A conversation with Tatsiana Zelianko about composing

Composition teachers Alexander Miillenbach and Claude Lenners: Tatsiana Zelianko
appreciates the fact that she was able to get to know two very different approaches during her
composition studies in Luxembourg: "I learnt an incredible amount from both composers and
was able to try out different styles and techniques. They were very different in personality: with
Alexander Miillenbach, who is very open, I had a lot of creative freedom, he talks about music
like he talks about painting. Claude Lenners' approach is more cerebral, more analytical. With
him, I learnt to reduce and, if possible, to develop a composition from a single cell at a time.
Both of them also promoted my music."

Forms: Classical forms, such as the sonata or étude, are important to her, as filling an old form
with new content is a particular challenge. "Sometimes completely new forms emerge from this
work; my aim is to rework old forms until something new is created." She is currently working
on a cycle of 12 études. She has already explored the sonata in her orchestral work Sonate delle
Farfalle, which was premiered by the Solistes Européens at the Philharmonie Luxembourg. And
in the Prologue and Epilogue An der Schwemm, she works with the old form of the intermezzo,
used in seventeenth-century operas.

Instrumentation: For Tatsiana Zelianko as a composer, there is no favorite ensemble or
instrument. She appreciates the fact that it is necessary to have a good knowledge of different
instruments when composing. Working with the soloists in rehearsals is important to her, as they
are the ones who ultimately know their instrument best and that's how new ideas can be born out
of the exchange with them.

Compositional process: As she learnt from Claude Lenners, she usually builds a composition
around a core element, a cell, a motif or a pattern, that may be rhythmic, as for example in the
Postscriptum Soir d'été, but which is more often melodic, sometimes also chordal or harmonic,
because melodic and harmonic patterns are more accessible to the listener than rhythmic ones,
making the architecture of the work therefore easier to perceive. However, she also attributes the
emphasis on melody to her training in Belarus. She builds many of her compositions on her own
modes, whereas she finds dodecaphony too rigid. In search of this nucleus, the compositional
process usually begins with a kind of écriture automatique, a phase that can last several days,
during which she writes down ideas without checking or evaluating them, at least 12 bars a day
and at least three times a week. The rough model of every composition is always for piano.
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When one or two pages of music sheets are filled with sketches, she sits down at the piano and
plays. In most cases, the core cell then “shines out” from the abundance of fragments. If this does
not happen, she nevertheless begins to revise the two pages, and the pattern can then also be
found in this stage. The third phase is that of "serious revision", where she intuitively senses
whether what she has found is the beginning, middle or end of a composition and then continues
working from this point. If she receives a commission for a specific instrumentation or a
particular instrument, she reworks one of the compositions in the rough model for a very specific
instrumentation. Sometimes, the title of a composition is fixed as soon as the first note appears
on the sheet: "This makes the work much simpler, more natural, more unconstrained, and I can
progress more quickly." Sometimes, however, the composition is already finalized and still no
title has been found. "That can be a struggle!" she says.

The actual catalyst for or zero point of a composition - the finding of the "reference" - often
occurs in nature, where silence reigns for the most part and music can spontaneously flow to her
from the calm. But it can also be a story that comes to her mind, a poem she reads, or the impact
of a picture seen in a museum. Tatsiana Zelianko loves to spend whole days in museums,
because for her, pictures are "frozen music". Some works of art are then so inspiring that they
become the reference for a new composition. But for her, the musical notation in and of itself is
also a visual element and can itself become a reference. Tatsiana Zelianko appreciates the
freedom of graphic notation, which, based on the pioneering work of Morton Feldman, leaves
her so many possibilities for further development and does not set a rigid framework like
traditional notation, but allows her to work in a much more relaxed, unconstrained way. A new
composition can also emerge from analyzing music or listening to music, just as a few weeks
ago, playing the prelude to Ravel's Le Tombeau de Couperin gave birth to an own prelude and
she "felt as if invaded by Ravel's style". However, to create a new work, she can also be inspired
by personalities, mostly female ones, such as women artists, who not only inspire her but also
strengthen her. If these are women composers, the process then begins with listening to the music
and filtering out the emotional atmosphere of this music. The atmosphere of the work listened to
then becomes the 'reference’ for the new composition.

Tatsiana Zelianko does not categorize her writing as belonging to a particular school or trend, but
rather is more in line with Pierre Boulez's “everything is possible”. In contrast to Boulez, she
does however not start from a fabula rasa when composing but remains open to tradition. In this
sense, she says of herself that she "remains classical in spirit" and combines freedom with
tradition in her composing. "Lightness", "brightness" and "luminosity" are the guiding principles
of her work, although there are exceptions: "Kronos for four pianos, which I am currently writing
for the Festival rainy days 2024, is my first dark, creepy piece, but there are also bright figures in
this piece." The search for one's own style is a never-ending process, so being constantly on the
lookout is the most important component of her creative process. Eleven years after completing
her composition studies in Luxembourg, she feels the need for a further stage of training: she
would like to do a course in composition in Paris, for example, and train in electroacoustic
music.



Biography and work: When asked whether she is one of those composers who want to keep
biography and work strictly separate or one of those who allow lived experiences to flow into the
music, Tatsiana Zelianko answers as follows: "My experiences have shaped me and also flow
into the music that I compose. The most influential part of my story are the years I spent in
Libya. A short flight took me from a green country with a somewhat harsh climate, where
everyone spoke a Slavic language, to a very hot country characterized by sand and where Slavic
and Arabic languages existed side by side at the time. From those years in Libya, I have retained
the warmth, the light and above all a feeling of gentleness, happiness and carefreeness lulled by
the melodies of the intermingling languages. I have mixed this culture with my culture of origin
and the culture of my host country, Luxembourg. Luxembourg and Belarus are ultimately quite
similar in terms of their climate, their landscapes and also their way of life. So, in my creative
work, regardless of my inspiration at the time, there is a common thread running through my
compositions, comparable to a painter priming a canvas, the mixture of Belarus and
Luxembourg, to this base I add the warm, spicy side of Libya, reminiscent of that radiant
carefreeness and childlike joie de vivre. (text translated with the help of DeepL.com)

The interview took place on 3 August 2024.
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