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Notes on the Program 
 
 By all accounts, Claude Debussy was a difficult person to be around. He hated to appear in 
public, didn’t socialize with people, argued with his teachers as a student, and was extremely choosy 
about his friends. However, his love for his daughter, Claude-Emma Debussy, transcended everything, 
and he was simply captivated by her childhood. Debussy called her Chou-Chou, and when she was 
three years old, he wrote her a piano suite starring her favorite toys. She was raised with an English 
nanny, so the toys in her playroom had English names, and consequently each part of the suite has an 
English title. 
  
The first movement of Children’s Corner is named after Clementi’s collection of keyboard studies, 
Gradus ad Parnassum, and it replicates the sounds of a pianist performing finger exercises. Jimbo’s 
Lullaby is named after Chou-Chou’s stuffed elephant that needed a bedtime story. The use of the 
pentatonic scale reflects the orientalism that was in vogue in France at the time, and also illustrates the 
exoticism of the elephant. Serenade for the Doll is written about the first doll that Chou-Chou had in 
her crib. The Snow is Dancing depicts a scene of children trapped indoors because of the snow 
outside. The Little Shepherd creates the impression of a far away land, with unaccompanied melodies 
of a shepherd’s pipe. The final movement is the most well-known and is named after a rag doll that 
was fashionable at the time. The rag doll ushers in ragtime, and Debussy also find the time to mock 
Wagner by quoting a phrase from Tristan und Isolde, followed by slapstick responses. 
  
When the suite was published, Debussy wrote a dedication to his daughter: "To my dear little Chou-
Chou, with her father's tender apologies for what is to follow." Chou-Chou only outlived her father 
by a year and died of dyptheria when she was only 14 years old. 
  
 The published second movement of the Waldstein Sonata, Op. 53 is a short, concise Adagio. 
However, Andante Favori was the original second movement of the work, a more standard middle 
movement in rondo form. Beethoven was criticized for the length of the sonata by a personal friend, 
to which his reaction was severe; but after some time, he agreed with the criticism and replaced the 
second movement with the terse Adagio that now stands between the outer movements. A year after 
the publication of the sonata, Beethoven published the original Andante on its own, and he often 
performed the piece himself. Because of its resulting popularity, Beethoven gave it the title Andante 
Favori, meaning favored Andante. 
  
 In 1885, Tchaikovsky took up residence in the countryside outside of Moscow, escaping the 
urban lifestyle that had driven him to desperation. After moving, he wrote a letter to his patron, 
Nadezhda von Meck: "I love our Russian countryside more than any other, and for me the Russian 
landscape in winter has an incomparable charm… It's a marvelous day, sunny, the snow is glistening 
like myriads of diamonds and is thawing slightly, my window gives me a wide view right into the 
distance. It's wonderful and spacious, you can breathe properly in these immense horizons." The 
following year, Tchaikovsky published the Dumka, with the subtitle “Rustic Russian Scene”. The 
term dumka comes from the Ukrainan language, meaning “thought”. Dumka is a diminutive of the 
term duma, which is a ballad with a melancholic character. Dumkas have come to characterize music 
with sudden shifts of character, ranging from melancholy and despair to exuberance and enthusiasm. 
This sort of character piece was embraced by Slavic composers in the 19th century, along with the 
nationalistic fervor that inspired many of them to incorporate nationalistic folk tunes in their works. 
Tchaikovsky’s Dumka was first performed in 1893 by Felix Blumenfeld and has become one of his 
most popular piano works. 
  



 

 
  
 Designating a specific genre of compositions as “nocturnes” was common in the early 
nineteenth-century, and it was a very applicable type of composition for salons, where piano music 
became immensely popular at the time. Starting with the tradition of John Field, and refined by 
Chopin, nocturnes became known for their vocal melody lines, similar to French romances or Italian 
arias. Chopin’s Nocturnes became his most popular pieces during his lifetime, and twenty-one 
nocturnes have been published, composed through his entire adult life, with the first at the ag of 
seventeen, and the final one three years before his death. The Op. 27 Nocturnes are the first set 
published by Chopin as a pair, rather than in groups of three, implying their compatibility with each 
other. Although Chopin did perform the works separately, the enharmonic relationship between the 
two keys, and the complementary moods of their two pieces create a satisfying pairing. 
  
 Gershwin’s commission for a jazz concerto by Paul Whiteman, an American band leader, 
came as a complete surprise in 1924. Gershwin’s brother Ira read the news in the New York Tribune, 
much to everyone’s shock, and a consequent phone call to Whiteman revealed that another conductor 
had announced plans for a concert blending classical and jazz styles and Whiteman had moved up his 
schedule to avoid looking like he was a copycat. 
  
There was only a month to prepare for the premiere, so Gershwin quickly wrote a score for two pianos 
and gave the instrumentation of the orchestral score to his staff arranger, a practice popular amongst 
Broadway composers. The title “Rhapsody in Blue” came from Gershwin’s brother, inspired by the 
painter Abbot McNeill Whistler, who named his paintings abstractly, including a work called 
“Arrangement in Gray and Black”. The word “blue” suggests the Blues, which hints at the jazz 
influence of the work. 
  
At the premiere, the musical greats of the time, including Rachmaninov, Heifetz, and Zimbalist, were 
present. Despite the immense popular success of the work, critics at first were harsh, particularly since 
the orchestration wasn’t completed by Gershwin himself. Even the opening glissando was suggested 
by the first-chair clarinetist of Whiteman’s orchestra. At the time, Gershwin was unfamiliar with 
orchestrating and had originally intended to do his own version a decade later, although he never 
started the project. However, Gershwin did manage to arrange the piece both for solo piano and for 
two pianos. 

 
About the Artist 

 
 Hailed by the London Times as a “pianist of powerful physical and imaginative muscle”, 
Tanya Gabrielian has captivated audiences worldwide with her gripping performances. She has 
performed on four continents in acclaimed venues including Carnegie Hall in New York, Kennedy 
Center in Washington D.C., Sydney Opera House, Queen Elizabeth Hall and Wigmore Hall in 
London, and the Salle Cortot in Paris, with such orchestras as the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Sydney 
Symphony Orchestra, Royal Scottish National Orchestra, London Sinfonia, and the Armenian 
Philharmonic Orchestra.  
  
Tanya shot onto the international stage at the age of twenty with back-to-back victories in the Scottish 
International Piano Competition and Aram Khachaturyan International Piano Competition. Since 
then, performance engagements have included Alice Tully Hall and the 92nd Street Y in New York, 
Dame Myra Hess Concert Series in Chicago, Edinburgh International Festival, Seoul National Arts 
Center in Korea, Glasgow Royal Concert Hall, and a return recital engagement at Wigmore Hall in 
London. Tanya’s Southbank debut recital in the Purcell Room in London, presented by the 



 

 
Philharmonia Orchestra, was chosen as “Performance of the Year” by Seen and Heard International. 
Her Wigmore Hall debut, as winner of the coveted Wigmore Prize awarded by the Royal Academy of 
Music, was reviewed as “revelatory, a feast of romantic pianism which held us enthralled” and “an 
astounding achievement by any standards, and one I cannot imagine being bettered… Remember the 
name—Tanya Gabrielian—you will be hearing a lot more from her I feel sure.” She has also been 
featured on the cover of the magazine Clavier. 
  
In addition to the traditional concert stage, Tanya is passionate about inspiring new generations of 
musicians and music lovers in diverse settings, dedicated to community engagement, education, and 
activism through art. Projects have included collaborations with the National Alliance on Mental 
Illness in programs featuring composers with mental illnesses, highlighting the stigma around mental 
health issues; founding an interactive performance series for patients at the New York State Psychiatric 
Institute; an installation with the artist Fran Bull for the exhibit In Flanders Fields: A Meditation on 
War; and a multidisciplinary collaboration combining Haydn’s Seven Last Words of Our Savior on 
the Cross with final statements from executed death row inmates. Tanya was awarded the Pro Musicis 
International Award and the McGraw-Hill Robert Sherman Award for Music Education and 
Community Outreach for her work.   
  
Tanya received her Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees at the Royal Academy of Music in London and 
received the prize for the best final recital for all six years of study. She then attended The Juilliard 
School as the only candidate accepted for the Artist Diploma and is currently a doctoral student at 
CUNY Graduate Center, studying with Ursula Oppens. Tanya is Artist-in-Resident at Guild Hall and 
is a Shigeru Kawai Recording Artist. 
  
Please visit www.tanyagabrielian.com for more information. 


