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Liadov occupied an historically interesting period of Russian music. The powerful group of 
composers of the late 19th century – later to be called the Russian Five, with masters such 
as Mussorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov as members – insisted on a creative policy of “pure” 
Russian music, uncontaminated by European influences. (Tchaikovsky, on the other hand, 
had an immense admiration for Mozart, Schumann and others.) The Five’s approach was 
naturally directed towards local folk music and legends for inspiration.  

As with most cultures the world of the eerie, fearsome and fantastic also abounds in 
Russian culture. Tales around Baba Yaga, the witch who lived in a hut on stilted fowls’ legs, 
capable of moving around, and screeching and grunting when approached, is common to 
several Slavic cultures. (She also appears in other Russian pieces, such as Mussorgsky’s 
famous Pictures at an Exhibition.)  

In spite of her bad habits (including feeding off the flesh of naughty children), she does 
have a good side, such as giving sound advice, and she is also a guardian spirit of the 
fountain of the Waters of Life and of Death. Because of his love for this kind of national 
folklore, Liadov  is said to have exclaimed “To make me happy, give me a folk tale, a 
dragon, a witch, a spirit of the woods.” He seems to have been serious about this. In his 
works – including a large group of piano miniatures – this kind of picture abounds.  

Although not seen as one of the great Russian masters of his time, Liadov was a fine 
craftsman, following (very) closely in the footsteps of his teacher Rimsky-Korsakov. 
Listeners acquainted with the latter’s orchestral works, such as Sheherezade, will recognize 
the master’s voice in Liadov’s witch’s tale. The brief work (just under three minutes) is an 
excellent example of Russian orchestral colour and inventiveness. Baba Yaga’s 
adventures, while flying through the air in her mortar-and-pestle (yes, not on a broom!), the 
sounds of wind and those of the hut with fowls’ legs, are painted vividly and resourcefully. 

 


