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PUBLIC	ABSTRACT	

	

Sergei	Taneyev	(1856–1915)	was	the	most	prolific	Russian	composer	of	secular	

choral	music	in	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	and	early	twentieth	century.		He	

was	a	teacher	of	many	well-known	and	influential	Russian	composers,	and	he	contributed	

to	the	expansion	of	choral	music	in	Russia	through	his	development	of	large	choral-cycle	

compositions.		Despite	his	importance	in	Russian	music	history,	he	remains	relatively	

unknown	outside	of	Russia.			

This	document	provides	a	biographical	sketch,	addresses	the	history	and	stylistic	

features	of	Taneyev’s	choral	music,	and	outlines	the	current	state	of	Taneyev	research,	

including	the	locations	of	manuscripts	and	editions	available	in	the	West.		Familiarty	with	

his	compositional	output	and	influence	in	Russia	will	promote	understanding	of	the	

development	of	Russian	secular	choral	music.			
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CHAPTER	ONE		

RUSSIAN	MUSIC	AND	TANEYEV	

	

Introduction	

In	1927,	Russian	music	critic	Leonid	Sabaneev	predicted	that	Russian	composer	

Sergei	Ivanovich	Taneyev	(1856–1915)	would	soon	be	popular	in	the	West.		Sabaneev	

wrote,	“Serious	programmes	are	no	longer	made	up	in	Russia	without	Taneyev’s	

compositions...	At	present,	his	fame	is	spread	only	throughout	Russia...	but	there	is	not	the	

slightest	doubt	that	it	will	spread	to	Europe	and	America	as	well...”1		Although	Sabaneev’s	

prophecy	did	not	come	true,	his	reasoning	for	making	that	strong	statement	was	sound,	

given	Taneyev’s	influence	at	the	time.		Taneyev	was	a	pioneer	of	Russian	secular	choral	

music,	and	unusual	in	his	extensive	use	of	imitative	counterpoint.		Moreover,	he	taught	

musical	form	and	invertible	counterpoint	to	many	prominent	Russian	composers.		Finally,	

Taneyev’s	choral	music	was	accessible	to	many	different	musicians,	particularly	since	his	

choral	music	defied	the	trends	of	his	Russian	contemporaries	by	not	using	octavists,	an	

extremely	low	male	voice	type	often	used	in	but	rarely	outside	Russian	sacred	music.			

	 Taneyev	was	one	of	the	most	prolific	composers	of	secular	Russian	choral	music	in	

the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	and	the	early	twentieth	centuries,2	and	his	total	body	of	

work	is	wide-ranging,	comprised	of	several	orchestral	works,	two	cantatas,	multiple	string	

quartets	and	chamber	pieces,	vocal	songs,	an	opera,	and	piano	works.		In	addition	to	his	

																																																													
1 Leonid Leonidovich Sabaneev, Modern Russian Composers (New York: International Publishers, 1927), 

38. 
2 Vladimir Morosan, Choral Performance in Pre-revolutionary Russia (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI 

Research Press, 1986), 206.  Other composers who wrote part song repertoire during this time include Tchaikovsky, 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Arensky, Cui, Gretchaninov, Chesnokov, Kalinninkov, and Katalsky. This will be discussed in 
more detail later in the first chapter. 
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two	large	unaccompanied	choral	cycles,	there	are	thirty-five	other	choral	compositions	

often	counted	in	his	catalogue,	and	Taneyev	also	composed	vocal	chamber	works	that	he	

noted	in	his	manuscripts3	could	be	performed	by	a	choir	rather	than	a	small	ensemble.		

Twenty-three	unpublished4	choral	compositions	based	on	sacred	texts	are	omitted	from	

Taneyev’s	choral	oeuvre	on	Grove	Music	Online.		This	gap	in	one	of	the	most	easily	accessed	

sources	regarding	Taneyev	reinforces	the	need	for	additional	scholarship	and	

consideration	of	Taneyev’s	choral	works	by	those	in	the	Western	world.	

	 Taneyev’s	contribution	to	secular	Russian	choral	music	made	a	lasting	impact,	

particularly	through	both	the	length	of	the	choral	cycles	and	the	number	of	pieces	he	

contributed	to	this	undeveloped	genre.5		Until	the	late	nineteenth	century,	much	of	the	

existing	Russian	secular	choral	literature	was	primarily	borrowed	from	operas.6		As	

Taneyev	matured	as	a	composer,	his	choral	compositions	grew	more	contrapuntally	

complex	and	varied	in	length,	and	he	became	the	first	Russian	composer	to	write	large	

secular	unaccompanied	choral	cycles.7			Taneyev’s	op.	27	includes	twelve	works	for	mixed	

chorus	and	his	op.	35	includes	sixteen	works	for	men’s	chorus.		His	op.	27	continues	to	be	

programmed	by	Russian	musicians	today,	although	not	always	in	its	entirety.		Given	both	

the	depth	and	complexity	of	Taneyev’s	contributions,	choral	conductors	in	the	Western	

world	would	greatly	benefit	by	programming	Taneyev’s	works.	
																																																													

3 Most of these manuscripts are held at the Tchaikovsky State Museum in Klin. 
4 Unpublished during his lifetime.  Since Taneyev was a self-declared atheist, he did not feel it was 

appropriate to compose music for liturgical use.  This will be discussed in more detail later.  If added to the already 
known choral compositions, the number of choral compositions by Taneyev numbers eighty-six, not including the 
works that are able to be sung by a chamber ensemble or large choral ensemble. 

5 Lhudmila Korabelnikova, “Problema tsikla v pozdnikh khjrah Taneyeva [The Problem of Cycle in 
Taneyev’s Late Choruses],” Sovetskaya muzika 12 (1981): 84. 

6 Lhudmilla Korabelnikova, Tvorchesvto S.I. Taneeva: istoriko-stilsticheskoe issledovanie (Moscow: 
Muzyka, 1986), 194. 

7 Rimsky-Korsakov composed unaccompanied secular music primarily in the mid-1870s.  A few of these 
compositions include op. 13, two choruses for female voices, op. 16, six choruses for mixed voices, and op. 18, two 
choruses for mixed voices. 
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Taneyev’s	compositional	technique,	in	particular	his	pervasive	use	of	imitative	

contrapuntal	techniques,	differed	from	that	of	his	contemporaries.		Some	Russian	

composers,	such	as	the	Mighty	Five,8	sought	to	create	a	national	Russian	sound	by	avoiding	

formal	Western	training,	while	Taneyev	believed	a	Russian	sound	could	be	achieved	by	

using	compositional	techniques	honed	in	formal	training.		In	a	letter	to	Tchaikovsky	dated	

August	18,	1880,	Taneyev	wrote	that	he	wanted	Russian	musicians	to	cultivate	their	own	

ideas	of	music	and	musical	sound,	but	argued	that	Russian	composers	should	start	with	

Russian	folk	music	and	develop	it	by	using	traditional	compositional	techniques,	including	

counterpoint.9		Though	counterpoint	was	considered	old-fashioned	by	many	of	his	Russian	

contemporaries,	Taneyev	believed	that	mastery	of	counterpoint	was	essential	to	

developing	musical	material.	

Taneyev	influenced	generations	of	future	Russian	musicians.		He	was	the	teacher	of	

many	well-known	Russian	composers,	such	as	Rachmaninoff	and	Chesnokov.		He	taught	

theory	and	form	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory,	and	after	he	left	the	Conservatory,	

counterpoint	and	form	continued	to	be	taught	there	“per	Taneev.”10		G.	Ackley	Brower’s	

1962	English	translation	of	Taneyev’s	Convertible	Counterpoint	in	the	Strict	Style	included	

endorsements	by	prominent	Russians,	as	well	as	non-Russians,	including	Sergei	

Rachmaninoff,	Igor	Stravinsky,	Leonid	Sabaneev,	Lazare	Saminsky,	Philip	Greeley	Clapp,	

and	Walter	Piston.11		Taneyev	was	also	friends	with	Tchaikovsky,	who	sought	Taneyev’s	

																																																													
8 The mighty Five was comprised of Balakirev, Borodin, Cui, Mussorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov. 
9 Sergei Evseyev, “S.I. Taneyev and Folk Music,” in Pamiati Sergeia Ivanovicha Taneeva, ed. Vladimir 

Vasil’evich Proptopopov (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1947), 148. 
10 Sergei Evseyev, Narodnye I natsional’nye korni muzykal’nogo iazyka S.I. Taneeva (Moscow: 

Gosudarstvennoe Muzykal’noe Izd., 1963), 132. 
11 Taneyev is one of the better-known Russian theorists in the West, but ultimately, his recognition as a 

theorist mirrors his recognition as a composer: he is often forgotten.  His treatise Convertible Counterpoint in the 
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feedback	on	his	compositions.			Despite	all	of	these	accolades,	Taneyev	is	largely	unknown	

in	the	world	of	Western	choral	music.		

Taneyev’s	choral	music	is	worth	exploring	beyond	its	historical	importance.		In	

addition	to	not	using	octavists,	the	other	voice	ranges	in	his	music	are	not	extreme,	which	

makes	it	more	possible	for	the	amateur	chorister	to	perform	his	works.		The	difficulty	

levels	of	his	music	vary,	and	middle	or	high	school	choirs	could	sing	some	works	if	these	

editions	of	Taneyev’s	choral	music	were	available.		He	also	set	Russian	poetry;	performing	

Taneyev’s	choral	works	creates	opportunities	to	explore	secular	Russian	poetry	and	

culture	through	these	texts.	

	 This	thesis	provides	historical	context	for	Taneyev’s	choral	music	through	a	stylistic	

analysis	of	his	choral	music.		Chapter	One	provides	a	biographical	sketch	and	elaborates	on	

Taneyev’s	place	in	Russian	music	history.		Chapter	Two	addresses	the	current	state	of	

Taneyev	research,	including	location	of	manuscripts,	and	the	historical	background	of	

Taneyev’s	choral	music.		Appendix	A	also	provides	a	list	of	editions.		Chapter	Three	

highlights	the	stylistic	features	of	Taneyev’s	choral	compositions.		Drawing	on	his	known	

published	and	unpublished	choral	music	and	composition	exercises,12	I	determine	the	

compositional	techniques	Taneyev	used	to	make	his	music	distinctive	among	his	

contemporaries.		The	defining	feature	of	Taneyev’s	choral	music	was	the	pervasive	use	of	

imitative	counterpoint,	which	was	not	a	technique	his	Russian	contemporaries	subscribed	

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
Strict Style, published in 1909, focuses on two- and three-part counterpoint.  He also wrote a second treatise, 
Doctrine of the Canon, which was published posthumously.   

12 There were some works that I was unable to locate.  For example, manuscripts for some choruses in op. 
35 are lost.  Other unaccompanied choral works I could not locate are:  Торжественный хор для прибытия гостей 
[Ceremonial Chorus for the Arrival of Guests], Однажды к попадье [Once to a Priest’s Wife], Слава святым 
Кириллу и Мефодию [Glory to Cyril and Methodius], Сяду завтра я к окошeчку [Tomorrow I Shall Sit by My 
Window], Шуточные каноны [Three Canons], and Ты кгнчил жизни путь, герой [You Have Finished Life’s 
Journey]. 
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to	with	the	same	degree	of	frequency	or	complexity.		While	other	compositional	techniques	

are	not	unique	to	Taneyev,	these	devices	were	still	recognizable	as	features	of	Taneyev’s	

choral	works.		

	

Biographical	Overview	

Taneyev’s	Childhood	

	 Sergei	Taneyev’s	father,	Ivan	Illych,	graduated	from	the	University	of	Moscow	in	

medicine,	math,	and	philology,	and	later	became	a	government	official.13		He	was	noted	for	

his	kindness	and	moral	uprightness	and,	being	a	man	with	a	variety	of	interests,	he	also	

studied	topics	such	as	literature,	theater,	and	music.		Taneyev’s	mother,	Varvara	Pavlovna,	

was	twenty-five	years	younger	than	her	husband.		She	was	the	child	of	a	clergyman,	and	

received	the	standard	education	in	subjects	such	as	French,	needlework,	and	music.		The	

Taneyevs	had	two	sons	older	than	Sergei—Pavel	and	Vladimir—who	both	became	lawyers.		

As	both	of	his	brothers	were	quite	a	bit	older,14	Sergei	Taneyev	was	not	close	with	them	

until	he	was	an	adult.		His	nanny,	Pelageya	Vasilyevna	Chizhova,	was	close	to	the	Taneyev	

family,	and	later	lived	with	Sergei	Taneyev	after	the	death	of	her	parents,	acting	as	a	type	of	

secretary	for	the	adult	Taneyev.15			

Sergei	Ivanovich	Taneyev	was	born	on	November	25,	185616	in	Vladimir,	Russia,	

where	the	family	lived	an	“unhurried”	life.17		Taneyev’s	parents	played	duets	together,	

often	with	his	mother	on	the	piano	and	his	father	on	the	violin.		Musical	talent	was	plentiful	

																																																													
13 Svetlana I. Savenko, Sergei Ivanovich Taneev (Moscow: Klassika-XXI, 2003), 9. 
14 Ibid., 11. 
15 Ibid., 13 
16 All dates listed are based on the Gregorian calendar, however, the Julian calendar was still in use in 

Russian when Taneyev was alive. 
17 Savenko, 6. 
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in	the	Taneyev	family,	and	distant	cousin	Alexander	Taneyev	was	also	a	composer.		When	

Taneyev	was	five,	his	parents	decided	to	encourage	his	talent	by	placing	him	in	piano	

lessons	with	V.	I.	Voznitsyny-Polyanski.18		Even	though	Taneyev’s	father	had	encouraged	all	

of	his	boys	to	play	music,	only	his	youngest	son	pursued	it	with	any	vigor.	

	 When	Taneyev	was	nine	years	old,	his	father	retired	and	the	Taneyev	family	moved	

to	Moscow.		Their	place	of	residence	in	Moscow	was	Chisty	Street,	number	seven.19		It	was	

not	long	after	the	move	to	Moscow	that	Taneyev	began	his	formal	music	training	at	the	

Moscow	Conservatory.	

	

Taneyev	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory	

Upon	his	arrival	in	Moscow,	Taneyev	began	piano	lessons	with	Marya	

Aleksandrovna	Miropolski,	a	student	of	Nikolai	Rubinstein.20		In	1866,	Rubinstein	

suggested	sending	Taneyev	to	the	Conservatory,	despite	the	fact	that	admittance	age	for	

the	Conservatory	was	fourteen-years-old.		Since	the	ten-year-old	Taneyev	was	too	young	to	

take	courses	for	credit,	he	was	initially	admitted	as	a	student	who	audited	courses.	

Taneyev’s	teachers	at	the	Conservatory	influenced	him	throughout	his	life.		Taneyev	

impressed	Edward	Langer,	his	first	Conservatory	piano	teacher,	by	correctly	determining	

intervals	and	inverted	chords	by	ear.21		Langer	was	an	assistant	to	Nikolai	Rubinstein,	the	

founder	of	the	Conservatory,	and	according	to	University	rules,	a	student	who	was	taking	

lessons	with	an	assistant	could	later	take	lessons	with	the	assistant’s	professors.22		This	

rule	allowed	Taneyev	to	begin	studying	piano	in	1871	with	Rubinstein,	who	was	impressed	
																																																													

18 Ibid., 13.  The first name of his first piano teacher has not been located. 
19 As of July 2015, the residence was being renovated and turned into a museum  
20 Savenko, 15. 
21 Ibid., 16.  Taneyev correctly determined both major and minor inverted chords. 
22 Ibid., 15. 
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by	Taneyev’s	ability	as	a	pianist	and	composer.23		Taneyev	studied	composition	with	Piotr	

Tchaikovsky,	who	later	became	a	close	friend.		

Music	was	not	Taneyev’s	sole	pursuit.		He	was	interested	in	both	Greek	history	and	

literature	from	a	young	age,24	and	these	pursuits	influenced	the	composition	of	his	only	

opera,	Oresteia.		Taneyev	also	took	a	variety	of	courses	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory,	

including	history,	literature,	aesthetics,	art	history,	German,	and	French.25	

	 In	addition	to	being	a	bright	student,	Taneyev	was	an	outstanding	pianist.		In	1874,	

he	gave	the	Moscow	premiere	of	Tchaikovsky’s	B-flat	minor	Piano	Concerto.		Taneyev	also	

gave	the	Russian	premiere	of	Brahms’s	Piano	Concerto	in	D	minor,	op.	15,	on	December	3,	

1875,26	which	was	conducted	by	his	former	piano	teacher,	Nikolai	Rubinstein.		Taneyev	

continued	to	perform	throughout	his	life,	often	playing	piano	repertoire	from	memory.		He	

was	particularly	known	for	his	interpretations	of	Bach,	Mozart,	and	Beethoven.27			

	 Taneyev	graduated	from	the	Conservatory	in	1875	with	degrees	in	piano	and	

composition.		He	was	in	the	first	generation	of	Conservatory	graduates,	and	was	at	the	top	

of	his	class	with	two	gold	medals	in	piano	and	composition;	the	medals	signified	the	highest	

honors	in	these	areas.		Taneyev’s	name	is	the	first	carved	into	a	marble	stone	that	includes	

the	list	of	Conservatory	medal	recipients,	located	in	the	small	performance	hall	foyer	at	the	

Moscow	Conservatory.			

																																																													
23 Ibid., 20.  When Taneyev was an older student, Rubinstein invited him to a musical gathering where 

attendees listened to and discussed musical scores.  This is one time of many in which Rubinstein singles Taneyev 
out.   

24 Lhudmila Z. Korabelnikova, “Zametki o tvorchestve Taneyeva [Notes on Taneyev’s Output],”  
Sovetskaia muzyka 8 (1997): 113. 

25 Savenko, 17. 
26 Anastasia Belina, “The Master of Moscow,” International Piano no. 49 (2007): 63. 
27 James Bakst, A History of Russian-Soviet Music (New York: Dodd, Meed, 1966), 244. 
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	 After	graduation,	Taneyev	traveled	and	began	studying	counterpoint	seriously.28		

His	fascination	with	counterpoint	would	define	his	career	as	a	composer,	theorist,	and	

educator.		He	also	performed	frequently	during	this	time,	touring	with	Nikolai	Rubinstein	

and	the	violinist	Leopold	Auer.		In	October	1876,	Taneyev	went	to	France	where	he	met	

d’Indy,	Franck,	Fauré,	Duparc,29	Gounod,	and	Saint-Saëns.		Taneyev	composed	during	the	

year	he	was	in	France,	but	French	influence	is	not	discernable	in	his	compositions.30			

In	1878,	Taneyev	began	teaching	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory,	replacing	his	former	

teacher,	Tchaikovsky.		In	1881,	moreover,	Taneyev	began	to	teach	Rubinstein’s	piano	class.		

He	taught	a	variety	of	other	subjects	as	well,	such	as	harmony,	instrumentation,	elementary	

theory,	composition,	strict	and	free	counterpoint,	and	form.31		His	classes	in	counterpoint	

and	analysis	were	especially	influential	on	his	students,32	and	Taneyev	was	able	to	give	

individualized	attention	to	students,	since	he	never	accepted	more	than	five	per	class.33		In	

addition	to	his	teaching	duties,	Taneyev	collaborated	with	Fyodor	Petrovich	

Komissarzhevsky,	an	opera	singer	and	voice	teacher,	to	produce	student	operas.34		

	 Taneyev	accepted	the	directorship	of	the	Moscow	Conservatory	in	1885	at	the	age	of	

twenty-nine.		He	was	highly	respected	as	the	Conservatory	director	and	incorporated	

significant	changes	in	the	school.		Taneyev	improved	the	Conservatory’s	financial	standing,	

established	higher	standards	for	entrance	requirements	while	making	it	easier	for	talented	
																																																													

28 Ellon D Carpenter, “The Contributions of Taneev, Catorie, Conus, Garbuzov, Mazel, and Tiulin,” in 
Russian Theoretical Thought in Music, ed. Gordon D. McQuere (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1983), 
254. 

29 Stephen Muir and Anastasia Belina-Johnson, eds., Wagner in Russia, Poland, and the Czech lands: 
Musical, Literary, and Cultural Perspectives (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2013), 2. 

30 Michel D Calvocoressi and Gerald Abraham, Masters of Russian Music (New York: Knopf, 1936), 441. 
31 Carpenter, 254. 
32 Lhudmila Z. Korabelnikova, S.I. Taneev v Moskovskoj konservatorii (Moscow: Muzika, 1974), 142. 
33 Jacob Weinberg, “Sergei Ivanovitch Taneiev,” The Musical Quarterly (1958): 24. 
34 Elena Gennadievna Sorokina, ed., The Moscow Conservatory: Materials and Documents from the 

Collections of the Moscow State P.I. Tchaikovsky Conservatory and the M.I. Glinka Museum of Musical Culture 
(Moscow: Progress-Tradition Publisher, 2009), 37. 
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poor	students	to	study	at	the	Conservatory,	and	incorporated	more	Russian	music,	both	his	

own	as	well	as	his	contemporaries’,	into	performance	classes.35		Taneyev	also	changed	the	

way	parts	of	the	program	were	structured	in	an	attempt	to	strengthen	the	musical	integrity	

of	both	the	performance	and	education	programs.		For	example,	he	divided	the	fifth-year	

piano	students	into	two	classes:	one	class	was	on	a	performance	track	and	the	other	class	

was	on	a	music	education	track.		The	overall	period	of	study	for	the	second	group	of	

students	was	reduced	by	one	or	two	years,36	allowing	them	to	focus	less	on	performing.	

Taneyev	still	made	time	to	compose,	despite	his	busy	schedule.		In	1880,	he	

composed	Я	Памятник	себе	воздвит	нерукотворный	[I	Have	Built	Myself	a	Monument]	

for	the	unveiling	of	a	Pushkin	memorial.		In	1884,	Taneyev	composed	the	cantata	Иоанн	

Дамаскин	[John	of	Damascus],	which	he	labeled	Opus	1	and	dedicated	to	Nikolai	

Rubinstein.		In	the	summer	of	1885,	he	visited	the	Caucasus	and	spent	time	getting	familiar	

with	its	folk	tunes.37		Over	the	next	few	summers,	Taneyev	spent	time	composing	in	

Selishche,	Russia.38			

	 In	May	of	1889,	Taneyev	resigned	the	directorship	of	the	Moscow	Conservatory.		

Despite	his	success	as	an	administrator,	he	did	not	care	for	the	work	because	it	had	taken	

precious	time	from	composing.39		He	remained	on	the	Moscow	Conservatory	faculty,	and	

continued	to	teach	composition	courses.	

	 In	the	first	half	of	the	1890s,	Taneyev	began	spending	more	time	with	Leo	Tolstoy	

and	his	family,	with	whom	he	was	good	friends.		Tolstoy	and	Taneyev	engaged	in	

																																																													
35 Anastasia Belina, A Critical Re-Evaluation of Taneyev’s Oresteia (PhD diss., University of Leeds, May 

2009), 3. 
36 Sorokina, 37. 
37 Taneyev’s use of folk music will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three. 
38 Calvocoressi and Abraham, 443. 
39 Sorokina, 38. 
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conversations	about	the	arts,	and	the	records	of	these	provide	a	glimpse	into	Taneyev’s	

musical	beliefs.		For	example,	in	one	conversation,	Tolstoy	and	Taneyev	discussed	the	

meaning	of	“good”	art.		Tolstoy	believed	that	art	could	be	considered	good	only	if	it	were	

appreciated.		Conversely,	Taneyev	believed	that	art	could	be	good	even	if	others	did	not	

appreciate	it.40		This	conversation	may	give	insight	as	to	why	Taneyev	composed	

contrapuntal	music,	despite	the	fact	that	counterpoint	was	considered	old-fashioned.		

Taneyev	did	not	need	his	contemporaries	to	appreciate	the	compositional	techniques	

associated	with	counterpoint	for	him	to	consider	it	a	high	art	form.		In	another	

conversation,	Taneyev	defended	Beethoven’s	music	to	Tolstoy,	despite	Taneyev’s	penchant	

for	early	music,	aruing	that	Beethoven’s	compositions	deviated	from	established	forms	

when	Beethoven	considered	it	necessary	to	do	so.41		This	conversation	aligns	with	his	belief	

that	form	was	chosen	after	thoughtful	consideration	of	the	purpose	of	the	music.	

In	1895,	Ivan	Lvovich	Tolstoy,	the	son	of	Tolstoy	and	his	wife	Sofia	Andreyevna,	

died,	sending	Sofia	into	an	intense	grieving	period.		One	of	the	few	things	that	soothed	

Sofia’s	grief	was	music,	and	to	aid	in	the	healing	process,	Taneyev	sometimes	played	for	

her.42		She	developed	an	attachment	to	Taneyev,	which	he	did	not	return.		Sofia,	

nonetheless,	spoke	freely	of	her	affection	for	Taneyev,	straining	the	relationship	between	

Tolstoy	and	Taneyev	for	a	time.43		At	one	point,	Tolstoy	said	that	Taneyev	annoyed	him	by	

“his	moral	complacency”	and	“aesthetic	stupidity.”44		Taneyev	then	received	a	letter	from	

																																																													
40 Sergei Tolstoy, Tolstoy Remembered by His Son, trans. Moura Budberg (London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1961), 178.  Taneyev thought Sergei Tolstoy had a gift for music and encouraged his studies.  Sergei 
Tolstoy later went on to become a composer and ethnomusicologist. 

41 Ibid., 180-181. 
42 Ibid., 182. 
43 Ibid., 184. 
44 Ibid., 185. 



	 11	

Sofia	that	he	called	“absurd,”45	which	he	appears	to	have	destroyed.		The	contents	of	the	

letter,	as	well	as	the	response	Taneyev	wrote	to	her,	are	unknown,	but	Taneyev	saw	less	of	

Sofia	after	this.46		Despite	this	situation,	Tolstoy	and	Taneyev	remained	friends.		Tolstoy’s	

son,	Sergei,	later	wrote	in	his	book	that	Taneyev	was	kind,	intelligent,	modest,	witty,	

extremely	conscientious,	and	selfless.47			

	 In	September	1905,	Taneyev	resigned	his	teaching	post	at	the	Moscow	

Conservatory.		His	resignation	was	due	to	a	variety	of	factors,	including	the	way	the	

director	of	the	Conservatory	handled	student	protests	of	the	Tsarist	regime.		The	

Conservatory	faculty	were	divided	on	the	protests,	and	many	faculty	members	were	not	

supportive	of	the	growing	liberation	movement.		Vasili	Safonov,	the	director	of	the	

Conservatory	at	the	time,	supported	the	Tsarist	government	and	desired	to	maintain	the	

traditional	order,	so	he	punished	the	protesting	students.		In	an	open	letter	to	the	

Conservatory	and	its	administration,	Taneyev	criticized	Safonov’s	response	to	the	protests,	

and	accused	him	of	both	violating	the	principle	of	collegial	leadership	and	ignoring	the	

opinion	of	the	Artistic	Board.		In	the	same	letter,	Taneyev	expressed	his	belief	in	the	need	

for	reforms	in	the	music	education	offered	at	the	Conservatory,	and	suggested	dividing	it	

into	a	junior	college	of	music	and	a	higher	college	(the	Conservatory).48		Many	professors	

and	students	asked	him	to	withdraw	his	resignation,	but	Taneyev	likely	did	not	think	real	

reform	would	happen	at	the	Conservatory.49		After	his	resignation,	Taneyev	continued	to	

consult	and	work	with	many	Conservatory	instructors	and	students.50	

																																																													
45 Ibid., 183. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., 189. 
48 Sorokina, 43. 
49 Ibid., 44. 
50 Korabelnikova, S.I. Taneev v Moskovskoj konservatorii,142. 
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Taneyev	After	the	Moscow	Conservatory	

	 After	he	left	the	Moscow	Conservatory,	Taneyev	taught	private	students,	

concertized,	and	continued	to	compose.		He	finished	his	book	Convertible	Counterpoint	in	

the	Strict	Style,	which	was	published	in	1909.		In	1913,	he	became	an	honorary	member	of	

the	Russian	Musical	Society.	

In	January	1915,	the	Moscow	Society	for	the	Advancement	of	Chamber	Music	held	a	

concert	devoted	to	Taneyev’s	compositions.		A	concert	similar	to	this	had	been	held	in	

previous	seasons,	and	consisted	of	works	such	as	his	piano	quintets,	piano	trios,	and	

romances.		The	1915	concert,	in	which	Taneyev	was	at	the	piano,	would	be	his	last	public	

performance.51	

In	March	1915,	Taneyev’s	sister-in-law,	Elena	Sergeyeva	Taneyeva,	and	his	friend	

Fyodor	Ivanovich	Maslov,	both	passed	away.52		The	following	month,	Taneyev	attend	the	

funeral	of	Alexander	Scriabin	and	caught	what	seemed	like	a	cold.		After	this,	his	health	

began	to	decline.		In	an	effort	to	recover,	he	traveled	to	his	house	in	Dyudkovo	to	rest.		On	

June	18,	Taneyev	wrote	a	letter	to	Anna	Ivanovna	Maslovna	stating	that	his	heart	was	very	

weak,	he	could	not	get	out	of	bed,	and	he	became	winded	quickly.53		Taneyev	died	around	

noon	on	June	19,	1915.54	

	 The	peasants	in	Dyudkovo	carried	Taneyev’s	coffin	at	the	funeral.		He	had	been	

extremely	well	liked	by	the	local	citizens;	one	shepherd	said	that	Taneyev	wished	good	to	

everyone	and	never	said	a	bad	word.55		After	the	funeral,	a	portion	of	Taneyev’s	Symphony	

																																																													
51 Savenko, 164. 
52 Ibid., 164. 
53 Ibid., 165.  Note that Savenko used the date June 5, 1915.  This is likely June 5 according to the Julian 

calendar, as this was used during Taneyev’s lifetime, and is still used by the Orthodox Church. 
54 Grigory B. Bernandt, S.I. Taneev (Moscow: Muzyka, 1983), 240. 
55 Savenko, 166. 
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in	C	Minor	was	played.56		His	coffin,	initially	buried	in	Moscow	at	the	Dunskoy	Monastery,	

was	moved	in	1936	to	the	Novodevicy	Monastery.		He	is	buried	next	to	Nikolai	

Rubinstein.57	

	 After	Taneyev’s	death,	students	and	friends	at	the	Conservatory	started	a	fund	in	

Taneyev’s	name	to	support	a	composition	contest.		The	committee	that	adjudicated	

consisted	of	Yury	Nikolayevich	Pomerantsev,	Nikolai	Raisky,	Modest	Tchaikovsky,	and	Yu	

D.	Engel.		A	second	competition,	which	required	compositions	for	voice	and	orchestra,	was	

soon	implemented.		The	panel	of	judges	included	Alexander	Glazunov,	Alexander	Ziloti,	

Nikolai	Dmitriyevich	Kashkin,	as	well	as	Taneyev’s	former	students	Nikolai	Medtner	and	

Sergei	Rachmaninoff.		A	second	round	of	the	composition	contest	for	voice	and	orchestra	

was	going	to	be	held	commemorating	what	would	have	been	Taneyev’s	sixtieth	birthday,	

but	it	was	interrupted	by	the	Russian	Revolution	and	never	took	place.58			

Taneyev	garnered	much	respect	during	and	after	his	lifetime	as	both	a	musician	and	

a	person.59		He	had	exceptionally	high	moral	standards,60	and	it	was	not	uncommon	for	him	

to	return	payment	for	things,	such	as	a	concert	fee,	because	he	felt	like	he	was	being	paid	

too	much.61		Additionally,	Taneyev	was	politically	and	culturally	progressive	for	his	time.		

He	was	one	of	the	first	to	sign	the	“Address	of	Moscow	Musicians,”	which	protested	acts	of	

the	Tsarist	regime	and	requested	government	reform	in	the	direction	of	Western	

democracies.62		Taneyev	also	helped	to	appoint	Alexandra	Ivanovna	Hubert,	a	woman,	to	

																																																													
56 Ibid., 166. 
57 Vasily Kiselyov, Tamara Livanova, and Vladimir Protopopov, eds., S.I. Taneyev: materiali I dokumenti 

[Materials and Documents] (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1952), 344. 
58 Bernandt, 241-242. 
59 Jacob Weinberg in The Musical Quarterly, said that Taneyev was a “prince in music.”   
60 Sorokina, 36. 
61 Weinberg, 21. 
62 Ibid., 21-22. 
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the	post	of	inspector	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory.		When	she	voiced	her	doubts	about	a	

woman	holding	the	position,	Taneyev	convinced	her	that	this	was	the	new	way	of	the	

world.		Taneyev	then	wrote	to	Tchaikovsky,	“Apropos	Alexandra	Ivanovna’s	argument	that	

it	would	be	strange	to	appoint	a	woman	to	this	post,	I	say	that	in	the	past	it	might	have	

been	indeed	strange,	but	not	now,	when	there	are	women	doctors,	academics,	professors,	

and	so	on.”63		Taneyev	is	still	respected	today,	and	many	museums,	classrooms,	and	

libraries	bear	his	name.64	

	

Taneyev	as	Teacher	

	 Taneyev	taught	and	influenced	many	well-known	Russian	composers.		Anastasia	

Belina-Johnson	writes	that	Taneyev	is	“considered	a	pillar	of	Russian	music	education,”65	

partly	because	of	his	extensive	list	of	students	and	partly	because	Taneyev	was	one	of	main	

disseminators	of	counterpoint	theory	in	Russia.	

	 Taneyev’s	long	list	of	students	includes	Sergei	Rachmaninoff,	Alexander	Scriabin,	

Nikolai	Medtner,	Ottorino	Respighi,	Konstantin	Igumnov,	Reinhold	Glière,	Alexander	

Gretchaninov,	Alexander	Kastalsky,	Alexander	Goldenweiser,	and	Leonid	Sabaneev.		

Taneyev	also	taught	Serge	Koussevitzky,	who	later	became	the	long-time	music	director	of	

the	Boston	Symphony	Orchestra.		He	taught	Leonid	Nikolayev,	Shostakovich’s	teacher;	

Nikolai	Myaskovsky,	well	known	for	his	symphonies;	and	Pavel	Chesnokov	(1877–1944),	

known	in	the	West	for	his	choral	piece	“Salvation	is	Created.”		Taneyev	taught	Georgian	
																																																													

63 Anastasia Belina, “Representation of Clytemnestra and Cassandra in Taneyev’s Oresteia,” Studies in 
Musical Theater 2, no. 1 (2008): 62. 

64 The Moscow Conservatory has classroom named after him, and has also named their music library after 
Taneyev.  There is a separate building dedicated to Taneyev at the Tchaikovsky Museum in Klin, as well as a 
museum dedicated to Taneyev in Dyudkovo.   Another museum dedicated to Taneyev is currently under 
construction in Moscow. 

65 Belina, “The Master of Moscow,” 62. 
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composer	Zakaria	Paliashvili,	considered	the	founder	of	Georgian	classical	music.		Some	of	

Taneyev’s	last	students	in	the	1910s	were	Sergei	Vasilenko	Evseyev	and	Alexander	

Vasilyevich	Alexandrov.		Evseyev	was	a	theory	instructor	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory	from	

1922	to	1956,	and	he	wrote	books	on	harmony,	polyphony	in	Russian	folk	music,	and	a	

biography	of	Taneyev.66		Alexandrov	taught	composition	at	the	Moscow	Conservatory	

beginning	in	1918	and	influenced	future	generations	of	Russian	and	non-Russian	

musicians.	

	 It	is	likely	that	Taneyev	influenced	the	contrapuntal	techniques	used	in	

Rachmaninoff’s	and	Medtner’s	works.67		Medtner	studied	counterpoint	and	form	at	the	

Moscow	Conservatory	with	Taneyev	from	1897	to	1902.68		Rachmaninoff’s	All-Night	Vigil	

bears	Taneyev’s	influence	through	its	large	form,	the	juxtaposition	of	homophonic	and	

contrapuntal	sections,	thematic	development,	and	use	of	imitation,	particularly	in	the	final	

movement	(Allegro).69			

Taneyev’s	influence	extended	beyond	his	immediate	students.		He	recommended	his	

student	Glière	as	a	teacher	of	theory	and	composition	for	a	young	Prokofiev	after	Taneyev	

noticed	Prokofiev’s	talents.70		Even	Igor	Stravinsky,	in	a	conversation	with	Robert	Craft,	

said	that	he	“highly	valued	Taneyev’s	treatise	on	counterpoint,	respected	him	as	a	

composer...	and	admired	him	greatly	as	a	pianist.”71	

																																																													
66 The book by Sergei Evseyev is titled Narodnye i natsionalnye korni muzykalnogo iazyka S.I. Taneeva 

(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Muzykalnoe Izd., 1963). 
67 Bakst, 245. 
68 Savenko, 160. 
69 Vladimir Morosan, “Research Report: Two Russian Choral Giants: Alexander Kastalsky (1856-1926) 

and Sergei Taneyev (1856-1915),” Choral Journal 48, no. 11 (May 2008): 88. 
70 Belina, “The Master of Moscow,” 64. 
71 Ibid., 62. 
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Taneyev’s	classes	on	polyphony	and	musical	forms	were	especially	influential.72		He	

was	a	thoughtful	teacher,	and	cared	about	the	sequential	presentation	of	concepts	in	

class.73		Taneyev	wanted	his	students	to	use	invertible	counterpoint	rules	with	a	clear	

understanding	of	their	meaning	and	rationale,74	and	he	was	able	to	achieve	this	through	

extensive	homework	and	class	exercises.		Taneyev	considered	the	homework	and	class	

exercises	essential,	as	they	were	interactions	between	the	teacher	and	student.75		In	his	

performance	syllabi,	he	included	Russian	music	and	often	introduced	new	works	composed	

by	his	contemporaries	and	former	students.76		This	illustrates	Taneyev’s	desire	to	promote	

the	growth	and	development	of	Russian	music,	not	simply	absorb	European	music.		He	

inspired	respect	and	awe	in	his	students;	for	example,	Chesnokov	said	he	had	wanted	to	

study	with	Taneyev,	enjoyed	studying	with	him,	and	greatly	admired	him.77			

Taneyev	emphasised	mastery	of	musical	forms	and	text	intelligibility	in	his	classes.		

He	wanted	his	students	to	master	form	for	practical	use,	and	because	of	this,	requested	his	

students	to	write	in	certain	genres,	such	as	a	prelude,	dance	or	march.78		Text	setting	was	

also	important	to	Taneyev.		The	singers,	he	explained	in	a	lecture,	would	need	to	be	able	to	

convey	the	expression	of	each	phrase	through	the	music.		One	way	he	suggested	that	the	

																																																													
72 Tat’iana Aleksandrovna Khoprova, Sergei Ivanovich Taneev, 1856-1915: populiarnaia monografiia 

(Leningrad: Muzyka, 1980), 142. 
73 Lhudmila Zionvevna Korabelnikova, “Taneev o vospitanii kompozitora [Taneev on the Education of a 

Composer],” Sovetskaia Muzyka 9 (1960): 91. 
74 Sorokina, 36. 
75 Korabelnikova, “Taneev o vospitanii kompozitora [Taneev on the Education of a Composer],” 93. 
76 Belina, “The Master of Moscow,” 63. 
77 Morosan, “Research Report: Two Russian Choral Giants: Alexander Kastalsky (1856-1926) and Sergei 

Taneyev (1856-1915),” 78. 
78 F.G. Arzamanov, S.I. Taneev- prepodavatel’ kursa muzykal’nykh form (Moscow: Gos. muzykal’noe izd-

vo, 1963), 46-49.  Arzamanov also argued that Taneyev wanted forms to be logical and convincing.  When 
discussing form and modulations with one student, Taneyev suggested a transition from F-sharp major to the 
original key of D major through E minor, instead of attempting to transition directly from F-sharp major to D major. 
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