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Abstract: Twelve Romances, Op. 60 dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna (1886), is
P. I. Tchaikovsky’s most multipart chamber vocal opus. No. 5 Simple Words occupies a special
place in it. On the one hand, it belongs to a group of songs, for which Tchaikovsky used his
own texts and is singled out by its unusual title. On the other, it is understudied and rarely
performed. Furthermore, researchers assess it very differently: they either criticize it or find
it perplexing. It pales in comparison with the famous masterpieces of this opus, making the
impression of an inset piece. Nevertheless, it raises a number of questions. Who does the
protagonist address? From whom does the appeal come? What is its subject? The author of
this paper offers his own interpretation. His analysis of the text and the music suggests that in
Simple Words Tchaikovsky depicted Emperor Alexander III in the genre of a musical portrait.
This may provide clues to a new understanding of this song and of the entire Op. 60 cycle. An
authorized copy of Simple Words from the collection of the State Hermitage Scientific Library
is published in the Appendix for the first time.
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Аннотация: Двенадцать романсов ор. 60, посвященных императрице Марии Федоровне
(1886), являются наиболее многосоставным камерно-вокальным опусом П. И. Чайковского.
Особое место принадлежит в нем романсу № 5 «Простые слова». С одной стороны, он
относится к группе сочинений, написанных Чайковским на свой собственный текст,
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и уже необычным названием привлекает к себе внимание. С другой — является редко
исполняемым, малоизученным. При этом в научной литературе он получил разноречивые
оценки: от острокритических до недоуменных. В сравнении с общеизвестными
шедеврами этого опуса он блекнет, производя впечатление некого «вставного номера».
Тем не менее он порождает ряд вопросов. К кому обращается «лирический герой»?
От кого исходит обращение? Какова вообще его «тема»? Автор статьи предлагает
свое прочтение. Аналитические наблюдения над словесным и музыкальным рядом
заставляют предположить, что композитор работал в жанре музыкального портрета
и изобразил императора Александра III. Это может дать ключ к новому пониманию не
только данного романса, но и всего цикла ор. 60 как музыковедами, так и исполнителями.
В приложении впервые публикуется авторизованная копия романса «Простые слова»
из собрания Научной библиотеки Государственного Эрмитажа.
Ключевые слова: П. И. Чайковский, императрица Мария Федоровна, император
Александр III, русский классический романс, музыкальный портрет, репрезентация,
рукописные первоисточники
Для цитирования: Моисеев Г. А. Загадка романса П. И. Чайковского «Простые слова»
(op. 60 № 5) // Научный вестник Московской консерватории. Том 12. Выпуск 4 (декабрь
2021). С. 48–67. https://doi.org/10.26176/mosconsv.2021.47.4.05.

‘M

ister N. N. is a rather bad rhymer, an author of just a couple of texts to some
Russian romances,’ wrote P. I. Tchaikovsky with irony in a letter to his publisher
P. I. Jurgenson [25, 99], revealing the penname he used to sign his poems.
The triad of romances written to Tchaikovsky’s own lines is a special part of the composer’s musical heritage. Two of them — So What? (Oр. 16 No. 5) and The Terrible Moment (Oр. 28 No 6) — are widely known and have often drawn the attention of musical
critics, musicologists and philologists [1; 8; 9; 13; 15; 19; 27; 28; 29]. But Simple Words
(Oр. 60 No. 5) is often seen as an unsuccessful piece of Tchaikovsky’s vocal heritage
[13, 24, 95]. However, several noteworthy commentaries on its lyrics have appeared over
the last decades [9; 15; 16; 27; 28; 29]. The song is also rarely performed, usually as a part
of big vocal anthologies. In the Op. 60 discography by Richard D. Sylvester, Simple Words
occupy the final position with only 6 recordings.1 Its neighbours — The Nightingale (No. 4)
and Frenzied Nights (No. 6) have 22 and 28 recordings each, and the most performed
song of this opus is The Night (№ 9) — 29 recordings [15; 29].

Simple Words in Tchaikovsky’s diary and music manuscripts
Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that Tchaikovsky saw some special significance in Simple Words, especially in the context of the entire Opus 60, for here he had
set his own lines to music. But why? It is common knowledge that Oр. 60 has a special status, being dedicated to ‘Her Imperial Majesty the Empress Maria Feodorovna’2,
the spouse of Emperor Alexander III and that she was the one to initiate the creation
1 Tenors — Mikhail Alexandrovich, Ilya Levinsky and Konstantin Lisovsky; Soprano — Elisabeth
Söderström, Irina Arkhipova and Lyubov Kazarnovskaya [15, 216].
2 Tchaikovsky, Pyotr I. Dvenadtsat’ romansov [Twelve Romances], op. 60. Moscow: P. Jurgenson,
1886, p. 2.
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Ил. 1. Императрица Мария Федоровна. Фотопортрет, присланный императрицей в подарок П. И. Чайковскому за посвящение
Двенадцати романсов ор. 60, с ее личным автографом (подпись по нижнему краю «Мария», черные чернила)
Фотоателье К. И. Бергамаско, Санкт-Петербург, 1887. Музейный шифр хранения: ГМЗЧ КП-28141/67 Б1 № 96
© Государственный мемориальный музыкальный музей-заповедник П. И. Чайковского

Plate 1.

Empress Maria Feodorovna. Portrait photograph send by Empress to P. I. Tchaikovsky as a gift for his dedication of
12 Songs op. 60 to her. On the bottom of the photo — the inscription ‘Maria’ in her own handwriting (black ink).
Photographic studio of C. I. Bergamasco, St. Petersburg. 1887.
© P. I. Tchaikovsky State Memorial Museum-Reserve
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of the cycle (see Plate 1). In spring 1886, ‘she personally wished to receive as a gift
a piece by Tchaikovsky dedicated to her, addressing him through Grand Duke Konstantin
Konstantinovich (a poet known under the penname K. R.), who was closely acquainted
with the composer’ [11, 108]. ‘…The Empress would like me to dedicate a single romance
to her …’, — wrote Tchaikovsky.3 However, the number of vocal miniatures in the cycle
was to be 12. Tchaikovsky wrote 10 songs at first (No. 2–104 and No. 12), but ‘then decided
to compose another two’ (№ 1 and 11) [22, 93].
Tchaikovsky reveals his special attitude to Simple Words in his personal diary. He
writes about creating Oр. 60 in the entries between August 19 and September 8, 1886, but
doesn’t mention any song titles with just one exception — Simple Words (September 4,
1886) [22, 92–93].
Another noteworthy detail is an individually designed title of Simple Words in Tchaikovsky’s autograph5 as well as in the authorized (presentational) copy Maria Feodorovna
was presented with6 as compared to the other 11 songs (see Table below; compare also
Figures 1 and 2)7:
Song titles in the authorized copy

Archival sheets

No. 1 Last Night

Text by A. Khomyakov

Sh. 3

No. 2 I’ll Tell You Nothing

Text by A. Fet

Sh. 5 rev.

No. 3 O, If Only You Knew

Text by A. Pleshcheev

Sh. 7 rev.

No. 4 The Nightingale

Text by Pushkin8

Sh. 9 rev.

No. 5 Simple Words

Words by N.+N.+

Sh. 11 rev.

No. 6 Frenzied Nights

Text by A. Apukhtin

Sh. 14 rev.

No. 7 Song of a Gypsy Girl

Text by Ya. Polonsky

Sh. 16 rev.

No. 8 Forgive!

Text by N. Nekrasov

Sh. 18 rev.

No. 9 Night

Text by Ya. Polonsky

Sh. 20

No. 10 Beyond the Window, in the Shadows

Text by Ya. Polonsky

Sh. 22

No. 11 Exploit

Text by A. Khomyakov

Sh. 23 rev.

No. 12 The Gentle Stars Shone For Us

Text by Ya. Polonsky9

Sh. 25 rev.

In a letter to N. F. von Meck on September 3, 1886 [24, 439].
Among them No. 5 — Simple Words.
5 RNMM, 88/144.
6 Scientific Library of the State Hermitage, St. Petersburg. NB GE. Inventory No. 350172.
7 However, the autograph is incomplete, because it does not contain songs No. 6, 7, 8 (on this, see:
[11, 123]), so further on I am going to be guided by the authorised copy.
8 Pushkin’s first name initial appears neither in the autograph, nor in the authorized copy.
9 There is a mistake in the autograph (made by the author himself) and in the authorized copy
(by the copyist N. L. Langer [26, 50]). The Gentle Stars Shone For Us was actually written by
A. Pleshcheev and not by Ya. Polonsky. See [11, 113, 116; 17, 648].
3

4
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Figure 1. The design of titles No. 1–4 and 6–12, illustrated by No. 7

Figure 2. The design of title No. 5, Simple Words

As the table and the illustrations show, numbers 1–4 as well as 6–12 are supplied with
the caption ‘Text by…’, however in No. 5 it is ‘Words by…’. This immediately draws your
attention in the authorized copy, because the song in question is also entitled <…> Words10
(see Appendix).

10 The caption lost its singularity in the first edition, due to the editor’s unification (Tchaikovsky,
Pyotr I. Dvenadtsat’ romansov [Twelve Romances], op. 60, p. 6, 12, 16, 20, 24, 30, 34, 38, 41, 46, 49, 53).
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Preliminary observations on text and music
Let us turn to the text of the Oр. 60 No. 5.
[1st verse]
Ty zvezda na polnochnom nebe,
Ty vesenniy tsvetok poley,
Ty rubin, il’ almaz blestyashchiy,
Ty luch solntsa vo t’me svetyashchiy,
Charovnitsa i tsaritsa krasoty!..

You’re a star in the midnight sky,
you’re a spring flower in the fields;
you’re a ruby, or a sparkling diamond,
you’re a sunbeam shining in the dark,
an enchantress and the queen of beauty!

Tak po strunam bryatsaya lirnym,
T’my pevtsov o tebe poyut.
Slavy néktar toboy izvedan;
Mne zh dar pesen ot Boga né dan,
Ya prostye skazhu slova.

So, plucking the strings of a lyre,
myriad bards sing your praises.
You have tasted the nectar of glory,
but God did not give me the gift of poetry.
I will say it in simple words.

[2nd verse]
Ty moy drug, ty moya opora,
Ty mne zhizn’, ty mne vse i vsyo...
Ty mne vozdukh i khleb nasushchnyy,
Ty dvoynik moy edinosushchnyy,
Ty otrada i uslada dney moikh!..

You’re my friend, you’re my support,
you’re my life, you’re my all and everything...
You are my air and daily bread,
you are my consubstantial twin.
you are the joy and delight of my days!

Pust’ po strunam bryatsaya lirnym,
T’my pevtsov o tebe poyut…
Slavy néktar toboy izvedan;
Mne zh dar pesen ot Boga ne dan,
Kak sumel, kak sumel, tak i skazal!..

So let myriad bards sing of you,
plucking the strings of a lyre...
You have tasted the nectar of glory;
but God did not give me the gift of poetry,
as well, as well as I knew how, I have said it!11

I would like to concentrate on the contents of the poem. Its form and semantic
accents are unusual. It contains multiple glorifications to one and the same woman
praised by various persons. On the one hand, these praises are hyperbolized and sung
by unidentified ‘myriad bards’ (1st verse). On the other — it is a very human and deep
declaration of love (3nd verse). It comes from a person, who claims to have no gift of
poetry and who is not ‘singing’ (God did not give me the gift of poetry), but ‘speaking’
(I will say it). The last line stresses it once again using a concealed folklore element.
The expression ‘as well, as well as I knew how, I have said it!’ is nothing but a modified Russian proverb: As well as he knew how, he has sung it (Kak sumel, tak i spel).12
A rather short text of the poem includes other allusions: quasi-antique (lyre, nectar),
old Russian (myriads are t'my [hoards] in the original text), Christian, New Testament
(daily bread, consubstantial). A modern reader might hear an echo of the Middle East
poetry of the Middle Ages (star, flower, ruby, diamond, beam)... Could such a semantically loaded text be called simple?
11
12

Translation by Richard Sylvester [29, 219] in the wording of G. M.
This form appears in The Proverbs of the Russian people by Vladimir Dal’ [3, 429].
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Its prosody is not simple either. According to S. A. Makarova, Ph.D., the text is ‘a anapaestic trimester with a last foot contraction in each line’ [9, 540].13 Among other features
she points out ‘the variable repetition of the second and the fourth lines, the anaphora
and syntactically parallel verses, meaningful omissions and rhetorical exclamations’. On
the whole, Makarova thinks that Tchaikovsky ‘has made an attempt at an iamb-anapaestic
logaoedic with sporadic divergences from the scheme’ [9, 540].14
At the same time, Oр. 60 No. 5 is distinctively different from the other eleven songs
in terms of musical simplicity. It lacks contrasts in tempo, dynamics, tone or mode,
as well psychological tension and operatic features. The composition of the song is
simple too — with its distinctive two verses accurately repeating one another, a hymnally intonated refrain (bars 55–72 and 127–144)15 and three identical piano ritornelles
(at the beginning, in the middle and at the end). This is the only song in the Op. 60
with a particular genre caption made by the composer: Tempo di Valse. (Allegro). All its
musical material is delicate and supple: I would like to point out the casual easiness of
the musical flow, the movement in three bar units, symmetrical patterns in the vocal
part, the play of syncopated figures, when the theme sounds alternatively in the accompaniment and in the vocal part, half cadences in g-moll with an echo effect (and
the composer’s note dolce) and a barely noticeable tone-painting in the accompaniment
(an imitation of the lyre).

Research on Simple Words in 1990–2010
Let us turn to the interpretations of the song text by Russian and foreign scholars.
British musicologist Philip Ross Bullock (2008) singles out two protagonists and
emphasizes the gender of the addressee: ‘a male poet’ and his ‘emphatically feminine
beloved’ [28, 107].
Bullock’s predecessor in the British Tchaikovsky studies David Brown (1991), is more
than precise: Simple Words is a ‘blatant tribute to his imperial dedicatee’ [27, 88], i.e.
Empress Maria Feodorovna.
Brown’s American opponent Richard Sylvester (2002) does not agree with him and
argues that firstly, ‘if so, Tchaikovsky is guilty of the most abject flattery. Yet this is not in
character: he was not a flatterer, but rather known for his sincerity’ [29, 218]. Secondly, from
the point of view of common sense: ‘Could Tchaikovsky really think of the Empress as
his ‘life’, his ‘everything’, his ‘double’, his best friend, support, and joy?’ [ibid.]. According
to Sylvester, the song is devoted to music per se, or a muse, a source of inspiration and
Tchaikovsky praises it and addresses it as ‘a perfect and beloved someone’ [ibid.].16 Sylvester
cites Tchaikovsky’s letter to Nadezhda von Meck of November 23 (December 5), 1877
13 According to R. Sylvester, the meter is ‘mixed ternary and binary; two anapaests followed by an
iamb, with the first strong downbeat on the third syllable’ [29, 219].
14 However, S. A. Makarova is wrong in pointing out that Simple Words was written by Tchaikovsky
in two languages — Russian and German [9, 540]. Tchaikovsky’s original text was in Russian and an
equirhythmic translation into German of all the ор. 60 texts was made by G. Löwenthal for Jurgenson's
first edition. (See Schlichte Worte. Ins Deutsche übersetzt von G. Löwenthal. In Tchaikovsky, Pyotr I.
Dvenadtsat’ romansov [Twelve Romances], op. 60, p. 24).
15 The refrain begins with: ‘Slavy néktar toboy izvedan’ (You have tasted the nectar of glory).
16 The analogy with Schubert’s An die Musik (D. 547, text by Franz von Schober) is inevitable,
however Sylvester doesn’t mention it.
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in which he defines music as ‘heaven’s greatest gift to humanity as it wanders in the dark’
[ibid.], as a ‘faithful friend, protector, and comforter’ [ibid.], ‘for whose sake alone life is
worth living’ [ibid.]. However, Sylvester might have been misled by the literally matching
words, for these statements come from an entirely different period in the composer’s life
and work.
V. S. Sokolov (1994) says that Oр. 60 No. 5 reflects on Tchaikovsky’s dysfunctional
relationship with his spouse A. I. Milyukova, which had undergone a crisis some time
before the song cycle dedicated to the Empress was written. Sokolov cites Milyukova’s
letter to Tchaikovsky of July 1886, in which she writes: ‘You know for sure that I love
you, adore you and worship you, and you are already bored to hear it from me… <…>
How could one not love you? <…> It suffices to look in your good, kind and noble face
to become favorably disposed towards you with all one’s heart. <…> You are my God
on Earth, I believe in you deeply. The very thought of you wishing me happiness will
bring me happiness, if it is possible all. <…> My dear, my darling, please dedicate to me
something, a tiny piece or just a song… I have a small voice, no bigger than a pinhead…
But you will please me enormously’ [16, 207–208]. Sokolov says that Tchaikovsky’s poem
might be ‘a peculiar transcription’ of this letter, and the song Oр. 60 No. 5 is a hidden
message to his wife and an answer to her plea (in a cycle dedicated to Empress Maria
Feodorovna?!) [16, 207–208].
Let us conclude by quoting S. A. Makarova (2020): ‘The contents of the poem is an
emotional monologue of the speaker, for whom the female protagonist is an object of
admiration and praise — his all and everything. <…> All artistic means are aimed at
creating a major tonality, asserting beauty, love and the gift of the word’ [9, 540].

A new hypothesis:
Emperor Alexander III as the adresser of Simple Words
All observations listed above seem interesting and thought provoking, the biographical
approach being especially fruitful, however, in my opinion, they are inconsistent and lack
sufficient argumentation.
I would like to propose my own hypothesis, but firstly, let me list the characters and
their roles:
1) The female protagonist and addressee. Her voice is not heard in the song, but her
image, painted with more and more detail is brought into the foreground. In the first verse
she is elevated to an unaccessible hight (a throne?), in the second verse she is a human,
a person close to the speaker.
2) ‘Myriad bards’ whose poetic lines are cited at the beginning of the song.
3) The speaker and addresser, pronouncing the entire text. In the first verse he is
citing the indirect speech of the bards and in the second one we hear his own simple
words.
It is crucial that three parties (and not just two, as stated by the aforementioned
scholars) are involved. Without the bards, Tchaikovsky’s perspective is completely
destroyed and the logic of the opposition between the first and the second verses disappears. There are myriads of bards — t’my, which literally means tens of thousands
[18, 1010]. This vociferous choir is praising one woman in every possible manner.
Who is she?
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In the first verse she is compared to an earthly goddess. A succession of metaphors
emphasizes her remoteness and inaccessibility, her special status (she emanates blinding
light). The line ‘You have tasted the nectar of glory’ proves the consistence in praise and
honour she is receiving. All this makes it clear that a person of high position is meant, so
the word queen (tsaritsa) is an excessive prompt. Comparing a royal to a gem (a ruby,
a diamond — an allusion to the crown) or to celestial bodies (a star, the sun and its
ray) — are stereotypical for the formal monarchal poetry of the age in question.17
Does it mean that D. Brown is right in saying that it is a portrait of Maria Feodorovna herself? He certainly is, because Oр. 60 was dedicated to her. But what about the
addresser and his simple words? Brown and Sylvester identify him with the author,
but I think that Tchaikovsky is not the best candidate for that position, because the
addresser claims that he is not at all a creative person (he repeats: ‘but God did not
give me the gift of poetry’ twice in this short poem!). To suggest that Tchaikovsky
deprives himself of creativity would make him an absurdist or a surrealist and disrupt the
simplicity of the poem.18
But who is then the addresser and protagonist? Who is he, emphasizing his simplicity with Russian folklore and Orthodox Christian allusions but keeping up with the
rhythm of the waltz with gallantness and sophistication? Admiring the female protagonist,
he is addressing her as an equal, on first name terms, using the Russian 2 Pers. Sing.
pronoun ty (thee). He calls her his life companion: ‘my friend’, ‘my support’, ‘the joy
and delight of my days’, in a very personal manner in contrast to the phrases of ‘the
bards’. A semantic progression supported by the rising melody reaches its climax at the
words ‘daily bread, ‘my consubstantial twin’ (bars 103–107; see Appendix). Owning to
the biblical vocabulary, worshipping the object of love acquires here a religious shade.
In my opinion, only a loving husband can address his wife with such disarming simplicity,
and at the same time with an almost religious admiration. Why so? The answer is found
in the words ‘consubstantial twin’ presupposing the metaphysical unity of a married
couple in Christianity [21, 146]. Projecting this on the Russian royal family we might
assume that if the female protagonist and the addressee is Empress Maria Feodorovna,
then the addresser is no other than Emperor Alexander III.19

A portrait or a surprise?
Portraits of royalties may also be found in the Russian chamber instrumental and
vocal music before 1886. Let us remind the reader of the piano cycle Kamennoi-Ostrov
by A.G. Rubinstein (Oр. 10, 1853–1854; ed. 1855): it opens with a portrait of Empress
Alexandra Feodorovna (the spouse of Nikolai I). Rayok (The Raree Show) by M. P. Musorgsky (1869–1870, ed. 1871) with its text-book portrait of the Grand Duchess Elena
Pavlovna as Muse Euterpe, and Tchaikovsky’s Second String Quartet (Oр. 22, 1874)
17 For the examples, see Kudrina, the part Venok Aleksandru i Marii (A wreath to Alexander and
Maria): A. A. Fet 15 of May 1883, A. A. Golenischev-Kutuzov S dushoi, proniknutoi lubovju i smirenjem
(My soul is filled with love and humbleness), E. V. Bogdanovich Shumela radostno stolitza… (The capital
was loud with joy…) [7, 555, 557, 559].
18 This also applies to Sylvester’s hypothesis that Tchaikovsky is addressing his muse as well as to
Ph. Bullock suggesting that the protagonist and addresser is a poet.
19 V. S. Sokolov’s hypothesis seems a false mirror reflection. Knowing about Tchaikovsky’s negative feelings towards his wife in 1886, it is impossible to imagine that he dedicated one of his pieces to her [26, 47, 49].
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dedicated to Grand Duke Konstantin Nikolayevich, whose image is recognizable in the
second theme of the final [12, 152]. All of these pieces have their own story, and Simple
Words is no exception.
My hypothesis looks back not only to the Empress’s request to dedicate her a single
romance, but also in the warm personal relationship between the royal couple and Tchaikovsky, who was their favourite. They met on many occasions and under various circumstances. For instance, he had a rare opportunity to observe the Emperor and the
Empress at home. In a letter to his brother Anatoly, Tchaikovsky tells about his visit to
the royal court on March 7, 1884, soon after the first night of his opera Mazeppa, ‘I was
permitted to appear before His Majesty, but Vlad[imir] Obolensky20 insisted that I also
appear before the Empress, who had repeatedly requested to see me. It was immediately
arranged, and so I visited the Empress first and then His Majesty. The one and the other
were exceptionally tender and kind. I think that anyone, who gets the opportunity to meet
His Majesty in private, would become his passionate admirer forever, because one cannot
describe, how nice and how charming his manner is’ (March 10, 1884) [23, 334–335].21
Their meeting in public — at the St. Petersburg Bolshoi Theatre — on January 16,
1885 is described in a letter to Nadezhda von Meck. Tchaikovsky writes to her immediately
after the 15th performance of Eugene Onegin: ‘His Majesty wished to see me. He talked
to me for quite a long time, and was tender and favourable to me to the greatest extent.
He asked me with utmost sympathy and in all the details about my life and my musical
matters, after which he took me to the Empress who in her turn showed me very touching attention’ [24, 25–26].22
It seems probable, that Tchaikovsky’s personal impressions stimulated his creative phantasy. What did he aim at, writing Simple Words? Did he aspire to portrait the royal couple,
because waltz is a partner dance? Then the lines sung to a jolly waltz accompaniment might
represent the monarch’s family happiness.23 Or may be the composer wanted to decorate
his cycle, dedicated to the Empress with a special piece, praising only her? Then, we might
guess that Simple Words is the single romance requested by the Empress.
Let us make another proposition — Tchaikovsky wanted Oр. 60 No. 5 to become
as a surprise for them both, a small tribute to ‘the feelings and experiences of the imperial family’s private life’ [30, 307]. The quote comes from Richard Wortman’s monograph Scenarios of power: myth and ceremony in Russian monarchy, which inter
alia deals with the royal couple’s fascination with decorative surprises by Carl Fabergé,
which they gave to each other regularly [20, 381–382; 30, 307]. The analogy between the
20 Prince Vladimir Sergeyevich Obolensky (Obolensky Neledinsky-Meletzky, 1847–1891) was
a member of the Emperor’s Alexander III and the Empress's Maria Feodorovna closest circle. In 1884, he
was His Majesty’s aide-de-camp and the colonel of Her Majesty’s cavalry regiment and the marshal of
the Imperial Court [14, 89]. The Portrait of V. S. Obolensky by I. A. Vsevolozhsky see in A. V. Ippolitov’s
catalogue [5, 104–105].
21 The imperial couple greeted Mazeppa very favourably. During the same audience the Emperor
discussed with Tchaikovsky the coming first night of Eugene Onegin in the St. Petersburg Bolshoi Theatre.
This landmark performance was initiated by Alexander III (the first performance took place on October 19,
1884, conducted by E. F. Nápravník).
22 After that, Tchaikovsky was allowed to write an opera adaptation of Pushkin’s Captain’s Daughter.
23 Simple Words were written for a tenor. According to A. A. Bers (see [2, 318]), Alexander III had
a tenor voice. Tchaikovsky spoke to the Emperor on numerous occasions and knew his intonations and
his timbre. Could it be that in Oр. 60 No. 5 he (intentionally or not) portrayed the Emperor’s voice?
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creations of the royal jeweller and the great composer could be justified: in the text of the
song he seems to juxtapose ‘private intimacy’ (2nd verse) and ‘public monumentality’
(1st verse) [30, 307].24

‘Myriad bards’ and 1190 archival sheets
We want to dwell upon the group of persons in the background of the protagonist’s
simple words. Who is hidden behind the phrase myriad bards? In our opinion, they
are numerous Russian and foreign authors, who besieged Maria Feodorovna with their
ceremonial praises. Seven formally decorated multipage bindings with similar titles
can be found in her personal fund (GARF 642). The total number of sheets in them
amounts to 1190:
642/1/162. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by pupils of various
girl institutions 1880–1916. 175 sh[eets].
642/1/165. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by Danish poets. N[ot]
d[ated]. 269 sh.
642/1/167. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by various persons.
N/d. 128 sh.
642/1/168. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by various persons.
N/d. 116 sh.
642/1/169. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by various persons.
N/d. 137 sh.
642/1/170. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by various persons.
N/d. 113 sh.
642/1/171. — Poems, dedicated to Empress Maria Feodorovna by various persons.
N/d. 252 sh.

Apart from that, Maria Feodorovna was dedicated a number of music pieces, including instrumental dance miniatures. Authors of such music dedications often named them
after the royals.25 One of them — ‘Marie-Dagmar. Polka. Comp[osed] by A. I. Dubuque’
for piano — was orchestrated for a big orchestra by young Tchaikovsky. It happened 20
years before the songs of the Oр. 60 were written, when Maria Feodorovna had arrived
in Russia (1866) [17, 727].26 In this connection, I would allow myself a certain liberty
and suggest that Oр. 60 No. 5 played but not sung could be seen as a dance miniature
entitled Maria Waltz. This resonates with Sylvester’s idea: ‘…the words on the page are
a means to an end — а musical end. In this case, Tchaikovsky wanted to write an allegro
waltz…’ [29, 218].
24 In the second half of the 19th century, Russian aristocracy was very fond of all sorts of guessing games
such as life pictures or charades. Oр. 60 No. 5 might have contained a similar puzzle for its listeners.
25 There are pieces dedicated to the family of Grand Duke Konstantin Nikolayevich titled Konstantin.
Waltz, Alexandra. Polka, Nikola. Waltz, Olga. Polka, Vera. Polka-mazurka [10, 137].
26 Danish Princess Dagmar arrived in Kronstadt on Wednesday, September 14 (26), 1866. The weather
that week was exceptionally warm. F. I. Tyutchev described it in his poem Nebo bledno-goluboye (The sky
light blue…), which last words are Dagmar’s Week (Dagmarina nedelya). Princess Dagmar converted to
Orthodoxy on October 12 (24); on October 28 (November 9) 1866, she married Tsarevich Alexander. Thus,
October has always been a special month for the royal couple and for everyone, taking even the smallest
part in their life, including Tchaikovsky. Please note the date on Op. 60’s authorized copy — October 6,
1886 [11, 116, 120]. The Empress received it in the middle of the month, which means that The 12 Romances
became a special gift to the royal couple’s 20th anniversary.
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Ил. 2. М. А. Зичи. Император Александр III и императрица Мария Федоровна слушают музыку после охоты. Рисунок, 1892/1894 [4, 66–67]
Plate 2. M. A. Zichy. Emperor Alexander III and Empress Maria Feodorovna listening to the music after the hunt. Drawing, 1892/1894 [4, 66–67]
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Simple Words in the context of Op. 60
As we have pointed out above, some researchers list Oр. 60 No. 5 among Tchaikovsky’s
failures. V. S. Sokolov called the song ‘musically commonplace’ [16, 207]; E. M. Orlova
described it as ‘slack, unorganized in the theme itself, as well as in the tone development’
[13, 24]. She finds ‘certain mechanisticity in the way the waltz rhythm is used, which is,
in its turn, connected to the slackness of the intonation and theme’ [ibid.].
We believe the criteria to be unreasonably high and would like to remind the reader
of the subtitle Tchaikovsky gave to his Opus 60: 12 Romances and Songs (italics supplied. — G. M.)27. Simple Words is a song, not a lyrical romance in the common sense of
the word. Such approach would free us from the necessity to compare it to Oр. 60’s great
masterpieces and consider it the less successful piece of the cycle.
At the same time, the personified content of the song gives a personalized touch
to the entire Op. 60. We could even go as far as suggesting that Tchaikovsky began to
write the cycle by composing Simple Words, however there is no documental proof to
that cause. This also throws new light to the song’s place in the context of the cycle: the
referential tonality F-dur appears for the first time in No. 5, but then comes up in the
romance-confession Forgive! (Op. 60 No. 8), the playful scherzo Beyond the Window,
in the Shadows (Op. 60 No. 10) and in the ingenious lyrical final The Gentle Stars Shone
For Us (Oр. 60 No. 12).28

Conclusion
It is common knowledge that Empress Maria Feodorovna had a very sensitive ear and
was always prepared to share her musical impressions [2, 332] (see Plate 2).29 We learn
about her reaction to the Oр. 60 songs from the letter to Tchaikovsky by Grand Duke
Konstantin Konstantinovich of October 23, 1886: ‘Her Majesty ordered me to thank you
very much for the romances, which she found delightful’ [6, 36]. I have already suggested
that Maria Feodorovna acquainted herself with the cycle in a special concert: ‘it was quite
easy to arrange a private performance of the selected pieces by first-class singers (for
instance, the soloists of The Russian Opera) for Her Majesty the Empress. It could have
taken place between October 9 and 23, 1886, most probably in the Gatchina Palace —
where the royal family resided’ [11, 117].
Some miniatures from the authorized copy were likewise played before the Empress. The
pencil marks on it clearly demonstrate that Simple Words was among them. (See Appendix).30
It might have been performed by Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich [11, 129].
It is also likely that Maria Feodorovna played the cycle herself, or at least looked through
the texts of the songs, because she was interested in the Russian poetry. Her gratitude
should not be taken for granted. The fact that Oр. 60 was published several months later
Tchaikovsky, P. I. 12 romances op. 60. Moscow: P. Jurgenson, 1886, p. 4.
Tchaikovsky sets Simple Words almost in the middle of Op. 60, which brings us once again to the
Easter works for the tsars by Carl Fabergé with its famous surprise in the centre — an object of special
significance was hidden inside the egg. For details, see [20, 382, 383; 30, 308].
29 The watercolour by court artist Mihály Zichy shows the Emperor Family listening to music. Empress
Maria Feodorovna is in the foreground on the right, Emperor Alexander III is beside her [4, 66–67].
30 On sheet 13 rev. (bar 142, piano part, left hand): ‘black ink outlined in pencil’ [11, 126, 129]. See
Appendix.
27

28
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just as it had been presented to her, with the very same dedication, is a clear sign of the
gift being accepted by the Empress. Another sign of her appreciation is her signed photo
in a cypress frame sent to Tchaikovsky (see Plate 1).
Simple Words has not been mentioned ever since in either in Tchaikovsky’s notes
and letters or in the Romanov archive. It was performed in public on October 25, 1903 at
a concert devoted to the 10th anniversary of Tchaikovsky’s death by Nina Friede.31 Grand
Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich was present, he mentions the concert in his diary, but
not the song itself.32 We still don’t know, whether it was successful with its royal audience
and whether the hypothesis formulated in this article is true.
Translated by Sophia Andzhaparidze
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GARF — State Archive of the Russian Federation (SARF; Moscow, Russia)
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Appendix
Simple Words, Oр. 60 No. 5., Tchaikovsky’s authorized copy in
facsimile (copyist — N. L. Langer), the very first publication1

1 The manuscript may be found in Scientific Library of the State Hermitage, NB GE, Inventory
No. 350172, l. 11 ob.–14.
© State Hermitage, St. Petersburg, 2021. Photo: D. A. Bobrova
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