
The talented Russian musician Victo-
ria Yagling has been living in Finland 
since 1990. Her long career as a cellist 

and her meticulous artistry have served as an ex-
cellent accompaniment to the composition she 
began at an early age, at almost the same time as 
her instrumental studies.

The child of a cultural home, Yagling also 
did ballet as a child, but this soon had to give 
way to a career as a cellist that took her to con-
cert halls abroad. Despite having little time to 
compose, she produced works at a steady pace, 
most intensively in 1965–84 and especially 
since 1997, when a less hectic job at the Sibelius 
Academy left her more time for this.

Her studies in Moscow passed in the com-
pany of some of the great names in the Russian 
music world. For 11 years she was a cello stu-
dent of Mstislav Rostropovich at the Moscow 
Conservatory. This eminent seat of learning 
allowed her to develop an all-round musician-
ship. She became familiar with the works of 
Shostakovich, Khachaturian, Britten and later 
Schnittke, avidly attending premieres of their 
works in Moscow and closely marking any com-

Superb musicianship 
at the core of 
YAGLING’S MUSIC
Try to imagine music that is a blend of modesty and 
healthy self-confi dence, deep-rooted cultivation and superb 
professionalism; in which tradition is not something to be 
ashamed of but an element ennobled into a beautiful, lyrical 
sound. This is the music of  Victoria Yagling.

ments they made while listening to rehearsals. 
Dmitry Kabalevsky and Tikhon Khrennikov 
taught her composition, and sitting in on lessons 
given by David Oistrakh and Emil Gilels devel-
oped an all-round musical know-how.

Rostropovich was, says Yagling, an inspiring 
teacher: “His infl uence was great; he had big fan-
tasy and a vivid temperament and his classes were 
also in a way a theatrical experience with 20–30 
people following his teaching – which made you 
used to performing to other people”. During the 
composition lessons Kabalevsky introduced her 
to numerous works, and they would analyse the 
scores together at his home. Kabalevsky’s motto 
was ‘compose one page a day’ – a precept that 
was not, however, in Yagling’s nature. 

Yagling’s track record was spectacular: in 
1969 she won the fi rst prize in the Gaspar 
Cassadò Cello Competition and the following 
year the second prize in the illustrious Moscow 
Tchaikovsky Competition. Her solo engage-
ments took her to countless countries, not only 
in Europe but also to Thailand, Cuba and Ven-
ezuela, to perform with such conductors as Msti-
slav Rostropovich, Gennadi Rozdestvensky, 
Vladimir Fedoseyev, Sir Colin Davis, Dmit-
ry Kitaenko, Kurt Sanderling, Hans Graf, 
Serge Baudo, Antonio Pedrotti, Eri Klas and 
Mikhail Pletnev.

In 1990 Victoria Yagling was invited to Fin-
land as a visiting professor at the Sibelius Acad-
emy. Teaching and composing are worlds apart 
for her, yet it is here in Finland that she has com-
posed her biggest orchestral works, for example 
the Symphony Concerto for Cello and Orchestra 
(Cello Concerto No. 3). She has also taught at 
several international music courses and master 
classes and is often a jury member for interna-
tional cello competitions. 

According to Yagling, her career as a cellist 
has greatly supported her composing. She has 
performed a lot with orchestras, perhaps even 
more than with chamber groups, and knows the 
orchestra very well. This was also especially em-
phasised at the Conservatory by Rostropovich, 

who demanded that his students must know the 
orchestra thoroughly and have perfect knowl-
edge of the orchestral scores of the cello concer-
tos they played.
 
Composer-musician
 
Does Yagling the composer emphasise aspects 
to which she herself, as a performing artist, 
pays attention, or does she even aim at works 
that are interesting repertoire from the soloist’s 
point of view?  “No,” she replies without a mo-
ment’s hesitation, and goes on to stress that her 
works take shape on their own terms, without 
any conscious plans, and in ways that cannot be 
predicted. Sometimes she knows exactly what 
the whole work is going to contain when she 
fi rst puts pen to paper, but at other times she 
has only the beginning in her mind. There have 
been cases when the entire work may take shape 
in, say, a dream.

She underlines that her knowledge and ex-
perience as a cellist must have an effect on her 
composing, but it is not intentional – rather it 
sneaks in through the subconscious. 

Yagling can be described as a traditionalist 
and she even calls herself old-fashioned. Her ex-
pressive, romantically-orientated style is Russian 
in spirit and has grown out of the soil provided 
by Prokofi ev and Shostakovich. Melodic devel-
opment, traditional handling of the orchestra 
and delicate, beautiful lyricism combined with 
passionate energy are her true self – and she is 
faithful to her own style. Yagling has a genuine 
affection for classical music, including Sibelius, 
and has true respect for contemporary compos-
ers, such as Einojuhani Rautavaara, but she is 
not keen on experimenting in modern fi elds 
that she does not feel are her own. However, 
her large-scale works are without exception de-
manding and do offer the soloist plenty of chal-
lenges.

Yagling has composed a lot for her own in-
strument, including sonatas and other works 
for cello and piano. Among them is the refi ned 
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“In his roots, his approach to life and 
above all his works, the Estonian-Swed-
ish composer Eduard Tubin (1905–

1982) is the national composer of Estonia, at 
the same time as he fi gures among the greatest 
symphonists of the 20th century.” Those were 
the words of Vardo Rumessen, Artistic Direc-
tor of the “Eduard Tubin and His Time” festival, 
at a press conference in Tallinn on 28 February 
when journalists were informed about plans for 
a large-scale parade of symphony orchestras. 
This will take place during the centenary year, 
beginning on 18 May and culminating on 19 
June in Tartu, where the composer’s memorial, 
with its sound- and light effects, will be inaugu-
rated. In this way Tubin will at last return to the 
place where he started working with music as a 
conductor in the 1930s.

Tubin memorial

The competition for the monument was ar-
ranged jointly by the City of Tartu and the 
International Eduard Tubin Society. Of the 17 
entries, the jury chose that of Aili Vahtrapuu, a 
sculptress and doctoral candidate at the Paris 1st 
Pantheon Sorbonne University, and the archi-

Celebrating 
EDUARD
TUBIN 
Music by Eduard Tubin will this year 
be heard more than ever before – no 
fewer than 30 orchestral performances 
around the world during the fi rst 
six months. Apart from the festival 
in Estonia his music will be heard in 
Sweden, Norway, Finland, Germany, 
Austria, Turkey, the USA and Japan. 

tect Veronika Valk. The memorial compound 
is an entirely original work the likes of which 
are not to be found in Estonia, or indeed any-
where else. 

To realise the idea, Vahtrapuu turned to the 
IRCAM sound design studio in Paris, where she 
found an ardent supporter and adviser in Louis 
Dandrel, a man with vast experience of sound 
installations. Dandrel is the founder and crea-
tor of two French broadcasting stations, France 
Musique and Radio Classique. His works in-
clude e. g. the Sound Garden in Hong Kong, 
the Windows of the Cities in Rio de Janeiro, the 
Millennium (2000) sound installation on the 
Champs Elysées in Paris and the annual sum-
mer sound shows at Mont Saint-Michel. The 
memorial to Eduard Tubin aims at providing 
a pleasant space for socialising by employing a 
contemporary sound and light installation while 
changing and amplifying the relations between 
human and city. 

Parade of symphony orchestras

The month-long Tubin festival is unique in 
scope. All ten symphonies by Tubin will be 
performed by eight orchestras: the Estonian 
National Orchestra conducted by Paavo Järvi, 
Neeme Järvi and its chief conductor Nikolai 
Alekseyev, the composer’s own old theatre or-
chestra, the “Vanemuine” conducted by Lauri 
Sirp, the Mariinsky Theatre Symphony Or-
chestra from St. Petersburg under Valery Ger-
giev, the Tampere Philharmonic Orchestra and 
Eri Klas, the Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra 
and Leif Segerstam, the Tonkünstler Orchestra 
of Lower Austria and Kristjan Järvi, the Royal 
Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra and Jukka-
Pekka Saraste and the Latvian National Sym-
phony Orchestra under Olari Elts. Paavo Järvi 
will conduct the fi fth symphonies of Sibelius 
and Tubin on the same occasion, Valery Ger-
giev the eighth symphonies of Shostakovich and 
Tubin and Jukka-Pekka Saraste Tubin’s Sympho-
ny No.10 with Sibelius’ Symphony No. 2. 

The centenary of Tubin’s birth has also been 
celebrated with other notable events. In April a 
competition for young musicians featured his 
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Suite for Cello Solo No. 1, chosen as an obligato-
ry piece for the 7th Tchaikovsky Competition 
in Moscow in 1982. There are no signs what-
soever in the cello works by Yagling of the one-
sided instrumentalism that may threaten musi-
cian-composers in love with their instruments. 
The piano parts of the third and fourth cello 
sonatas, for example, are orchestral in style, and 
the cello parts are marked by passion and rich-
ness of timbre.

She has also composed two string quartets, 
and writing vocal music has been her special in-
terest recently. Poems by Arseni Tarkovsky and 
Anna Akhmatova have inspired her to write a 
wealth of beautiful songs, suitable not only for 
professional singers but also for students. 

 
The cello concertos
 
Yagling’s three cello concertos are her main 
works and are all very different in character. 
They illustrate her stylistic development, but 
also the various periods in her life in a way that 
is delightfully human. The fi rst was composed 
in 1974–75, when she was 28 and expecting 
her son. It is a full-blooded work, her diplo-
ma work in composition ending in optimistic 
mood. It was premiered by the Moscow State 
Symphony with Yagling as the soloist. The sec-
ond, written ten years later, is more mature in 
character, mirroring more serious moods and 
experiences of that period. It has a very dra-
matic cello part full of inner tension. The third 
and darkest of the three in hue was written in 
2001, shortly before her mother died. Although 
it is full of drama, it ends on a positive note: the 
music vanishes towards the end, transforming 
to a different dimension.

The Finnish Notebook for symphony or-
chestra completed in 2003 was inspired by the 
Finnish nature close to Yagling’s heart. The Lyr-
ical Preludes, books 1 and 2 for string orchestra 
are both about 40 minutes in length, but they 
can be performed in entities consisting of, say, 
three movements. They are short pieces of dif-
ferent character, lyric and beautiful as the titles 
suggest. The Suite for Cello and String Orches-
tra, an early work dating from 1967, has been 
performed often by the Helsinki Junior Strings, 
also on their foreign tours. 

Works by Victoria Yagling, such as the 
Suite for Cello and String Orchestra, have been 
recorded on the Melodya label, and the USSR 
Radio & Television Orchestra has recorded the 
fi rst two cello concertos with the composer her-
self as the soloist. 

The moment the fi rst notes of works by 
Victoria Yagling issue from the concert plat-
form, the audience can look forward to an elec-
tric atmosphere and musicianship of the high-
est professional standard. But that is not all: for 
it can also expect a great heart, melancholy and 
passion – the grandest of emotion. And there is 
never too much of that at any concert.  ■
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Aili Vahtrapuu and the Tubin monument 
(Photo: Timur Nisametdinov)
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