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Nina Koshetz
Many details of the life and career of Nina Koshetz are unclear, but of her
stature as an artist there is no doubt. As an artist she was comparable, perhaps
uniquely so, with Chaliapin. If this is read as a piece of 'hype' then let the reader at
once listen to pretty well any track in this album. There is immediate compulsion
to attend intently, there is complete portrayal of the role or matter of the song and
there is occasional exaggeration. Their exaggerations, too, are very similar, if too
frequent they would amount to a mannerism, and mannerisms are often
distractions, faults, but if only occasionally present then maybe the emotional
tension is just occasionally and minutely out of control. Perhaps it is deliberate,
who knows - either way, one will never ignore either of these singers; all they do
will be heard, all they do will be remembered. And again, too, both singers have a
sort of distinctive mechanism for manoeuvring the voice through certain sounds on
certain notes or across particular intervals; something like taking a canoe through
rapids. In Chaliapin this is more obvious, maybe because we hear him far more or
because of the lower voice. But in both above all is commitment, deep
commitment, so deep that is can sometimes be even a trifle embarrassing in its
public exposure of emotion. And one is entitled to enquire if this emotion is
experienced each time the work is performed, or whether it is simply successful
application of the actor's craft. According to Chaliapin, sometimes yes, sometimes
no, it would be impossible to experience some levels of emotion in every
performance, but it must have been experienced at any rate once.
Immediately obvious as well, though by no means unique to these two
artists, is that each has a voice of very distinctive timbre which the ear will easily
identify next time it is heard and that these voices are trained to be at the complete
command of their owners. Both artists, but again by no means uniquely, project
themselves through the recording system and the vividness of their performances
spans the decades since either was in a studio. Chaliapin recorded copiously for
over one third of a century and his records enjoyed enormous success. Koshetz
recorded relatively little and her records are today for the most part hard to find.
The reason may be no more than that Chaliapin's career and consequent fame were
very much larger than that of Koshetz.
Her father, Pavel Alexeievitch Koshetz, was born in Kiev in 1863, made his
début as Radames and was the first to sing Siegfried in Russia. He sang in Milan
from 1886 to 1889, in Kiev from 1890 to 1892 and at the Bolshoi Theatre from
1893. He was thus a tenor of some renown, but in 1903 his contract had to be
terminated as his voice was no longer adequate and in 1904 he took his own life.
The details of the life and career of Nina Koshetz are, as has been remarked
already, unclear. Generally the later the account the more glorious the career. It is
not impossible that the artist herself contributed to this. Of course a lady may
subtract a few years from her age and a singer may fear that years too soon owned

may bring unjustified distrust to a public's mind; thus to accept 1894 as the year of
her birth may be good manners rather than historically correct. Moreover she
seems to have celebrated her fortieth birthday in 1927.
However, all accounts agree that she was born in Kiev and that she went to
the Moscow Conservatory to study piano, having already given concerts. After
completing her course she turned to singing, her teachers including Igumnov,
Masetti and Taneiev. Her first public appearance as a singer seems to have been as
Isolde, but only of the Liebestod. This presumably was in concert.
Her début proper took place in 1912 or 1913 as Tatiana or Donna Anna at
the Bolshoi or the Mariinski Opera according to the report consulted. Current
scholarship indicates that 1913 and Tatiana are correct, however, at the Zimin
Opera in Moscow, less prestigious, but artistically more adventurous. Generally
she did not sing big roles and began to develop as a concert singer. It is possible
that her personality did not make for harmonious relations in an opera company.
She met Rachmaninov and performed many of his songs with him on tours
of major Russian cities and resorts from 1915 to 1917. Whether or not relations
between them were romantic as well as professional (which depends on the account
consulted) is of little moment now. Likewise we have no way of judging her claim
to authenticity of performing practice in his songs, beyond accepting that she sang
them during the age in which they were written and that the composer sometimes
accompanied her. What cannot be gainsaid is that her recorded performances of his
songs, whilst frequently very moving, are also frequently at variance with the
composer's markings. Indeed the accompanist for these sessions is known to have
been unhappy about this. (In exile she and Rachmaninov did not meet, but any
other considerations apart, Rachmaninov was under contract to the Victor
Company and it is most unlikely that he would have been given a dispensation to
appear on another label.)
Like Chaliapin, Rachmaninov and many another to whom opportunity came,
Koshetz left Russia and assumed the life of an émigré artist. She may have gained
exit with, even as part of, the Ukrainian Chorus with which she made her first
appearances in the United States. It was perhaps an easy way of leaving as the
conductor was Alexander Koshetz, probably a cousin. Reviews, when she reverted
to a solo career, generally praised her singing of Russian composers, but were less
enamoured of her efforts with Handel, Mozart and Debussy. And again the
similarity with Chaliapin presents itself if we recall, for example, his efforts with
Schubert.
In the mid-1920s she studied with Félia Litvinne in Paris. Litvinne regarded
her highly, even as her successor, and did much to promote her career in France.
For a decade she appeared in opera, mainly in France, sometimes in the United
States, occasionally in South America and in other European centres. An
appearance to be noted was her creation of the part of Fata Morgana in The Love of
Three Oranges by Prokofiev in Chicago in 1921 under Mary Garden's
management. Increasingly, however, she turned to the recital platform. Whether or
not she had a difficult personality, her figure was making operatic representation
increasingly implausible.

Glazounov, Gretchaninoff and Medtner each accompanied her on their first
American appearances and she appeared in orchestral concerts with such
conductors as Gabrilovich, Klemperer, Sokoloff and Stokowski. Later on she
moved to Hollywood where she opened a singing studio and a restaurant. Her
students included Marlene Dietrich who, amusingly, claimed also to have received
instruction from Carl Flesch. She also made minor appearances in films. She died
in Santa Anna, California in 1965.
If she did, as her years increased, enlarge her earlier successes and embroider
the praise she received, it may have been out of pique or even bitterness that her
talent (and to recognise talent as a fact in oneself is not in itself to be immodest)
had not achieved more success. And if this under-achievement was due to a
difficulty within herself, she would not have been the first not to recognise it in
herself.
Nina Koshetz's records fall into four groups:
There were records made in Russia, now so rare that we do not even know
how many there were.
In the early 1920s she recorded in Chicago for the Brunswick Company.
Around ten sides are known. These were made by the acoustic process, but so
astonishingly well than many could pass as having been made considerably later.
In the late 1920's she made a similar number for the Victor Company. These
are early electric records which are in some ways better, although there is
sometimes a slight stridency in the sound; perhaps at her own insistence, she was
too near to the microphone.
Presumably Gretchaninoff must have sanctioned the performance of a tenor
aria from his opera by a soprano with piano accompaniment, for he takes part in the
performance. However, whilst performances by composers must always be of
interest, Gretchaninoff was clearly not of great ability as a pianist, making the
absence of Rachmaninov in Koshetz's recordings of his songs even more
regrettable.
Lastly, in 1939, came an album of songs by Rachmaninov and a few other
pieces, on the Schirmer label. These records have been much sort after by
collectors, but also maligned. We know that she and the pianist had different views
on what Rachmaninov intended and certainly she is now much too close to and the
pianist much too far from the microphone. Although the records were apparently
processed and pressed by Columbia for Schirmer, the famous music publishers,
they were obviously made in a small studio with abominable acoustics. On these
compact discs a great amount of trouble has been taken to set matters right as far as
can be done and it is hoped that collectors will now recognise the true stature of
these performances.
It is regretted that for the first issue, a draft was sent to the printer instead of
the proper version. The opportunity is taken here to make corrections and also to
include some comments kindly sent by Mrs. Lynn McCrudden, whose father often
entertained Nina Koshetz and her friends in California in the years 1939-1942:
"Nina never refused a request by me, I was 10 then, to sing, invariably ‘Dark
Eyes’, ‘Two Guitars’ and ‘None but the weary heart’, which always made me cry.

She sang each time as if it were the first time she had sung the song in public. She
sang a lot of Rachmaninov. The parties went on from early evening until 4 or 5
a.m. I was sent off to bed, but would listen from the top of the stairs. She outlasted
everyone, singing unceasingly, the voice never tiring. She enjoyed singing. She
was broke, but determined to survive; to help her my father, a successful actor in
the movies, helped her to get occasional bit parts and even had her give me four
singing-lessons. At the age of 10, I was coaxed through almost five octaves and
taught how to breathe properly; she was a wonderful teacher. She was gorgeous as
a young woman but suffered in middle age from a horrible glandular problem
which led to extreme obesity due to a then untreatable condition. She was a
generous person, and gave free lessons to students she felt were really talented, but
unable to pay. I cannot imagine where the idea came from that she was difficult.
She exerted absolute control over her voice - pitch, tone, colour - from a silver
thread of pianissimo to an earth-shaking fortissimo and back again, and it was
difficult for her to compress the performance for the feeble recording machinery of
the era, it simply couldn't take it. In 1939, I innocently asked my father how old
she was, he told me she was somewhere between 52 and 55; she had the
enthusiasm and stamina of a twenty-year-old. It was never in doubt that there had
been an affair with Rachmaninov and that the break-up was stormy.
Professionally, she continued to love his music and may still have loved him."
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