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Kancheli’s Styx

Kancheli’s friend and colleague Alfred Schnittke, who died in 1998 around the time Styx was being
conceived, describes his musical style thus:

The most surprising aspect of Kancheli’s music is this curious gift of his of making time seem as
though it’s suspended. With the very first note we break free from real, periodically structured time
and experience it as something infinite, gliding past us like a cloud. We glide over centuries as
though in an aircraft with no sense of speed.

It is a style that lends itself well to Styx (1999), a 35 minute epic for solo viola, choir and orchestra.
In Greek mythology, the River Styx must be crossed when voyaging from the world of the living to
Hades, world of the dead. The Styx is thus the demarcation between life and death and the short
intersection between those two worlds. In Kancheli’s work, the viola acts as both the underworld
guardian Charon, ferrying what belongs to the present toward what belongs to the past, and the Styx
itself. It “mediates” between the dead and the living, and it also acts as a go-between for the
orchestra and the chorus.

Another prominent aspect of Kancheli’s style is dynamic contrasts: predominantly slow and quiet,
music of great austerity and purity is shattered by painful, poundingly loud blocks of sound using
full orchestra and chorus. Here in particular, some of these sections are dancelike (reflecting his
Georgian roots), cinematic (Kancheli's 40 years of film-score experience) and overtly and
unashamedly romantic in character, partly no doubt as a result of writing for Yuri Bashmet:

Kancheli asked me what | wanted most of all. And I told him “long melodies”! One of the peculiarities
of Kancheli’s style is the brevity with which he develops and treats his melodies. He starts a melody,
then gives his listeners a chance to develop it in their own imagination. Also, the rests are the most
important element in his works, rests framed by sounds. No one before or since has taken rests as
seriously as he does. You could say that’s he the only composer to make rests resound.

Styx gives the viola a leading role to play, independently of any technical innovations by means of
the profundity of his writing and the special atmosphere surrounding it. The viola line contains
within it the work’s essential meaning and message. It mediates between the kingdom of the dead
and the world of the living. For this reason its voice is not loud but deep.
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1 had a second wish: | wanted a loud and powerful ending. Kancheli responded to my request with
typically Georgian humour, so that Styx dies away barely perceptibly, and then, when you're least
expecting it, you get the final fortissimo chord.

The text is chosen, by Kancheli’s admission, more for “phonetic considerations”, and arranged in a
way that generally precludes obvious linear sense, but it is not meaningless. Here the listener is
confronted with flashes of Kancheli’s experience as a Georgian composer, including the names of
Georgian folksongs, lullabies, monasteries and churches, and also the names of the recently
deceased composers Alfred Schnittke and Avet Terterian. From this angle, Styx can be seen as a
musical conversation between Kancheli and his dearly departed friends, the voices of the choir
representing the flight of angels and the travel of souls.

Ulitmately, however, it is the solo viola that gives the work its inner cohesion, its improvisatory and
singing quality building a bridge between the choir and orchestra and lending a timeless, lamenting
but also peaceful quality to a remarkable work.

" Yuri Bashmet in conversation with Melanie Unseld, Deutsche Grammophon CD 471 494-2

Tavener’s The Myrrh-Bearer

Another major choral work of the 1990s written for Yuri Bashmet, John Tavener’s The Myrrh-Bearer,
was commissioned by the London Symphony Chorus with funds provided by the Arts Council of
Great Britain. It was completed in June 1993 and first performed on 9 October 1994 at the Barbican
Hall, London by Bashmet and the London Symphony Chorus conducted by Stephen Westrop.

The remarkable text of the Troparion by Cassiane is the inspiration for The Myrrh-Bearer. Cassiane was
a ninth-century Byzantine poet, composer and abbess — the earliest woman composer in history
whose work survives today. Her famous poetic hymn the Troparion is a confessional by Mary
Magdalene as she pours myrrh over Christ's head just before his Passion. Cassiane explores the
emotional state of Mary Magdalene; in fact she is also exploring her own and the result is powerful and
sublime at the same time. Tavener does not set the text itself for chorus, but instead lays it line by line
over the solo viola part, rather as the cello solo represents the Mother of God in The Protecting Veil.






