Tchaikovsky’s Lost Piano Virtuoso –  

Every so often, musical history surprises us with the re-discovery of personalities and works long lost and forgotten. Such a re-discovery was made by Olga Bobrovnikova, a Russian born, Moscow Conservatoire trained, concert pianist who rediscovered the Baltic German, pianist, professor and composer, Paul August Pabst 1854-97, who was trained in Dresden and Vienna and worked in the Moscow Conservatoire for 19 years, being decorated three times by the Tsars. He was called the greatest pianist in Russia, wrote 100 works, trained 11 professors of the next generation and was deliberately removed from musical history and ignored for the last 100 years.

Bobrovnikova, who enjoyed a career as a chamber pianist with the Shostakovich Trio, until its demise in 1995, while looking for new solo performance material, discovered a historic 1940’s recording by the great Russian pianist, Grigory Ginsburg, released in the CD box series “100 Greatest pianist of the 20th Century”. This Ginsburg recording was the Piano Paraphrase by Paul Pabst of the Tchaikovsky Opera, Eugene Onegin.

As a pianist Bobrovnikova was immediately was struck by the quality of the Pabst work which was richer and more demanding than the Lizst paraphrase of the “Polonaise” from the same opera on the adjacent CD track. The notes by Lev Ginsburg described Pabst as a professor of the Moscow Conservatoire. As Bobrovnikova had never even heard the name Pabst in her education at the conservatoire, she suspected that she had discovered a  Soviet “historical black hole”!  

After 5 years research, collecting material and over 30 works of the forgotten Pabst, Bobrovnikova has assembled facts which throw doubt on  elements of the conventional histories of both Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninoff. 

It appears that Tchaikovsky and Pabst were together in the first week of December 1874 in the Kiev Opera House, Tchaikovsky visiting at the request of Sethoff to witness the preparation and performance of opera “Oprichnik” and Pabst working as assistant Kapellmeister. There can be little doubt from Pabst own music and future events, that Pabst was the virtuoso that  Tchaikovsky  described in  January 1878 to Nadiezda von Meck as helping him to complete his first, most famous, B flat  piano concerto.  

This fresh look at events throws new light on the irrational reaction of Nicholas Rubinstein on his first hearing the piano concerto and explains the appointment of Pabst,  by Nicholas, as assistant Professor in the Moscow Conservatoire in 1878 and the dedication to, and first performance by Nicholas of the Pabst Opus 82 - Paraphrase of Tchaikovsky’s Opera Eugene Onegin.  The subsequent relationship between Pabst and Tchaikovsky resulted in collaboration in several Opera Paraphrases, at least one, Queen of Spades, was written before the opera was performed or published.   

The first and most fundamental collaboration of the Piano Concerto gives a context to the letter from Tchaikovsky to his publisher Jurgenson, when he gave “Professor Pabst complete authority to remove, add to, improve and to be given credit for”, the editing of all of  Tchaikovsky piano works in 1884. 

The second mystery concerns Rachmaninoff and Pabst who, on 29th Nov 1893, in one of his recitals, gave Rachmaninoff the opportunity to play his Fantasie (Tableau)  for 2 pianos Op 5, with Pabst himself playing second piano. Rachmaninoff showed his gratitude by immediately composing and dedicating Opus 10 to Paul Pabst. Rachmaninoff and Pabst repeated the joint Fantasie performance in several recitals in Russia and Ukraine. Rachmaninoff also played Pabst paraphrases in almost every recital until his “breakdown” which it transpires was exactly coincident with the unexpected death of Pabst in May1897 and after which date, Rachmaninoff ceased to play Pabst works and never mentioned his name again. This appears to be in direct response to open criticisms in the press for being “Nietzsche like and German loving” because his playing style and musical associations which  would prevent  a Russian  musical career. 

Research indicates that the “breakdown” and interruption to Rachmaninoff  work was actually limited to cessation of public piano performance.  New evidence has been discovered (from the memoires of a Mamentov Opera soprano) that Rachmaninoff was working on his 2nd Concerto within a few months of Pabst death and if one analyses the work, it is most probable that the opening represents the tolling of funeral bells and the remainder of the first movement represents an argument between piano and orchestra – the orchestra wins! 

It is entirely plausible that this convincing and believable work was based on the real tragic events of 1897 and that the dedication to Dr Dahl was necessary to conceal the programme of the work. 

If one has any doubts as to Rachmaninoff’s state of mind, study the titles of his song cycle Opus 21, parts of which were started as early as 1898 or look at the dedication on the score of the 2nd Piano Concerto  he sent to Pabst’s greatest friend and fellow Professor, Sergei  Tanayev   “To my best loved professor for helping me through my loss” 

These two musical mysteries are linked through the tide of Russian nationalism rising in the latter part of the 19th century which included the anti “Nimitz” movement and the active removal of the “musical Vikings” – all of the foreign, mainly German professors of the conservatoirs.  

Among his works Pabst composed a Trio, dedicated to his cousin Elsbeth Chrambach- Drede wife of the Turkish Consul in Dresden. In Bratislava Philharmonia, Bobrovnikova recently played this work which Pabst published  “to the memory of Anton Rubinstein”, in a programme including the Trio of Tchaikovsky which is inscribed  “in the memory of a great artist” - Anton’s Rubinstein’s younger brother Nicholas. The first time these works have ever been played together.   

But -  Conductors and Orchestras please note - the Pabst collection also contains a Piano Concerto Opus 81 dedicated to Austrian Pianist Anton Door. This is still awaiting its first public performance since 1883 - 

It is a great pity that Bobrovnikova no longer records commercially since  she dedicated all of her artistic work to the fight against the disease Multiple Sclerosis in 2003 just two years after being diagnosed with MS. If you want to find out more about this remarkable pianist, visit www.bobrovnikova.com  or  www.Mu-Sic.org  websites.

For more information about Paul Pabst the lost German Musician visit www.paul-pabst.com  

