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Alexey Stanchinsky (Russia, 1888-1914) began his formal studies as a 
pianist and composer traveling from the village of Logachyovo to Moscow 
for lessons with Josef Lhévinne, Konstantin Eiges, Nikolai Zhilyayev, and 
Alexander Grechaninov before finally studying with Sergey Taneyev and 
Konstantin Igumnov at the Moscow Conservatory in 1907. While he 
seemed to show a lot of promise, the death of his father the following 
year impacted him so greatly that he stopped composing. Upon bouts of 
hallucinations and “religious mania”, he was placed in clinical 
confinement. Reflected in the few pieces he composed after 1908, 
including the Canon in E Mixolydian Mode (1913-1914), this incurable 
madness presented itself in his music with a sudden obsessive use of 
“objective” formal structures, primarily the canon. The strict canon in four 
parts is not only inventive with its relentless 7/8 asymmetrical meter, but 
its expansive range in each voice produce endless voice crossings, 

creating new discernible melodies. The use of the Mixolydian mode seems 
to reflect his influences of Mussorgsky and the use of Russian folksong.  !
His mysterious death still remains largely speculation. However, it is known that just while the 
young pianist-composer was beginning to achieve considerable fame in 1914, he was found 
dead by a river after two days meandering in the countryside by his hometown of Logachyovo.  !
While Stanchinsky has been largely forgotten and is an unfamiliar name to many, his brief life 
was remembered by his acquaintance, Nikolai Medtner, in his Three Pieces Op. 31 written in 
memory of him. His surviving works are mostly small stand-alone piano works, all published in a 
single volume. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ !
Transit combines material from the piano piece Just 
Before and Van der Aa’s short film, Passage. In Transit the 
movements of the pianist interact theatrically with the 
video projection, the focus shifting between the video 
projections and the virtuosic playing of the pianist. The 
film footage shows us an old man trapped in his own 
house, he is fighting against a loneliness verging on 
insanity. Transit is performed with DVD. The electronic 
soundtrack on the DVD combines actual sound from the 
film-set with prerecorded and edited piano sounds, 
resulting in close intermingling of live piano and pre-
recorded electronic sound. -M. v.d.Aa !
Michel van der Aa (Netherlands, 1970) is a 
multidisciplinary figure in contemporary music. With a background as a recording engineer at 
the Royal Conservatory in The Hague, film director at the New York Film Academy, and stage 
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http://www.vanderaa.net/justbefore
http://www.vanderaa.net/passage
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direction in the Lincoln Center Theater Director’s Lab, he combines composition with film and 
stage direction, and script writing. Classical instruments, voices, electronic sound, actors, 
theatre and video are all seamless extensions of his musical vocabulary. !
From his composition studies (with Diderik Wagenaar, Gilius van Bergeijk and Louis 
Andriessen), Van der Aa’s musical materials constantly switch between stasis and high energy, 
concrete and abstract, acoustic and electronic, ‘pure’ and processed, brand new and half-
remembered. Many of them are as visual as they are aural. The possibilities of digital and 
audio- visual technology often feature, not as a surface gloss to his work but at the core of his 
artistic outlook. !
His music has been performed by ensembles and orchestras worldwide, including musikFabrik , 
ICE, Tokyo Sinfonietta, Ensemble Modern, Freiburg Baroque Orchestra, Melbourne Symphony 
Orchestra, BBC Symphony Orchestra, Seattle Chamber Players, SWR orchestra Baden-Baden & 
Freiburg, the ASKO|Schoenberg ensemble, Amsterdam Sinfonietta, Phiharmonia Orchestra 
London and the Avanti! Chamber Orchestra. In 1999 Michel Van der Aa was the first Dutch 
composer to win the prestigious International Gaudeamus Prize. Subsequent awards include 
the Matthijs Vermeulen prize (2004), a Siemens Composers Grant (2005), the Charlotte Köhler 
Prize for his directing work and the interdisciplinary character of his oeuvre (2005), the Paul 
Hindemith Prize (2006), and the Kagel Prize (2013). Michel van der Aa has won the 2013 
Grawemeyer Award for Music Composition for his multimedia work, Up-Close. In 2007 the 
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra commissioned the song cycle, Spaces of Blank, and since 
2011 he has been a ‘house composer’ with the orchestra. This association has led to several 
major new works, including a violin concerto for Janine Jansen, premiered November 2014. !
In 2010 he launched Disquiet Media, an independent multimedia label for his own work, and in 
2012 developed Disquiet TV, an online virtual auditorium for contemporary music events. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ !
Robert Schumann’s Theme and Variations in E-Flat major, WoO 24 is known to be the last 
piano work of the composer, during the time in which he attempted suicide in February 1854 
and was suffering from hallucinations before he was admitted to the Bonn-Endenich mental 
institution. The chorale-style theme in E-flat major, which Schumann recorded as having been 
“dictated by the angels”, has been used perhaps more famously in Brahms’ Variations on a 
Theme by Robert Schumann, Op.23 for four hands. This piece today is relatively unknown, 
since its first edition did not surface until 1939. Schumann’s few indications of character leave 
the theme and its five subsequent variations in a generally quiet and internal spiritual mood. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ !
Frederic Rzewski’s de profundis  (1992) infuses text from Oscar Wilde’s homonymous letter 
with stylistically varying piano interludes and accompaniment to create a theatrical work 
challenging the single performer as pianist and vocalist. Its vocal effects containing pitched and 

http://www.vanderaa.net/up-close
http://www.vanderaa.net/spacesofblank
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unpitched syllables, breathing sounds, groans, sighs, humming, and whistling, compounded 
with choreography and use of a bicycle horn all contribute to the madness. !
Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis was published in 1905 and written during his imprisonment in 
Reading Gaol May 1895-1897 after he was convicted of homosexual activities. Written towards 
the end of his sentence, the letter to Lord Alfred Douglas reflects the physical toil of the prison 
labor and the emotional effect the prison’s isolation had on him.  !
Rzewski’s adaptation of Wilde’s text reflects the autobiographical nature of the letter, capturing 
his spiritual contemplation, frustration and disillusionment with society, and bitter recollections 
of his past history with Lord Alfred. Rzewski sets the lengthy selected texts (see below and next 
page) rhythmically notated mostly to reflect its natural inflections, and are only ever spoken or 
whispered, never sung. The music that surrounds the text is often complementing the mood of 
the spoken words. There are two large interludes of solo piano: the first, in the style of a four-
voice fantastical fugue, the second, an improvisatory scurrying of sixteenths. !
The only text that is not from De Profundis is the line, “There is such a thing as leaving mankind 
alone; there is no such thing as governing mankind. All forms of government are failures”, 
which is from Wilde’s 1891 essay, The Soul of Man under Socialism.  !
An example of Rzewski’s adaptation (boldface type) from Wilde’s original De Profundis: 

!
Frederic Rzewski (Massachusetts, 1938) is today 
most famous for being one of the founders of Musica 
Elettronica Viva (MEV) and for his improvisatory and 
politically-conscious compositions, such as his 50-
minute set of variations, The People United Will 
Never Be Defeated!. Stemming from early lessons 
with Charles Mackey to his training at Harvard and 
Princeton under Randall Thompson, Walter Piston, 
Roger Sessions, and Milton Babbitt, to his studies 

abroad under Dallapiccola and Elliott Carter from a Fulbright scholarship and grants from the 
Ford Foundation and Fromm Foundation, Rzewski continues to compose and perform, most 

“But with the dynamic forces of life, and those in whom those 
dynamic forces become incarnate, it is different.  People whose 
desire is solely for self-realisation never know where they are 
going.  They can’t know.  In one sense of the word it is of course 
necessary, as the Greek oracle said, to know oneself: that is the first 
achievement of knowledge.  But to recognise that the soul of a 
man is unknowable, is the ultimate achievement of wisdom.”
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recently premiering his Piano Concerto in the 2013 BBC Proms. His piano music has been 
performed by Stephen Drury, Marc-Andre Hamelin, Ursula Oppens, Lisa Moore, and himself. !!
Adapted text: !
People point to Reading Gaol, and say: “That is where the artistic life leads a man.” Well, it 
might lead to worse places. Mechanical people to whom life is a shrewd speculation 
depending on calculation always know where they are going and go there. !
They start with the ideal desire of being the parish beadle, and they succeed in being the 
parish beadle and no more.  !
A man whose desire is to be something separate from himself succeeds in being what he wants 
to be. That is his punishment. Those who want a mask have to wear it.  !
But with the dynamic forces of life, it is different. People who desire self-realization never know 
where they are going. They can’t know. !
To recognize that the soul of a man is unknowable, is the ultimate achievement of wisdom. The 
final mystery is one self. When one has weighed the sun in the balance, and measured the 
steps of the moon, and mapped out the seven heavens, there still remains oneself. Who can 
calculate the orbit of his own soul? !
We are the zanies of sorrow. We are clowns whose hearts are broken. We are specially 
designed to appeal to the sense of humour. !
On November thirteenth, eighteen ninety-five, I was brought down here from London. From 
two o’clock till half past two on that day I had to stand on the centre platform of Clapham 
Junction in convict dress, and handcuffed, for the world to look at. When people saw me they 
laughed. Each train swelled the audience. Nothing could exceed their amusement. That was 
before they knew who I was. As soon as they had been informed they laughed still more, haha.  
For half an hour I stood there in the grey November rain surrounded by a jeering mob. For a 
year I wept every day at the same hour and for the same space of time. In prison tears are a 
part of every day’s experience. A day in prison on which one does not weep is a day on which 
one’s heart is hard, not a day on which one’s heart is happy.  !
Morality does not help me. I am a born antinomian. I am one of those who are made for 
exceptions, not for laws. Religion does not help me. The faith that others give to what is 
unseen, I give to what one can touch, and look at. Reason does not help me. It tells me that 
the laws under which I am convicted and the system under which I have suffered are wrong and 
unjust.  
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!
But, somehow, I have got to make both of these things just and right to me. I have got to make 
everything that has happened to me good for me. The plank bed, the loathsome food, the 
hard ropes, the harsh orders, the dreadful dress that makes sorrow grotesque to look at, the 
silence, the solitude, the shame — each and all of these things I had to transform into a 
spiritual experience. There is not a single degradation of the body which I must not try and 
make into a spiritualising of the soul.  !
I have no desire to complain. One of the many lessons that one learns in prison is that things 
are what they are and will be what they will be. Suffering is one very long moment. We cannot 
divide it by seasons. We can only record its moods and chronicle their return. With us time 
itself does not progress, it revolves. It seems to circle round one centre of pain. For us, there is 
only one season, the season ofI have no desire to complain. One of the many lessons that one 
learns in prison is that things are what they are and will be what they will be. Suffering is one 
very long moment. We cannot divide it by seasons. We can only record its moods and 
chronicle their return.  !
With us time itself does not progress, it revolves. It seems to circle round one centre of pain. 
For us, there is only one season, the season of sorrow. The very sun and moon seem taken from 
us. Outside, the day may be blue and gold, but the light that creeps, down through the thick 
glass of the small iron-barred window is grey.  !
It is always twilight in one’s cell, as it is always twilight in one’s heart. And in the sphere of 
thought, no less than in the sphere of time, motion is no more.  !
We who live in prison, and in whose lives there is no event but sorrow, have to measure time by 
throbs of pain, and the record of bitter moments, we have nothing else to think of. Suffering is 
the means by which we exist, because it is the only means by which we become conscious of 
existing. And the remembrance of suffering in the past is necessary to us, as the evidence of 
our continued identity. Between myself and the memory of joy lies a gulf no less deep than that 
between myself and joy in its actuality. So much in this place do men live by pain that my 
friendship with you in the way in which I am forced to remember it, appears to me always as a 
prelude consonant with those varying modes of anguish which each day I have to realise; As 
though my life had been a symphony of sorrow, passing through its rhythmically linked 
movements to its certain resolution.  !
The memory of our friendship is the shadow that walks with me: That seems never to leave me: 
that wakes me up at night to tell the same story over and over: at dawn it begins again: it 
follows me into the prison yard and makes me talk to myself as I tramp round: each detail that 
accompanied each dreadful moment I am forced to recall: there is nothing that happened in 
those ill-starred years that I cannot recreate in that chamber of the brain which is set apart for 
grief or for despair: every strained note of your voice, every twitch and gesture of your nervous 
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hands, every bitter word, every poisonous phrase comes back to me: I remember the street or 
river down which we passed: the wall or woodland that surrounded us, at what figure on the 
dial stood the hands of the clock, which way went the wings of the wind the shape and colour 
of the moon.  !
There is such a thing as leaving mankind alone; there is no such thing as governing mankind. 
All forms of government are failures.  !
Gods are strange. It is not our vices only they make instruments to scourge us. They bring us to 
ruin through what in us is good, gentle, humane, loving. Love of some kind is the only possible 
explanation of the extraordinary amount of suffering that there is in the world. If the world has 
been built of sorrow, it has been built by the hands of love, because in no other way could the 
soul of man reach perfection. Far off, like a perfect pearl, one can see the city of God. It is so 
wonderful that it seems as if a child could reach it in a summer’s day. And so a child could. But 
with me and such as me it is different. One can realise a thing in a single moment, but one 
loses it in the long hours that follow with leaden feet. We think in eternity, but we move slowly 
through time. And how slowly time goes with us who lie in prison I need not tell again.  !
I hope to live long enough and to produce work of such character that I shall be able at the 
end of my days to say, “Yes! This is just where the artistic life leads a man!”  !
For the last seven of eight months, in spite of a succession of great troubles reaching me from 
the outside world almost without intermission, I have been placed in direct contact with a new 
spirit working in this prison through man and things, that has helped me beyond words: so that 
while for the first year of my imprisonment I did nothing else, and can remember doing nothing 
else, but wring my hands in despair, and say, “What an ending, what an appalling ending!” 
Now I try to say to myself, and sometimes when I am not torturing myself do really say, “What a 
beginning, what a wonderful beginning!” 


