the post-

Stalin era was its emphasis on spontaneous improvisation. Jazz bands started exploring bop and 

latest jazz styles. Owing to Khrushev’ politics, cultural relations with the United States 

improved. Many American musicians and groups were visiting the USSR during 1960s, such as 

Benny Goodman, Earl Hines, Boston Symphony Orchestra and others. Due to the more favorable 

conditions, standards of performance and composition were raised and a number of talented 

musicians emerged.  

The new generation of jazz musicians, as well as bard-poets were opposed to the previous 

lifestyle, where conformism and collectivism prevailed. Instead, they projected independent 

thinking and individuality. However Soviet musicians of that time still was far from the free. 

Musicians could not go abroad and to be exposed fully to the world development of jazz. The 

Komsomol organization dictated rules, as well as KGB controlled the process of musician’s 

activity. 

The position of jazz in the musical culture of Russia, starting in the late 70s to the present 

time, became more self-reliant and more like a high or elite art. Jazz became more experimental 

and improvisational, and was enriched by diverse ethnic musics. Popular culture became 

preoccupied with rock and popular song. Leonid Utesov who is considered one of the major 

figure in development of jazz in Soviet Union, shared his not official opinion about jazz during 

his late performance years: “Soviet people do not comprehend jazz and people do not need it.”9 

                                                
9 Izikovich, Tamara, Leonid Utesov: grani sud’by. Razmishlenia s somneniyami.  
 
         Seven Arts, No. 9(22), http://7iskusstv.com/2011/Nomer9/Ajzikovich1.php  
         (accessed December 21, 2013.) 
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He believed that Soviet jazz is very far from its origin – American jazz. In his opinion, 

despite a big influence of jazz on Soviet popular music, jazz did not take the central place in 

development of popular music. Utesov’s vision was based on his performing experience. His 

high popularity as a performer was related to his inner knowledge of people’s music preferences. 

Generally, classically-trained musician in Russia, did not develop an appreciation for 

jazz. Jazz education is not very common at the conservatory level in Russia. Only the Rostov 

State Conservatory opened a Jazz department in 1982. In 1994 the Moscow conservatory added a 

class of jazz improvisation for the first time in its history. The class was initiated by the leading 

Russian jazz pianist, Daniil Kramer. There is a small percentage of classical musicians in Russia, 

who would attend jazz concerts or who experiment with playing jazz, unlike the situation in the 

West. Considering this tendency, Nikolai Kapustin is one of the rare examples of a pianist and 

composer, who is working in the style where classical form and jazz idioms coexist. The 

popularity of Nikolai Kapustin’s music in Russia is not as high as in other countries for the same 

reason: classically trained musicians are not interested in performing jazz music. At the same 

time, a high level of technique and memorization difficulties in Kapustin’s works necessitates a 

strong background in classical music. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE ANALYSIS OF KAPUSTIN’S VARIATIONS, OP.41. 

   

The Variations, Op 41 were composed in 1984 by Nikolai Kapustin and published in 

1985 by the State Soviet publishing house, “Muzyka”, in a collection under the name “Jazz and 

Popular Music” along with the works of other composers. This music could only be found in the 

popular music section of music stores in Russia. It explains why for a long time classical pianists 

were not familiar with Nikolai Kapustin’s music. Now, music of Nikolai Kapustin, including 

Variations, Op.41 can be found through Tutti UK, publisher: MUST. The contemporary edition 

is an exact copy of the Moscow edition of 1985.  

In this composition, as well as in his other works, jazz idioms of different styles coexist 

with classical form.  Particularly, Variations has a very logical development based on clear ideas 

expressed with economic means.  Op.41 is a compact work, lasting approximately seven 

minutes. It could be used successfully at the end of a recital or as a brilliant encore. The list of 

recorded performances includes Marc-André Hamelin, Yuja Wang, and the composer himself. 

Recordings are available on “Nikolai Kapustin – The Piano Music” (Hyperion CDA 67433) and 

by Nikolai Kapustin on “Jazz Pieces for Piano” (Boheme CDBMR 007148).  

  Both variation technique in classical music and jazz improvisation serve to develop, 

differentiate and enrich the musical theme. Variation form has been used throughout the entire 

history of keyboard literature. In the 20th century, with the development of jazz, classical 

variation form encounters jazz improvisation in the works of different composers. Kapustin’s 

Variations, Op.41 is an example of such a fusion. A work in similar style is The Variations on “I 



 

 

18 
 

Got Rhythm” by George Gershwin, written in 1933-34, a set of variations for orchestra and piano 

solo.   

The theme of the variations is relatively long, consisting of 32 measures. There is also 

four and one half measures of introduction before the actual theme starts (Example 1). Kapustin 

indicates Medium Swing (quarter note =116) marking, which gives a clear idea of the character 

and tempo of the piece.  

Example 1. Nikolai Kapustin, Variations, Op.41, mm.1-2 

 

 

 

 

The jazzy presentation of the opening theme conceals the folk motive, which is very 

similar to the opening solo bassoon motive from Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring.  The opening 

bassoon solo was taken by Stravinsky from Lithuanian folk song titled “Tu, manu seserėlė” 

(Example 2).10 Stravinsky added grace notes before the first note of the theme to imitate the 

traditional folk wind instruments – dudki.  The same ornament occurs in Kapustin’s theme. 

                                                
10  Juszkiewicz, Anton,   Melodje ludowe litewskie (Cracow: Academy of   
         Sciences, 1900), 21. 
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Example 2. “Tu, manu seserėlė” 

 

That coincidence that Stravinsky and Kapustin used the same theme can be explained by 

the popularity of that folk motive. The nature of that motive gave to both composers endless 

possibilities of expression and improvisation in their music. The original character of the theme 

is very meditative. Stravinsky plays with this theme with a variety of rhythms as well as creating 

a mysterious atmosphere using unusual orchestration. In Kapustin’s Variations, there are many 

faces of that theme. The original lyrical character mostly appears in the slow variation V 

(Example 3). 

Example 3. Variations, Op.41, mm. 180-183 

 

 

 

The motive of the theme consists of six notes. The order of these notes creates a circular 

form with the direction toward last note. That short motive forms the harmony progression of a 
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minor V – minor I. This harmonic progression with a minor dominant is typical for both Russian 

folklore and old chant music. Using this theme, Kapustin greatly emphasized the national color 

of his overall cosmopolitan compositional style. 

The Variations are written in the key of D-flat Major. The theme key suggests B-flat 

minor, which is minor VI in the key of D-flat major. Kapustin is inventively using this little 

segment to compose an introduction, theme and variations. In the introduction, that segment is 

represented by descending sequential configurations in four minor keys: F minor, D-flat minor, 

A minor, and E-flat minor. True jazz-like harmony, A-flat 13, appears with the actual theme in 

measure 6 (Example 4).  

Example 4. Variations, Op.41, mm. 4-7 

 

 

For the development of this short thematic material, Kapustin jazzes it up with dotted 

rhythm and syncopations. The last note of the motive appears as a syncopation which further 

boosts formation of the theme. The multiple appearance of the main motive in the theme holds 

the form together. The motive starts out in 4-measure phrases. It also occurs in the end of 

compound 8-measure phrases. The first presentation of the theme has a double binary form of 

ABAB. 
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The theme has a very distinct character. Most of the time short phrases are built on the 

antecedent/consequent pattern. The melody in a way is reminiscent of Gershwin’s songs, 

embodying a light and bouncy dance flair. Kapustin uses a pattern of alternation between 

energetic dotted rhythm and flowing triplets. A few ornamenting sixteenth-note runs predict 

virtuosity in the next variations. 

The main tonality is D-flat major but due to multiple modulations and sequences, the 

actual D-flat major can be found only in the last page of the last variation.  

There are two levels of harmonic progress:  

First is a bass line with four measures of repeated A-flat bass, which is a dominant in the 

main tonality of D-flat major.  The second level is the chords that create a complex harmony 

with the bass line, such as A-flat major/G-flat major seventh chord: A-flat 13. This chord plays a 

big role in the whole structure of the Variations. That dominant tension continues in the next 3 

variations and the final one with the resolution to Tonic D-flat Major in the final page of the 

work. 

There is a modulation to B-flat Major at the end of the A section. The section B has a 

more straightforward character, with almost two identical repetitions and a tonal center of B-flat 

Major (Example 5). 
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Example 5. Variations, Op.41, mm. 14-19 

 

 

In second section A the first motive is slightly varied. The end of the section modulates to 

E-flat major. The section B appears second time in E-flat Major. That section is a culmination of 

the entire 32-measures theme in mm.34-35. In the last two measures there is a dynamic decrease 

and a straightforward link to the first variation (Example 6). 
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Example 6. Variations, Op.41, mm. 30-38 
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Variation I 

 

  Even though Kapustin indicates the beginning of a new variation using a double bar, 

there are no division points from the listener’s point of view between the theme and variations I, 

II, III, and IV, creating an effect of a free improvisation throughout.  

Looking at the base line and the chord structure, there is the same 32-measures structure 

as in the theme. The only harmonic change is in measure 53 where there is a G Major 9th, 

compared to measure 21 where there is an A Major 9th (Example 7). That small harmonic change 

appears as a colorful effect and does not change over all structure. 

Example 7. Variations, Op.41, mm. 52-53 

 

    

Most of the changes happen in the melody. There are only a few traces of the original 

theme, which sound like ornaments. The second subject of the theme is replaced with a new 

melody (Example 8). The melody is placed in the low register and played with a hand-crossing 

technique. This is one of the most expressive melodies in this work.  
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Example 8. Variations, Op.41, mm.46-51 

 

  

Although the original theme projects a solo piano soundworld, the first variation presents 

an imitation of a jazz band. Elements such as a rhythmic base line, the solos of different 

instruments such as the saxophone, and orchestra tutti are balanced and well blended. The 

composer’s writing of this variation is very light and sophisticated. Closer to the end of variation, 

fast-paced sixteenth notes take over, creating an adventurous virtuoso improvisation. 
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Variation II 

Variations II, III, IV are the most exciting in terms of virtuoso technique and the 

persisting dynamic escalation that builds through these variations. Each variation of the theme is 

presented by a different jazz style; ragtime, blues, and boogie woogie. The composer continues 

to follow the same tonal plan and overall structure, except in the second subject – second B. 

Kapustin places a double bar before that section, which indicates that the second B section is a 

separate variation.  

That section is built on a repetitive ragtime pattern in the accompaniment and fast, 

melodious improvisation for the right hand. The harmonic plan remains the same, but the main 

motive is transformed to the descending melody that is built on E-flat minor 7th chord (Example 

9). 

Example 9. Variations, Op.41, mm.68- 71 
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The B section is a blues with walking tenths in the stride accompaniment.  Kapustin starts 

out from a chromatic bass line, but still follows the old harmonic plan (Example 10). 

Example.10 Variations, Op.41, mm.78-79 

 

There is a completely new idea in measure 83-84. The melody is of a vocal nature and 

imitates a jazz vocalist (Example 11). 

 

Example 11. Variations, Op.41, mm. 82-84 

 

 

 

  In the final section of variation 2 the original theme acquires a large-scale presence. The 

ragtime accompaniment returns from the first section A and submits right hand melody under its 

affirmative rhythm. The swinging rhythm brings back the character of the main theme, but with 

an effect of a full jazz orchestra. The right hand melody is built on octaves and four-note chords 

only. That culmination is the largest one since the beginning of the piece. The final B-flat major 
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dominant 7th chord is a dominant to the E-flat major section and is a starting point of the nonstop 

virtuoso section of the Variations – variations III and IV (Example 12). 

 

Example 12. Variations, Op.41, mm. 93-94 

 

 

 

 

Variation III 

 

Kapustin decides to compose the second section B in a completely different style and 

character and presents it as a distinct variation. A fast walking bass is written in 8th notes. 

Kapustin uses chromatic bass line technic, which surrounds the remaining harmonic structure. 

The right hand dazzles with fast passages across the high register of the keyboard. This style is 

reminiscent of Art Tatum’s “spectacular cadenzas”. This variation is short, because it keeps the 

harmonic structure of the second B section, except for the last 5 measures. There are 3 extra 

measures compared to measure numbers in the original B section. For the last time in this 

variation Kapustin brings out the theme in measure 101 and develops a 4–measure bridge to 

variation IV. 
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Variation IV 

 

  This variation can be considered central for many reasons. Kapustin’s talent and 

inventiveness as well as deep understanding of jazz style can be seen specifically in this 

variation, where the classical-romantic tradition of writing and cutting-edge jazz elements share 

music space. There are two major changes in the new presentation of the theme: the key of F 

major and a new 3/4 meter (Example 13). 

Example 13. Variations, Op.41, mm. 105-109 

 

The main motive is written in even eight-note rhythm and a fast tempo. The more lyrical 

character of the main motive differs from the swinging version in the beginning of Variations. In 

contrast to the lyrical character of the first subject of the theme, the second subject brings out 

bold accents and syncopations (Example 14). 

Kapustin deliberately shows these two subjects in contrast in order to build the biggest climax in 

this variation.  
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Example 14. Variations, Op.41, mm.120-124 

 

Kapustin follows the theme structure with meticulousness: The indication of the tempo 

Doppio movimento (twice as fast), forms a 64-measure structure instead of 32. The left hand 

repetitive figurations of the A section create an effect of forward motion. This type of 

accompaniment is similar to Take Five by Paul Desmond or some of Chick Corea’s Latin-

American rhythms. Right hand melody spins in a free motion despite the strict rhythm of the left 

hand. Performing this variation requires total independence of the hands. In the B section the left 

hand turns into a solo, but still continues the beat. This is one of Kapustin’s compositional 

techniques in his other works as well. Kapustin is a great master of Perpetuum mobile style. He 

distributes material between hands in a unique way, creating a constant motion along with a 

melody line. 

  Along with a clear basic structure, the composer uses sequences of unexpected harmonies 

and colorful modulations. In measures 128-129 a temporary modulation to F-sharp minor takes 

place, after which there is a smooth return to the tonal center of F Major. The main harmony of 

the theme remains the same as at the beginning: an ostinato dominant bass with a subdominant 

sixth chord.   
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The second half of the variation brings more vigorous rhythm to the right hand 

figurations. Syncopations in the melody and remaining accompaniment create a vertical hemiola 

in measures 143-144 (Example 15). 

Example 15. Variations, Op.41, mm. 140-144 

 

  In the second B section, Kapustin spices the theme up with the rapid, repetitive triplets, 

while a syncopated left hand part creates a polyrhythmic effect. Kapustin employs the high 

register of the piano for these triplets (Example 16). 

 

 

Example 16. Variations, Op.41, mm. 150-154 

 

After an exciting culmination, variation IV ends with a modulation to E Major. The 

ending passages in the right hand are written in a much simpler rhythm of even 8th notes. The 

idea of the ending is to show rhythmical and harmonic accordance between the hands.  
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Variation V 

 

Before variation V, the composer indicates a transitional section with double bar lines, 

when the key of C-sharp minor starts and continues throughout Variation V (Example 17).  

 

Example 17. Variations, Op.41, mm. 169-179 

 

 

This variation is unique in its clear tonal center, and lack of jazzy language. It is a slow, 

ballad-like character variation. Nikolai Kapustin composed this variation within the tenets of the 

Russian romantic tradition 

The tonality of this variation is C-sharp minor, an enharmonic change in relation to the 

main key of variations – D-flat Major. The choice of tonality greatly emphasizes the serious 
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character of the only slow variation. The texture suggests a sound image of a piano with 

symphony orchestra, where the left hand imitates pizzicatti in the low strings (Example 18). 

The opening of the variation is an homage to Rachmaninoff.  First measures of the 

variation with the harmonies of C-sharp minor and following G-sharp minor remind one of the 

seventh variation of Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini. 

 

 

Example 18. Variations, Op.41, mm. 180-183 

 

 

   

The variation consists of sixteen measures followed by two transitional measures leading 

to the next variation. There are four phrases in the theme, which is half the number in the original 

theme.  To keep the wholeness of the variation, Kapustin develops only part of the theme – 

section A, avoiding the section B. The melody of the right hand, especially when written in the 

choral style and later in extended chords, is reminiscent to Rachmaninoff’s piano writing. 

Kapustin masterfully develops the theme, writing it in different-length rhythms. This is thematic 
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transformation, which is one of Kapustin’s methods that derives from classical tradition. 

Example 19 displays a new rhythmical version of the theme. 

 

Example 19. Variations, Op.41, mm.187-191 

 

 

The character of the variation goes through various transformations: serious in the 

beginning, more romantic later and slightly impressionistic in the end. The repetitive ornaments 

in the high register are evocative of Michel Legrand’s style (Example 20). 

Example 20.  Measures 194-195. 
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The ending and the transition to the next variation draw attention by their thematic unity. 

All the right hand melodic elements are built on the same motive. 

 

 

 

Variation VI 

 

The final two variations represent the same character and qualities. They are a stream of 

fast passages and twists of the melody in combination with the pulsing and uncompromising 

rhythm of the accompaniment. 

Variation VI starts attaca with a sudden chromatic shift of G Major 7th to Ab13. 

(Example 21). 

Example.21 Variations, Op.41, mm.198-199 

 

 

     

The main motive transforms to the one-note shorter figuration with an abrupt accent at 

the end. A powerful unison of two hands is reminiscent to Prokofiev’s writing. Starting in 

measure 207 the left hand part is presented by a walking bass line in a blues progression, written 



 

 

36 
 

in step-wise motion in quarter notes. A few measures later, the left hand part transforms to a 

stride accompaniment, where bass notes and chords alternate in a fast motion. Percussive 

accompaniment of the left hand manages a flow of fast notes. The right hand runs are built on the 

scales and arpeggios that follow the basic harmonic progress. Among Kapustin’s favorites are 

chromatic and pentatonic scales. (Example 22). 

 

Example.22 Variations, Op.41, mm. 221-224 

 

The 32-measure structure of that variation is a return to the original scheme. The 

harmonic development is identical to the theme, except for the last two measures. 

 

Variation VII and the Coda 

 

The final variation continues an idea of the previous variation. In many Kapustin’s works 

finales are extremely exciting and radiate virtuoso aspect of his playing. Closer to the coda 

Kapustin gradually infuses diverse elements to achieve an impressive culmination. Jazz-rock 

figurations can be found in accompaniment at the beginning of the final variation. Later, rock-

and-roll style of accompaniment appears in measures 233-246 (Example 23). 
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Example.23 Variations, Op.41, mm. 233-246

 

 

The joyous character of that variation has a few peaks. The first one is in the second A 

section, where a theme is varied in a shape of wavy repeated passages. In the place of second 

section B, instead of an expected culmination, Kapustin places a humorous episode written in a 

style of cabaret music, specifically can-can (Example 24). 

Example 24. Variations, Op.41, mm. 253-261 
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In the final culmination Kapustin features the theme in different registers and chords reminiscent 

of a jazz orchestra. (Example 25). 

Example.25 Variations, Op.41, mm 262-266

 

        The last variation is the longest one due to an extended final culmination in the second B 

section. There is no double bar indication at the beginning of the coda. The music suggests a 

concluding section with a stable D-flat Major tonal center. The ending of Variations is preceded 

by descending D-flat Major pentatonic scale in martellato motion. The final four-measure 

statement is similar to the traditional endings of concert jazz band with an offbeat ending 

(Example 26). 
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Example 26. Variations, Op.41, mm 277-284 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ANALYSIS OF COMPOSITIONAL PRINCIPLES IN TWO CONCERT ETUDES FROM 

EIGHT CONCERT ETUDES, OP 40. 

 

 

Eight Concert Études op.40 

Prelude, Dream, Toccatina, Reminiscence, Raillery, Pastoral, Intermezzo, Final 

 

  Eight Concert Études op.40 were composed in 1984, the same year as Variations Op.41. 

In both of these works Kapustin applies widely diverse jazz styles. In Variations Op.41, the 

constant changes of jazz styles serve to develop both the theme and form. Compared to 

Variations Op.41, Eight Concert Études op.40 demonstrate complex texture and advanced 

technical challenges with each etude representing some particular jazz style and specific piano 

technique. 

The etude genre has attracted many great composers. There is no doubt that Chopin and 

Liszt were unsurpassed in their contribution to that genre. Both composers elevated the etude to 

an artistic level where technique goes along with expression of musical ideas. Before Chopin and 

Liszt, etudes used to be composed as technical exercises - studies, most notably by Carl Czerny. 

The great etudes of Chopin and Liszt influenced Russian composers such as Rachmaninoff, 

Scriabin, Stravinsky and Prokofiev. Nikolai Kapustin’s Eight Concert Études op.40, are one of 

the latest examples of romanticism-influenced music in the end of the 20th century.   
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This set of etudes can be described as technically demanding, exceedingly complex and 

beautiful. The technical complexity of this composition derives from Kapustin’s formidable 

technique founded on classical/romantic tradition and jazz performance practice. Also, 

Kapustin’s great virtuoso abilities deliver highly pianistic writing, where pieces lie comfortably 

under the hand. This quality is true of Liszt’s innovative piano technique as well, where most of 

the music that sounds challenging is manageable to play.  

Another great quality of Kapustin’s work are the remarkable melodic and harmonic 

language as well as the distinct character of each single etude. These qualities contributed to the 

popularity of this music.   

The brief description of all etudes will be followed by the detailed analysis of etude No.3 

Toccatina and etude No.4 Reminiscence. The analysis of these two etudes will provide a 

thorough representation of Kapustin as a composer and pianist.   

                                                      

Étude No.1 (Prelude) 

The Etude No.1 received a wonderful description by Jed Distler in the booklet of Marc-

André Hamelin’s recording for Hyperion Records: “No.1 (Allegro assai) tears out from the 

starting gate with a twelve-bar introduction that quickly transports us to the crowded streets of 

Rio de Janeiro at the height of Carnival season.”11  Prelude is written in toccata style, where 

sixteenth notes fill out the melody. The rhythm has a strong Latin-American feel. The energetic 

opening of the Prelude surprises the listener with exotic samba rhythms and colorful harmonies. 

                                                
11 Distler, Jed, Notes to Nikolai Kapustin Piano Music, Hyperion CDA67433, 2004. 
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Impulsive syncopations imitate the sound of percussion. The first three measures display defined 

and articulated rhythmic figuration in the accompaniment (Example 27). 

 

Example 27. Eight Concert Etudes, Op. 40, Etude # 1, mm. 1-3. 

     

 

In preparation of the climax, Kapustin places ascending figurations based on fourth 

intervals with the stretto effect. That section recalls Chick Corea’s style with his famous ability 

to combine both refined rhythmic transformation and precise timing (Example 28).   

Example 28. Etude #1, mm. 67-68 
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Kapustin increases tension writing the final passage in contrary motion extending through 

all keyboard registers (Example 29). Similar to Prokofiev’s style, the final note and chord 

reconciles all the preceding dissonances. 

 

Example 29. Etude #2, mm. 69-70 

 

 

Étude No.2 Dream 

 

Etude No.2 (Dream) is a very original jazz-like reminiscence on double notes etudes 

similar to those written by Chopin, Liszt, and Scriabin. Although one can strongly identify these 

familiar influences, one cannot deny the original beauty of this work. 

The title, Dream, well describes the character of the etude. Double-note etudes are often 

among the most difficult for pianists. Liszt’s Transcendental Etude No.5 (Feux Follets) is a well-

known example of this. Kapustin intertwines the melody into the sixteens double notes passages. 
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It presents a specific technical difficulty where all notes have to be played lightly and evenly to 

provide flow for the upper-voice melody.  

The structure of the right hand reminds one of Liszt’s Feux Follets. Kapustin alternates 

large intervals with small, whereas Liszt does the opposite: alternating small intervals with large 

(Example 30). 

 

Example 30. Etude #2, mm. 1-2 

 

 

Another familiar technique, descending chromatic passages similar to Liszt and Chopin, 

is presented in measure 21 (Example 31). 
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Example 31. Measure 21. 

 

 

The character and style of the middle section of this ternary form creates a contrast to the 

main theme. The contrasting section, in the style of a jazz waltz, starts in measure 23.  In this 

etude, Kapustin achieves an interesting effect through deliberately contradicting two different 

styles: romantic and contemporary jazz. The first section is reminiscence of the past and is 

written in romantic style, whereas second section represents classic jazz (Example 32). 

  

Example 32. Etude #2, Measure 17-21. 
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Étude No.3 Toccatina 

 

 Following the romantic Dream, Toccatina conveys a very strong character of drama and 

intense rhythms. Pianists, who are familiar with the toccatas and toccatinas of other composers, 

including Schumann, Prokofiev and Maurice Ravel, find Kapustin’s Toccatina original, exotic, 

and exiting to perform. The daring combination of jazz and jazz-rock elements along with a 

traditional form creates a provocative and captivating style. In addition to the modern outlook 

and flamboyant style, some parts of Toccatina are reminiscent of its Romantic predecessors, 

such as Chopin’s “Revolutionary” Etude, Op.10 No.12 or Scriabin’s Etude in C-sharp minor, 

Op.42 No.5. Kapustin builds the opening theme on Latin rhythms, similar to first etude 

(Prelude). Nevertheless, Toccatina and Prelude create completely different impressions. 

Whereas, the Prelude is built mostly on uplifting and mood elevating major harmonies, the 

Toccatina, with the pervasiveness of minor harmonies and muscular accents produces a very 

exuberant character. 

 

Étude No.4, Reminiscence 

 Reminiscence embodies three different styles: impressionism, jazz, and Romanticism. 

These styles are distinguishable through harmonic language, technical peculiarities, and original 

sonorities. Technically, this etude is built on recurrent thirty-second note passages, where 

coloristic effect prevails over technique. 
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Alternating between 3/4 and 4/4 time signatures, Kapustin creates a meditative and 

improvisatory character in this etude through colorful tonalities, distant modulations, and jazz 

harmonies. Unresolved harmonic and melodic tensions are reminiscent of Debussy’s style. The 

presence of pedal point in combination with quartal harmony and bitonality in this etude evokes 

Bill Evans’ Peace Piece. Despite the overall meditative character, this etude is technically as 

demanding as all other Kapustin’s etudes. 

 

Etude No.5, Raillery 

The original Russian title Schutka can be translated as a Joke, which is close to the 

original meaning. This dazzling etude brings out humor and sarcasm through eccentric accents, 

constant changes of moods (major and minor), and repetitive twelve-bar blues progression. 

Starting from an energetic fortissimo opening statement, a character of violent harshness takes 

over and evokes Prokofiev’s music (Example 33).  

Example 33. Etude No.5, mm. 1-3. 
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Prokofiev Sonata No.3 starts in similar way: quick figuration of grace notes leading into 

the accentuated tonic chord (Example 34). 

Example 34. Prokofiev sonata No.3, mm. 1-2 

 

As the music continues, it loses its seriousness but surprises with sarcastic angularity. 

Kapustin masterfully combines two different worlds: jazz in a form of blues and boogie-woogie, 

and Russian folk motives with the dance rhythms. These folk elements were used widely by 

Rachmaninoff, Prokofiev, and Stravinsky. The first element that catches the listener’s attention is 

a descending motive that appears a few times (Example 35, measure 12). 

 

Example 35. Kapustin, Etude #3, mm 9-13 
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One of the famous Russian folk songs Vo pole beryozka stoyala represents an example of 

the same tonality, use of motive and rhythmic figuration (Example 36). This folk song also was 

cited by Tchaikovsky in his Fourth Symphony. 

Example 36. Russian folk song Vo pole beryozka stoyala. 

 

 

A similar type of rhythmic figuration can be noticed in the left hand in the finale of 

Prokofiev’s Sonata No.7 (Example 37). 

 

Example 37. Sergei Prokofiev, Sonata No.7, Op. 83, Finale, mm. 1-3 
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The interesting opinion and description of that motive in Prokofiev’s music was given by 

Boris Berman in Prokofiev’s Piano Sonatas: A Guide for the Listener and the Performer: “It is 

sometimes described as jazzy, and its ostinato three-note motive has been said to reflect the 

influence of American blues. I believe these comparisons miss the point entirely. Whatever the 

superficial resemblances may be, the muscular, unyielding force of this music is miles away 

from the casual ease associated with the blues.”12 

Another type of rhythm in that etude is quite familiar and used often by Russian 

composers. It is any melodic line that starts from two 8th notes followed by quarter (Example 38, 

measure 57).  

 

 

Example 38. Etude No.5, mm. 55- 57. 

 

 

                                                
12 Berman, Boris. Prokofiev’s Piano Sonatas: A Guide for the Listener and the 
          Performer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 159. 
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The boogie-woogie type of accompaniment represented in this etude in different 

rhythmic patterns. The main type of accompaniment is the eight-note repetitive pattern, which 

highly chromatic but outlines the 12-bar blues progression (Example 39) 

Example 39. Etude #5, mm. 1-8 

 

 

Kapustin uses the broken-octave boogie-woogie figure in measures 61-67 (Example 40). 

 

Example 40. Etude #5, mm. 61-62 
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Starting measure 73 there is a more straight forward eight-note blues rhythm with the 

broken chords (Example 41). 

Example 41. Etude #5, mm. 72-74 

 

 

Etude No.6, Pastoral. 

Pastoral employs the key of B-flat major. The playful and lyrical character manifests 

itself through a simple harmonic language with a strong tonal center and predictable 

modulations. Compared to the previous etude No.5, much lighter writing is observed in Pastoral. 

An Allegro moderato tempo (quarter note = 108) suggests slightly relaxed pace, avoiding any 

machine-like character. This music demands delicacy and accuracy from the performer.  

The ragtime idiom is a foundation of this etude. Kapustin employed ragtime form, 

rhythm, and melodic elements. “Rags were highly structured in form. Although countless 

variations are possible, all follow something like AABBCCAA. Each letter represents an eight-
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bar strain.”13  Kapustin’s Pastoral composed with three strains, arranged AABCAABCA, where 

each strain consists of eight measures. The only exception is a second C strain, which consists of 

6 measures. All repeated strains are masterfully varied. The repetitive nature of the ragtime 

formula does not limit possibility of expansive colors and sophisticated rhythms. On the 

contrary, rhythmic and melodic nexus of musical texture exemplify Kapustin’s endless 

inventiveness and dazzling talent. Throughout the piece there is a perpetual 16th-note motion 

with intermingled syncopated melody line (Example 42).  

Example 42. Etude No.6, mm. 1-2 

 

 

        In the first A strain, steady 8th-note accompaniment in the left hand is presented. In the 

contrasting strains B and C, more syncopated accompaniment creates a dialogue with the right 

hand. As the music progresses, left hand part gets preoccupied with 16th-note passages (Example 

43). 

                                                
13  Rawlins, Robert, Bahha, Nor Eddine. 2005. Jazzology: The Encyclopedia of Jazz Theory for 

All Musicians, Hal Leonard corporation: 198. 

 



 

 

54 
 

 

Example 43. Etude #6, mm. 49-50. 

  

 

Etude No.7, Intermezzo 

        The earlier study of all previous etudes has observed a complex blend of classical and jazz 

influences. Etude No.7, Intermezzo, leaves an impression that Kapustin endeavored to compose 

this piece mostly in a jazz-oriented style. Intermezzo reflects Broadway musical theater of the 

‘50s and ‘60s along with their legends, such as Charles Strouse and Frank Loesser. Melodic 

wealth, clarity and directness of emotions are effectively embodied in Intermezzo. The main 

swinging theme is supported by a stride accompaniment. Stride accompaniment compliments the 

right hand melody and changes its rhythm to a fast walking bass closer to the end of the piece. 

Both swing-eighths and a stride accompaniment are among Kapustin’s favorite and widely used 

jazz techniques. Very often these two techniques are presented at the same time in many 

Kapustin’s works, such as Variations, Op41 and Twenty-Four Preludes, Op. 53. 

        In stride accompaniment, the left hand alternates between the bass notes on the strong beats 

and chords on the weak ones. 
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        “Pre-bebop pianists played a left-hand style called stride. Derived from both classical music 

and ragtime, stride piano provided rhythm and harmony in both solo and group playing. James P. 

Johnson, prominent in the1020’s, Fats Waller in the 1930’s and 40’s, and Art Tatum in 1930’s, 

40’s and 50’s were perhaps the three greatest exponents of stride playing.”14  

        Kapustin’s stride incorporates the richly voiced chords and walking tenths. This is similar to 

Fats Waller style (Example 44).  

Example 44. Etude #7, mm. 52-53.  

 

 

    

        In notating swinging rhythm, Kapustin writes both triplet-based and straight-eighths. In 

Etude No.7, due to medium tempo, the distinction between the two different rhythms is evident. 

Considering the long and changing performing tradition of swing, the interpretation of carefully 

notated Kapustin’s swing rhythm may involve an individual freedom. 

                                                
14 Levine, Mark. 2005. The Jazz Piano Book, Sher Music Co./Hal Leonard; First edition: p 17 
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        “There can be many subtle variations of the swing, as many variations as there are players. 

One thing does seem to act as a common denominator through the various styles and players, 

Swing exists when a steady rhythms encounters and ever-changing one; the shifting and 

frequently random accents occur inside the basic time flow or pulse of the tempo.”15 

        The right hand melody gets preoccupied with fast-moving thirds. Perhaps, this etude 

represents this specific technique, since that material proceeds for about 3 pages (Example 45).  

Example 45. Etude #7, mm. 54-55. 

 

                                                           

Etude No.8, Finale 

          The last etude is a fastest one in the set. The tempo indication, Prestissimo, leads to a 

passionate Schumanesque-type of character. The toccata-style qualities are also presented in this 

etude, similar to Etude 1 and Etude 3. The constant motion of eighth notes drives the music to its 

conclusion. The action-packed music is associated with a jazz band style. There is a strong 

association with the tradition of jazz band music performed at the Circus in Soviet times. The 

                                                
15  Hellmer, Jeffrey and Lawn, Richard, Jazz Theory and Practice (Alfred Music  
              Publishing, 1996), 154. 
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position of this etude in a cycle of eight, suggests a grand finale with a visual effect of show. The 

final passage in two-hand parallel motion, which is written in intervals of a 4th reaches a high and 

final point (Example 46). 

 

 Example 46. Etude 8, mm. 188-202. 
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The analysis of Etude No. 3 Toccatina 

             The main types of piano techniques that are employed by the composer are repetitions, 

rhythmic interaction between hands, and hands crossing (Examples 47, 48, 49). 

Example 47. Etude #3, mm.1-2 

 

Example 48. Etude #3, repetition technique, mm. 7-8 

 

Example 49. Etude #3, cross-hand technique, mm. 67-69 
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The analysis of the form and basic tonal plan of Toccatina attempts to provide a 

supplement to the learning process and better understanding of Kapustin’s harmonic language in 

this particular work.  

 

TABLE 1: Kapustin, Toccatina 

Key: E minor 

Length: 69 measures 

Introduction E minor Measures 1-7 

Theme 1 E minor Measures 8-15 

Theme 1,variation 1 E minor Measures 16-23 

Theme 2 E minor Measures 24-35 

Theme 1, variation 2 E minor Measures 36-43 

Theme 1, variation 3 E minor Measures 44-51 

Theme 2, variation 1 E minor Measures 52-62 

Closing section E minor Measures 63-69 
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This is binary form ABAB, where section A is sixteen measures long.  The section 

consists of two eight-measure phrases. The basic harmonic structure of eight-measure phrase 

remains the same throughout the piece, but it varies through the rhythm, melody and texture. 

Section B is a twelve-measure contrasting theme. When it appears the second time, it has 

different outlook and becomes the culmination of the piece. The introduction and the concluding 

section are written based on the same music material, except for the final passage. This unifying 

musical method creates an arch form in Toccatina. 

TABLE 2: Harmonic Plan 

Introduction 

(Measures 1-7) 

 

E minor (I) B minor (V) E minor (I) 

E minor (I) C minor (VI) B minor (V) 

E minor (I) B minor (V) E minor (I) 

C major (VI) G major (III) F major (II) 

D major (VII) E minor (I) C major (VI) 

E minor (I) E  minor (I) E minor (I) 

E minor (I) E minor (I) E minor (I) 
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THEME 1 

(Measures 8-15) 

                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

E minor (I)   

C major (VI) B minor (V)     

E minor (I) C major (VI)  

A major (IV) D major (VII)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

B major (V)   

A major (IV) G major (III) A minor (IV) 

E minor (I)   

E minor (I)   

 

THEME 1 (Variaton) 

(Measures 16-23) 

E major (I) A major (IV) E minor (I) 

E major (I) A major (IV)  

E minor (I) A major (IV) E minor (I) 

A major (IV D major (VII)  

B major (V)   

A major (IV) D major (VII)  

G major (III) C major (VI)  

F major (II) B major (V)  
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THEME 2 

(Measures 24-35) 

 

E minor (I)   

F-sharp major (II)   

F major (II) A minor (IV) B major (V) 

E major (I)   

C major (VI) C minor (VI)  

G major (III)   

E-flat major (IV to B-flat major) F major (V to B –flat 
major) 

 

B-flat major (temporary I) D-flat major (V to G-
flat major) 

 

G-flat major (IV) A-flat major (V) 

 

 

D-flat major (I) G major (V) C major (V) 

E-major Sixth (I) B major (V)  

 

 In all existing variations, including Theme 1(variation 2), Theme 1 (variation 3), Theme 

2 (variation 2), and concluding section, the same harmonic development can be witnessed. A 

regular phrase structure and a very strong tonal center reinforce the laconic form of Toccatina. 

The harmonic language of Toccatina is very complex due to the jazz idiom and the polyphonic 

style of writing, but grounded on tonally-centered structure. It is also similar to late-Romantic 

music, especially the modulation by chromatic thirds in Theme 2. A fundamental part of the 

development of Toccatina is the transformation of the themes in terms of texture, rhythm, 
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complexity of chords and inner voices. The main element of the transformation is the repetitive 

rhythm of sixteenth notes, which is represented by different rhythmic patterns, figurations, and 

the textures. In the introduction, sixteenth-note motion is characterized by rhythmic interplay 

between two hands with usage of fourth and fifth intervals. The quartal chord voicings appear 

mostly in introduction, Theme 1 and its variations, adding modern characterization to these 

sections. Predominance of Latin-American rhythms in the introduction, Theme 1, and its 

variations, provides this piece with syncopations and polyrhythmic effect typical to that style 

(Example 50) 

Example 50. Etude #3, mm. 1-2 

 

 

A toccata rhythm transforms in measures 6-7, where a repetitive ostinato single note is 

complemented by syncopated and percussive accents. The effect of these right hand repetitions 

and polyrhythmic interference of the left hand is analogous to jazz-rock style. These repetitions 

continue through the Theme 1 and the variation as rhythmic pulsation running through 

developing material (Example 51). 
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Example 51. Etude #3, mm.13-14. 

 

A similarity of the compositional devices in Kapustin’s Toccatina and Ravel’s “Toccata” 

from Le Tombeau the de Couperin was discussed by Susannah Steele in a dissertation on Nikolai 

Kapustin’s Ten bagatelles, Op.59.  “For example, not only do Ravel’s Toccata and Kapustin’s 

Toccatina share the use of “scrunch” chords, but they also share a common key and textural 

construction.”16 

The toccata rhythm relocates to the left hand accompaniment and for a few measures 

jazz-rock type of figurations accompany the distinct melody of Theme 2 (Example 52). 

Example 52. Etude #3, mm. 23-24. 

 

                                                
16 Susannah, Steele.2013. Dissertation on Nikolai Kapustin, Ten bagatelles, Op.59, The 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro: 22 
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The melody and the harmony of the Theme 2 exhibit a romantic and heroic character. 

The stylistic influences of Chopin and early Scriabin can be traced in this section. Strict rhythmic 

accompaniment converts to a more melodious one based on arpeggios that support the right hand 

melody. 

Theme 1 (variation 3) resembles an improvisation, where sixteenth notes are less 

repetitive, but more melodious and highly chromatic. In that section very complex writing is 

combined with linear style, where short melodic lines in different voices create toccata-like 

rhythm. Four-voice writing predominates in this variation (Example 53). 

Example 53. Etude #3, mm 37-38 

 

More complex writing originates in the variation of Theme 2 starting at measure 52. 

Kapustin combines rhythmic pattern of the introduction with the harmonies of the Theme 2. 

Sacrificing the melody line of the original theme, the composer continues a dramatic increase 

through the chord technique. The left hand melodic and rhythmic pattern as well as tonality is 

quite identical to Chopin’s left hand part of the etude (Example 54). 
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Example 54. Etude #3, mm. 55- 56 

 

 

The conclusion is identical to the introduction, except for the final passage. The passage 

is built on 4th and 5th intervals based on the use of cross-hand technique (Example 55). 

Example 55.  Etude #3, the ending, mm. 68-69. 
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The Analysis of Etude No. 4, Reminiscence 

 

The etude is built in on 2-measure phrases. The time signatures are 3/4 and 4/4, which 

alternate throughout the piece, except for measures 23-24. Kapustin’s choice of mixed meters 

creates a mood characterized by stillness, transparency, and freedom. The indication of the 

tempo Larghetto (quarter note = 60) suggests a strict tempo, despite an improvisatory character 

of the music (Example 56).  

 

Example 56. Etude #4, mm. 1-2 

 

     

The composer’s performance of this etude confirms his idea of rhythmical control over 

the freedom suggested by the music. This quality brings associations with the performance style 
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of Sergei Rachmaninoff. In his interpretations Rachmaninoff tried to avoid sounding overly 

sentimental, while other performers use more freedom involving tempo changes or exaggerated 

dynamics.  

The form of the etude is a ternary ABA.  

A - B major, Measures 1-23 

B – C major, Measures 24-44 

A’ – B major, Measures 45-71  

A – Introduction, B - development and A’ - transformation of first theme.   

The transformation of character through the different sections and the title – 

Reminiscence – bring out a programmatic aspect. The introduction starts from the descriptive 

story of the past, which is emotionally detached – section A. Section B presents dynamic, 

unfolding emotions concluding in a short, but dramatic climax. When the main theme returns the 

second time, it blends characteristics of both sections A and B. In the introduction the left hand 

brings up a tranquil melody written in quarter-note chords along with the continuous long-note 

bass line. In that section, left hand plays a leading role, while the right hand passages create 

coloristic effect. At the same time, left hand theme is not a contrast to the right hand as they 

complement each other. 

Section B is a new key signature of C major and is the beginning of dramatic 

development. Formal indications of a C-major do not coincide with the tonalities that exist in 

that section. Actually, it starts out in B-flat major, a half-step down from the original B major. 

Kapustin alternates sharp and flat tonalities, which serves a coloristic effect and a development 
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of the theme. The role of fast-moving notes changes from decorating to expressive. These 

passages include the low register and are played by the left hand. These figurations support a 

melody of quarter notes, which is placed in the right hand in this section (Example 57). 

Example 57. Etude #4, the beginning of section B, measure 24. 

 

 

     

Starting in measure 32, a chordal melody alternates between the hands. This dialogue 

prepares the culmination of the section. Compared to section A, the chordal melody in section B 

is more complex. To expand the sound, Kapustin writes 4 and 5-note chords, similar to 

Rachmaninoff’s style. Undulating passages in the left hand are reminiscent of Liszt’s, Chopin’s 

and Rachmaninoff. The syncopated jazzy rhythm of the melody and use of seventh cords 

highlights the modern outlook of the style (Example 58).Example 58.   
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Example 58. Etude #4, section B, culmination, mm. 40-41. 

 

The return of section A in a key of E major shows a transformed version of the beginning 

(Example 59). The temporary key change and the return to the original key is evidence of the 

endless possibilities of fusion style. E major key serves as a temporary tonic. In measure 46, 

composer returns to the original key of B major. 
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Example 59.  Etude #4, transition to section A’, mm. 44-46. 

 

The new outlook of the right hand part creates an impression of less activity compared to 

the beginning. The theme of 32nd notes sounds more fragmentary, through the use of rests, 

braking the continuous line of these note values. Shortly after right-hand passages combine into 

long beautiful lines similar to passages from section B. After that Kapustin writes a set of 

passages of exquisite beauty. One example of it is parallel motion passage in measure 54.  

Example 60. Etude #4, measure 54
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 Rachmaninoff-like passages are presented in measure 58. The ascending passages start 

from arpeggios and develop into melodic figuration, after which passages descend to the bass. A 

slight resemblance to Rachmaninoff’s prelude in C-minor can be recognized. (Example 61). 

 

Example 61.Etude #4, measure 58 

 

 

The most impressionistic colors are found on the last page. The repetitive figurations in 

measures 68-80 based on the pentatonic scale create a beautiful vibrating sonority. The elusive 

sound of the ending brings an association with Ravel’s Ondine from Gaspard de la Nuit. 

(Example 62). 
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Example 62. Etude #4, mm 67-69 

 

  

 

Taking into consideration the impressionistic influence in Reminiscence, the description of sound 

aesthetics in Impressionism by Stephen Eskilson can be applied to the harmonic style of this 

etude.  

 

Impressionism released the chord from its function in regard to the movement and goal of the 
music. Chords could be freely altered. Chords no longer required preparation or resolution in 
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conventional harmonic pattern. Writers describe this as the “emancipation of the sound.” 
Harmonic patterns were free to move in non-traditional manners. This blurring of traditional 
tonal progressions may be analogous to the Impressionist painters’ technique of avoiding hard 
edges and sudden, sharp contrasts.17 

 

 Kapustin’s impressionism is associated with the freedom of adjoining colorful tonalities, 

distant modulations, and jazz harmonies. The passage work that is related closely to the chord 

progression uses a wide keyboard range and provides a colorful effect. The fast-paced notes in 

the etude are not only harmony-related lines.  They form an independent melody line with 

speech-like elements such as constantly changing rhythm and rests between the phrases. 

                                                
17 Eskilson, Stephen, Monet & Debussy, Searching for a Nationalist Style, (2012):  
              
            http://castle.eiu.edu/~modernity/eskilson.html  (accessed January10, 2014.) 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF THE PEDAGOGICAL VALUE OF KAPUSTIN’S 

COMPOSITIONS: PEDAGOGICAL AND PERFORMANCE IMPLICATIONS. 

COMPARISON OF TWO INTERPRETATIONS OF ETUDES #3 AND #4: 

NIKOLAI KAPUSTIN AND MARC-ANDRE HAMELIN. 

 

The music of Nikolai Kapustin belongs equally to both jazz and classical styles.  Most of 

Kapustin’s pieces are technically demanding and complex. Even though his music is built 

primarily on true jazz elements, all compositions possess logical structure and are composed in a 

classical form.  Kapustin’s improvisations are final and notated. The freedom of improvisation is 

an essential part of jazz performance practice. In Kapustin’s music improvisation can be seen as 

variation technique in classical style. 

The question arises of whether Kapustin’s music is meant to be performed exclusively by 

classical or jazz musicians, or by either. The variety and extent of composer’s output offers 

enormous material for classically-trained pianists and jazz performers. However, some of 

Kapustin’s music can be successfully performed by classically trained pianists. It is related to the 

challenges that are often based on synthesis of different types of piano virtuoso technique, which 

derive from great masters, such as Chopin, Liszt, and Ravel.  Nevertheless, Variations Op.41, is 

an example where jazz idiom and swinging rhythm are central.  

For classically-trained pianists it is not easy to reproduce the character of the piece, 

which represents a light entertaining genre. The “swing feel” is necessary for performing 

Variations and it can be achieved through the familiarity and experience listening to other swing-
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style music. Due to constant flavor of jazz band sound in that piece, it is beneficial to listen to 

Benny Goodman’s orchestra and other prominent jazz orchestras playing in that genre.  

Kapustin’s recording of Variations, Op.40, demonstrates the precision of the composer’s 

written ideas and its accurate performance. It gives the idea to performers that Kapustin’s music 

does not require additional improvisations or freedom in rhythmic changes.  

 Memorization of written-out improvisations is another challenge in the learning process 

of any of Kapustin’s music. Success can be accomplished through analysis of the passages, 

defining their scale-chord relationships, and memorizing short sections of the long passages. All 

earlier-mentioned challenges play a beneficial role in the enhancement of musical development 

and expansion of the performer’s musical horizon.  

Eight Concert Études Op.40 display Kapustin’s sheer virtuosity and undoubtedly belongs 

to the classical music repertoire. Each etude represents a variety of different technical demands. 

Some etudes require strength typical of Prokofiev’s style, while others necessitate fluency and 

precision. The previous experience in playing etudes of Chopin, Liszt, and Prokofiev is 

indispensable before approaching Kapustin’s etudes.  The tone quality and the color palette of 

sound in etudes No.2 and No.4 are also similar to aesthetics of Chopin and Ravel. 

There are quite a few famous examples of classically-trained pianists who are equally 

proficient in both classical and jazz styles: André Previn, Keith Jarrett, and Friedrich Gulda. 

However, the majority of pianists who have seriously concentrated on classical repertoire do not 

acquire strong skills in jazz performance practice, and do not possess sufficient knowledge of 

jazz music. In Kapustin’s music strong differentiation between the two genres loses its power. 

For example, etudes No.1, 3, and 8, which are built on Latin-American rhythms, are stylistically 

challenging for classically-trained pianists, as there are not so many works in the classical 
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repertoire that employ similar rhythms and style. The successful performance of these etudes 

requires rhythmic control and bold syncopations. Other important qualities are powerful touch, 

clear articulation, and total independence of both hands, specifically where polyrhythm is 

presented.  

The freedom of interpretation of these etudes is expressed through the feel of rhythm in 

that music, range of the sound, and tempos. When comparing recordings of Nikolai Kapustin and 

Marc-Andre Hamelin, one can observe a difference in tempos and dynamics range. Both pianists 

play with superior clarity and precision. Kapustin’s tempos are a little slower than Hamelin’s in 

fast-paced etudes. This chart reflects the tempo differences between the two performers.  

                                                          

 

TABLE 3          

                                               Nikolai Kapustin                    Mark- André Hamelin                    

Etude No.1: Prelude 2’09 1’59 

No.2: Dream                                                  2’59 3’13 

No.3: Toccatina                                             2’69 2’06 

No.4: Reminiscence                                      3’58 4’29 

No.5: Raillery                                                 2’20 2’17 

No.6: Pastoral                                                2’31 2’25 

No.7: Intermezzo                                           3’35 3’18 

No.8: Final                                                       2’38 2’30 
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Kapustin’s playing leaves an impression of incredible rhythmic stability and physical 

strength in etudes No.1, 3, 5, 7, and 8.  Slightly slower tempos allow Kapustin to show the 

richness of voicings and intensity of rhythms. Hamelin’s faster tempos provide a lightness to the 

sound and impress with dazzling virtuosity. 

   In etudes No.2 and No.4, where lyrical character is presented, Hamelin takes more freedom 

and plays slower than Kapustin. Hamelin’s interpretation brings out many different colors and 

emotions. Slightly slower tempos provide more breathing space between the phrases. Kapustin’s 

version of lyrical etudes is rhythmically strict. A performance that is lightly reserved 

emotionally, and not overly-sentimental displays depth of emotions in different manner than 

Hamelin’s. The style of Kapustin’s playing is reminiscent of that of Prokofiev. The performing 

tradition of Prokofiev’s lyrical music dictates an aesthetic approach that is different from 19th -

century romantics. The modern lyricism of Prokofiev favors strict lines, limited rubato, and 

defined touch.  

Interpretation of Kapustin’s music is not restricted to a particular way of playing, as the 

score does not provide many markings. The presence of wide-ranging styles in Etudes offers 

freedom of expression. Nevertheless, recordings of Nikolai Kapustin provide valuable musical 

insights material and need to be taking in consideration, while learning his compositions. The 

benefits of learning his music include memorization skill and strengthening of piano technique. 

For classically-trained pianists, learning Kapustin’s music also provides an introduction to 

different jazz styles on the highest level. Due to the complexity of Kapustin’s writing, college 

level students can successfully approach Kapustin’s compositions. Another advantage to learning 

Kapustin’s music is enrichment of repertoire and the ability to appeal to both the classical and 

jazz audience. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The significance of Nikolai Kapustin’s piano music in an historical context cannot be 

overestimated. Kapustin greatly enriched the piano repertoire with a unique style, where classical 

and jazz compositional techniques coexist and do not contradict each other. Kapustin’s strong 

interest in classical form and his complex contrapunctal writing define him as a traditionalist 

composer. Kapustin’s compositional technique is built on practical knowledge of different styles 

based on his extensive performance background. While studying at the conservatory, Kapustin 

achieved a high level of piano technique and deep understanding of Classical and Romantic 

styles. Analyzing his works, one can see the strong influence of many classical, romantic, and 

impressionistic composers in his music. 

The analysis of Variations Op.41 and Eight Concert Etudes Op.40 showed Kapustin’s 

connection to Russian folk rhythms. His piano works quote original folk melodies and typical 

elements of Russian folk rhythms. The folk elements are disguised by jazz rhythms and 

harmonies. The originality of Kapustin’s music derives from his superb pianistic abilities that 

support composer’s ideas and unusual solutions in a synthesis of both classical and jazz styles. 

His highly idiomatic works for the piano should inspire many pianists. Kapustin is one of a very 

few contemporary composers whose piano music stirs genuine interest in both audience and 

performers. 
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