Tatsiana Zelianko (* 1980)

Tatsiana Yanovna Zelianko was born on 30 October 1980 in Brest, Belarus, as the first child of
officer and military flight engineer Yan Valentinovitch and primary school teacher Lioudmila
Nikolaievna, into a family with Polish and Ukrainian roots on her father's side and Russian roots
on her mother's side. She had a brother, Nicolai, who was nine years younger but who died in an
accident in 2022. At the age of three, in 1983, Tatsiana moved with her parents to Libya in North
Africa, where the family lived in Tripoli in a closed Soviet community, largely isolated from the
local population. She went to a Russian school, to kindergarten there and was taught by her own
mother, who, as a trained musician and dancer, placed particular emphasis on singing and
dancing lessons and also taught the schoolchildren Russian folk songs. The community had a
large music and cultural hall, where Tatsiana Zelianko gained early stage experience. She
regularly performed as a soloist on the large stage at three or four concerts each year and sang
Russian songs accompanied by records. There was no cultural exchange with Libyan musicians
and artists, but her mother spoke Arabic and also translated Arabic texts. Tatsiana Zelianko
describes her time in Tripoli as one of the happiest in her life, despite the political unrest: she
remembers many days spent at the beach together with the children of the community, trips to
the Sahara desert with her father or mother, but also the bombings in the armed conflict between
Libya and the USA, during which the community sought shelter in the bunkers designated for
this purpose in their residences.

When Tatsiana Zelianko was six years old, her father received a new mission in the homeland
and moved with his wife and daughter to the garrison town of Chtchoutchyn in 1986, which was
an important air force base during the Cold War. At her mother's request, Tatsiana began her
actual music lessons in piano and solfeége there, first privately and from the age of seven at the
local music school. At first, however, she took very little pleasure in playing the piano. As a
child, she was much more passionate about biology and studying nature and had too little time
for it: "I had to spend many hours practicing, that was a terrible time, I didn't want to play the
piano!" She complied with the expectations placed on her, played in concerts, and passed her
exams.

The years between 1989 and 1992 were a difficult time for the family, both privately and
economically. In 1990, the parents separated and contact with the father broke off completely.
The mother, now a single parent with two children, lost her job due to the turmoil following



perestroika and economic recession. Tatsiana Zelianko comments: "The political situation was
chaotic. Capitalism made its entrance, corruption flourished, our society was completely
destroyed, professions such as teaching and practicing medicine were devalued and salaries were
no longer paid." The mother sought support from her own family and moved with her two
children to Brest to live with her mother in 1991. As the retired manager of a large fashion house,
her mother had some financial reserves. When these ran out after a short time, the family moved
once more: together with their grandmother, they relocated in 1992 to Grodno, on the Polish and
Lithuanian border, where Tatsiana Zelianko's aunt lived with her family. "Times were so difficult
that the whole family wanted to be together", explains Tatsiana Zelianko. Her mother earned her
living as an employee in the family-run shop for picture frames.

In Grodno, Tatsiana Zelianko enrolled from 1992 to 1996 at the local music school, which
enjoyed a very good reputation. It was her piano teacher Raissa Albertovna Goloubeva who first
sparked her passion for the piano, for music and for intensive music listening. "She was very
strict. It was only through her that I understood how I had to work so that I could create beautiful
music when I played. I was no longer ‘blind’. My relationship with the piano changed
completely as a result. I was crazy about the piano; when I got home, I immediately sat down at
the instrument and worked for four to five hours every day... but I also did this out of fear of
disappointing my teacher. It was a big responsibility for me. I had to do it, and I wanted to do it...
She didn't play much during the lesson, but she explained and described a lot." The teacher
regularly organized joint auditions for her best pupils, where they not only played music, but also
discussed music a lot, similar to Nadia Boulanger's audition evenings in Paris. Even though great
female pianists such as Clara Schumann were repeatedly discussed in class, and even if it was
also mentioned, for example, that Clara Schumann was a composer, the actual repertoire
consisted exclusively of works by male composers. Thanks to her experience with this particular
teacher, Tatsiana Zelianko now describes her relationship with the piano as her "philosophy of
life" and explains: "My life was conceived and built around the piano and the piano became the
centre of my life. Wherever I am, I always think about the piano."

Like other musically talented pupils, after completing nine years of general schooling, Tatsiana
Zelianko was able to transfer to the music lyceum in Grodno, where only musical subjects were
taught over a period of four years. Alongside practical classes, these included music history and
music philosophy, in which Socialist Realism played an important role. Western European music
was studied up to Schonberg, Webern, Stravinsky and Hindemith, but newer currents were
completely excluded. One main focus was on the music of Soviet composers, especially those by
men, with one exception: the music of Sofia Gubaidulina.

In 2000, Tatsiana Zelianko enrolled as a piano major at the Music Academy in Minsk, the only
music college in Belarus, where she graduated in 2005 in the class of Sergei Mikoulik, who was
himself a student of the famous Irina Tsvetaeva. According to Tatsiana Zelianko, the students
there were largely left to their own devices. A high level of performance was required, and the
competition was fierce. Tatsiana Zelianko developed an intense friendship with Yuliya
Zakharava, one of her fellow students. Zakharava studied composition with Halina Harelava, one
of the two female composition teachers at the Music Academy in Minsk at the time. Today,



Yuliya Zakharava lives and works in Montréal (see: https://yuliyazakharava.com). With Yuliya
Zakharava, who, like Halina Harelava, was very interested in the history and work of historical
and contemporary female composers and stood up for equality, Tatsiana Zelianko had intensive
discussions not only about this topic, but above all about the creative processes involved in
writing music.

This exchange awakened Tatsiana Zelianko's desire to compose herself: "I was a little envious
that students in composition were able to express their creativity freely, I wanted that as well. I
had the feeling that I would be able to do that too. Their creative ideas were so understandable to
me, so natural, I felt so close to them. Women composers actually inspired me to study
composition." This desire took three years to mature, a time that Tatsiana Zelianko experienced
"not as an inner conflict", as she had an equally deep relationship with playing the piano, but as a
"helpful process" in her musical journey.

Her friend finally put her in touch with the composition teacher Vladimir Korolchuk, with whom
she studied composition as an elective subject for two years. Here, too, Socialist Realism had an
impact and determined the style in which one had to compose. The study of non-Russian music
of the 20" century only extended as far as Bartok. Jana¢ek, for example, was excluded. Tatsiana
Zelianko: "There was a lot we didn't know about, so we had big gaps in our knowledge,
communism was exerting pressure. Even if various music from the West did secretly find its way
into our country, it was one hundred per cent banned." For her final examination in piano
performance, she played i.a. one of her own works, three songs for piano, and was encouraged
by the jury, which included members of the Moscow Tchaikovsky Conservatory, to continue
studying composition.

However, this did not happen at the time, as Tatsiana Zelianko — with a concert diploma with the
highest grade of 5 — immediately found a job as a pianist and soloist with the chamber orchestra
in the Brest Philharmonic. With five concerts a week, each with its own repertoire, she no longer
had time to compose. With the cellist Valentina Garnovskaya, who, too, was a member of the
Philharmonic, she also formed a permanent duo which toured the country. "It was a happy time, I
got to know a lot of new music and played with great ease. Giving concerts was as easy for me
as breathing, I could still do it even after a sleepless night. I made many good friends among the
musicians, but I really missed composing."

In 2007, Tatsiana Zelianko met a Luxembourger in Brest, left Belarus and her job at the
Philharmonic Orchestra in Brest and got married in 2008. Their daughter Maria was born in
2011. The early days in Luxembourg were very difficult, because as a newcomer she initially
couldn't find a job. But her wish to resume her composition studies was fulfilled. A Russian
musician and friend put her in touch with the composer Alexander Miillenbach, whom she
showed her works from 2003 to 2005 and who then accepted her into his composition class at the
Conservatoire in Luxembourg. There she studied composition, analysis and counterpoint for five
years, first with Miillenbach and after his retirement with Claude Lenners. "Claude Lenners, for
example, helped me obtain one of my first commissions in 2013: a composition for the Festival
rainy days at the Philharmonie Luxembourg."


https://yuliyazakharava.com/

Looking back, however, Tatsiana Zelianko notes that women were treated more equally in her
home country than in Luxembourg, with the exception, however, of the creative field: women
composers were not ignored as much during her studies in Belarus as in the West, but they
nevertheless remained in the shadow of men, with a few exceptions: "Women can do everything,
but they still had to conquer the field of composition," says Tatsiana Zelianko. During the five
years of her composition studies in Luxembourg, no work by a female composer was ever
analyzed: "The composition class evolves in a male circle where women composers are never
discussed and from which no one wants to break out. Feminist music promotion is sometimes
viewed very critically." She adds: "As a female composer, I have never been discriminated
against, but I am very aware of sexism in everyday life. Women composers' festivals and
concerts are still important, they must have a place in our society. More of them would be even
better. We have every right to focus on women's art, we need to explore and promote it to
achieve a balance. For so long, women's art has been neglected and covered up: to achieve
equality, a counter-reaction is needed."

Unlike some other women composers, she does not perceive projects that focus on music by
women as ghettoizing. On the contrary, she is delighted with the commissions she has received
over the years from CID | Fraen an Gender. Her music has also been performed in concerts
specially organized by CID | Fraen an Gender and recorded on CD. In addition, this
organization has enabled her to establish important contacts abroad, for example with Lydia
Jardon, director of the festival Musiciennes a Ouessant, where her works were performed in
2015 and 2018. Tatsiana Zelianko also took part in the women composer’s project Diabelli
Recomposed (https://furore-verlag.de/2023/07/26/diabelli-recomposed-ein-internationales-
komponistinnenprojekt/). She notes that in Luxembourg she herself has actually been supported
and encouraged more by women than by men, whereas in Belarus the opposite was true.

Women composers are very important to Tatsiana Zelianko as pioneers and as inspiration. She
mentions Olga Neuwirth, Anna S. Thorvaldsdottir and above all Kaija Saariaho: "I listen to
music by Kaija Saariaho almost every day, she's the reference for me! [...] But there are also a
few men [laughs]: especially Salvatore Sciarrino, Henri Dutilleux, Tristan Murail." Stravinsky,
Beethoven and Bach are also important to her.

So, it is no wonder that Tatsiana Zelianko also addresses the topic of gender in her compositions.
She is currently working on a "feminist operetta" that aims to trace the roots of feminism. In a
new opera project, she is exploring the theme of women and power, with a female pharaoh at the
center. Other works in which she has explored different aspects of women's history or the work
of female artists or composers include Le Temps de la Cigale for balalaika and piano, Garde ton
coeur encor' and 5 Coloristic Miniatures for voice and piano, Frida Kahlo: The Frame for piano
solo, Postscriptum Soir d'été for string quartet as well as the Prologue and Epilogue An der
Schwemm.

Tatsiana Zelianko is now a sought-after composer in Luxembourg, who receives official
commissions and is also regularly invited abroad for concerts, residencies and workshops. In
addition to composing, she teaches piano at the UGDA (Union Grand-duc-Adolphe Music
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Federation) music school in Lorentzweiler and Walferdingen. To her, giving piano lessons is "a
passion".
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