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PREFACE





THE main reason for bringing out this book is that of late years an enormous quantity of new materials has cropped up and completely changed the state of our information on Russian music—which, not long ago, was scanty, and often inaccurate even in matters of plain facts and dates. Now we have an abundance of trustworthy documents, many accessible only to people who can read Russian, and not a few inaccessible outside Russian libraries and archives. Letters and other materials which had previously been published in censored form are now available in full, with comments by first-rate scholars, such as Andrei Rimsky-Korsakof, Serge Dianin, “Vladimir Karenin” (pseudonym of Varvara Komarova, Vladimir Stassof’s daughter), Keldysh, and others. Naturally, all this has altered our perspective of both composers and music. On Mussorgsky, for instance, such a spate of valuable, hitherto unsuspected information has come forth, that all biographies of him written outside Russia, or in Russia before 1931 or so, are put out of court. On Balakiref, too, previous information was inadequate; and no full biography of him has been published in any country. New light has been cast on many aspects of Rimsky-Korsakof’s life and thought by the recent editions (from the third onwards) of his “Memoirs”, with a preface and notes by his son Andrei; a big biography of him by the same author is being published. On Tchaïkovsky and Scriabin, too, much important information has come forth of late. And very little has been written in Western Europe on Dargomyjsky and Liadof. Therefore it is hoped that, brief as they are, these “lives” will do away with certain misconceptions and fill certain gaps. Of course, many new critical materials have cropped up too—not only criticism proper, but documents on the composers’ outlook, aims, methods, artistic descent, and influence. And all this, naturally, is even more important than purely biographical information could be, since, after all, it is mainly by reason of their musical achievements that the lives of composers interest us, though the curious personalities of several of the Russian masters are of deep interest to all students of human nature, musicians and non-musicians alike. However, no attempt has been made here to combine a study of the music with the story of the lives, beyond defining the main idiosyncrasies of the composers’ output and indicating from which angle this output should, in the authors’ opinion, be studied.


Both authors are convinced that no purpose can be served by a few vague generalities—substitutes for, and not epitomes of, considered critical judgments; and that Russian music should be submitted to the same careful, minute, and thorough criticism as all other music of importance. This, of course, implies (especially considering how very little has been done in the matter) far more circumstantial treatment than is possible except in extensive monographs. So they have attempted to create no illusion that this book covers more ground than it actually does. It is hoped that this policy will help to stimulate interest in Russian music, and render the book useful both to music-lovers who, having enjoyed this music, may wish to know more about the lives and personalities of the composers, and to students who may find in it a guide to fuller knowledge and a useful reference book, more accurate than any hitherto available in any non-Russian language.


*


Each chapter bears the initials of its author; and although, of course, much, here and there, is the outcome of work in common, he alone is responsible for its contents.


For the method of transliteration of Russian names (which differs from the “official” English one) responsibility rests with the senior collaborator only. His view is that a reasonably close equivalent of Russian pronunciation is preferable to one of Russian spelling: for instance, final F sounds, here, are represented by F and not by V. Readers who wish for further particulars will find them in a note in the Oxford University Press edition of Mussorgsky’s opera “Boris Godunof”, page xxi. It may be added that the transliteration stops short of reproducing minute peculiarities of vowel sounds: “Yeromushka” is used instead of the nearer transliteration “Eremushka”, but not “Byelyayef” for “Belaief”. This, no doubt, is inconsistent, but even the “official” method draws a line somewhere: nobody has insisted, so far, on the correct transliteration “nitchego” replacing “nitchevo”, the correct equivalent of the pronunciation.


*


No living composer has been included, except the veteran Glazunof, the only survivor of the Sturm und Drang period of Russian music.


According to usage dates are given twice: first according to the Eastern calendar, then according to the Western, differing by twelve days in the nineteenth century, by thirteen in the twentieth. For the reasons stated at the beginning of this Preface, the bibliography (in compiling which care has been taken to select only the most useful and reliable sources) consists almost exclusively of books in Russian; a second section, however, mentions a few works in other languages, the critical contents of which, if not the biographical, may still prove of value to students.






















MICHAEL GLINKA





IT would not be quite true to say there were no Russian composers before Glinka. For, in addition to the foreign musicians attracted to the Russian court during the eighteenth century, native nonentities like Fomin and Paskevitch had written pseudo-Italian operas, while cultured dilettanti composed sentimental “romances” with alarming fertility and sang their own compositions in every fashionable drawing-room. And, to do them justice, neither they nor the naturalised foreigners were entirely deaf to the songs of the people. But the earliest Russian music of the slightest value was composed by a man whose sister died as recently as 1906. He too was a dilettante who composed for drawing-room performance. He too was saturated with Italianism. Glinka differs from the horde of Verstovskys and Titofs and Alabiefs only in this: that his dabblings reveal something very like genius. He lived very fully; but as a musician he can hardly be said to have had a career.


Michael Ivanovitch Glinka was born on May 20th/June 1st, 1804, in the village of Novospasskoe in the Smolensk Government. His father, a wealthy landowner, though only twenty-seven, had already resigned his commission in the army. He detested activity of any kind and richly endowed his son with the same attitude to life. His wife was a girl of nineteen. Their first-born, Alexei, had died soon after birth, yet the young parents handed over this second child—they were to have eight others—to the care of his grandmother, who nearly ruined him. The boy may have been naturally delicate, but the old lady, herself an invalid, not only spoiled him by giving him everything he wanted, but insisted on wrapping him in furs and keeping him in her own heated sick-room. Fortunately she died in 1810, but not before she had permanently undermined the child’s constitution. He had quickly learned to read; he loved to draw; and he delighted in the solemn festivals of the church. But for a long time he showed no inclination toward music beyond a typically Russian delight in bell-sounds, which he tried to imitate with a couple of copper basins.


Returned to his mother at the age of six, the boy entered a healthier atmosphere. Not that there was any element of Spartanism in his home-life. His parents were far too indolent and easy-going. But he was coddled less and sent into the fresh air. He had drawing-lessons and pored over an old Russian version of Prévost’s “Histoire générale des Voyages”, which awakened a lifelong passion for foreign travel and for oriental things in general. But his interest in music lay dormant till he was ten or eleven, when one day he heard a clarinet quartet by the now forgotten Finnish composer Bernhard Crusell, “music which produced on me an incomprehensible, new and ravishing impression—I remained all day in a sort of fever”. Being reproached a day or two later by his drawing-master for “thinking about nothing but music, the boy precociously answered: “How can I help it? Music is my soul”. (At least, he thought he did, when he wrote his “Memoirs” forty years later.) This memorable quartet was performed by musicians from the private orchestra maintained by a neighbouring uncle. The boy now succumbed completely to the fascination of this orchestra, which was often lent to Glinka père on festive occasions. During supper the musicians would play “Russian songs, arranged for two flutes, two clarinets, two horns and two bassoons … and it may be that these songs, heard in childhood, were the first cause of my later love of Russian folk-music”. Next to these songs of the people, Glinka liked the overtures to “Lodoiska” by Kreutzer and to Méhul’s “Deux aveugles”, which (with Steibelt’s “Storm” Rondo) he was soon able to play on the piano. For at about this time he had his first piano lessons, “merely mechanical” instruction given by a governess from Petersburg. Under one of his uncle’s violinists he began to learn the fiddle as well, though unfortunately the man taught him his own bad habits of bowing.


In the winter of 1817 the boy was sent to Petersburg, to the Chief Pedagogic Institute, where he stayed till the summer of 1822. His favourite subjects were languages—Latin, French, German, English and Persian—geography and zoology. (His interest in animals remained a prominent trait to the end of his life.) And like so many musicians, he was an excellent mathematician. Music was not included in the curriculum of the Institute, but none the less Glinka was sent to the best available masters in the northern capital. First he had three lessons from John Field. But the latter left Petersburg almost immediately and handed over his young pupil to an older one, a certain Aumann who announced himself on the title-pages of his compositions as “ci-devant aide de camp du général commandant en chef de l’armée russe en Perse”! Dissatisfied with the former aide-de-camp and also with his successor, a pedant named Karl Zeuner, Glinka finally turned to another and better-known pianist of the Field school, Charles Mayer. It was to Mayer that Glinka was indebted for most of his musical education. By 1822 he was able to play Hummel’s A minor Concerto in public, accompanied by Mayer on a second piano. Not only that, but he played part of the Concerto to the composer himself. As a violinist he was less successful and his master, Böhm, told him despairingly, “Messieu Klinka, fous ne chouerez chamais du fiolon.” Still, he learned enough to play in his uncle’s orchestra when he went home for the holidays. In Petersburg he was able to go frequently to the opera, hearing Cherubini’s “Wasserträger”, Méhul’s “Joseph”, Boïeldieu’s “Chaperon rouge” and other works of the same calibre. Rossini’s overtures particularly delighted him. But “at that time”, he says, “I had no real understanding of serious singing and was chiefly attracted by instrumental soloists and by the orchestra”.


So the years of adolescence passed pleasantly and uneventfully. Among other acquaintances he met the Lvofs, the father who was soon to succeed Bortniansky as Director of the Imperial Chapel, and the son who ten years later composed the national anthem, “God preserve the Tsar”; young V. P. Engelhardt, to whom we owe the preservation of so many of Glinka’s manuscripts; and a certain “beautiful young lady, who played the harp well and possessed a charming soprano voice”. This girl, whose name has not been recorded, not only touched Glinka’s susceptible heart but mildly jogged his musical imagination, inspiring his first timid attempts at composition, a set of variations on a theme from Weigl’s “Schweizerfamilie”, of which she was fond, and another set for harp and piano on a theme by Mozart. These first essays must have been amateurish in the extreme; for, as he says, “I as yet knew nothing of thoroughbass and had only just made the acquaintance of the harp”. Fully realising his ignorance of musical theory, Glinka partially made good the deficiency by taking lessons from J. L. Fuchs.


When Glinka left the Institute in 1822 there was some talk of his embarking on an official career, but he was quite without ambition. Business of any kind was utterly distasteful to him, and he showed something akin to genius in shuffling even his private affairs into the hands of others—his mother or one of his sisters—and in evading the normal responsibilities of life. Finally, in the spring of 1823, his father recalled him from Petersburg and sent him to the Caucasus for the mineral water cure at Piatigorsk, which was just becoming fashionable. The treatment disagreed with him. (Treatment of any kind nearly always did disagree with him, and in his “Memoirs” of many years later he always recalls both the treatment and the nature of the disagreement with loving care.) But he returned to Novospasskoe with many pleasant memories of the Ukrainian steppes and the mountains of the Caucasus, to say nothing of the Circassian dancing he had seen at Piatigorsk. But the winter at home was more profitable, for he spent it almost entirely in dabbling with his uncle’s orchestra, going carefully through each part with the indifferent players, and conducting the rehearsals. The repertoire consisted of the overtures of Cherubini, Méhul and Mozart, with one or two symphonies by Haydn, Mozart (the G minor) and Beethoven (No. 2); and thus, through intimate study of a handful of masterpieces, Glinka almost unconsciously acquired that “understanding of the most secret resources of the instruments”—the phrase is Berlioz’s—and that mastery of orchestration, to which both the French composer and Rimsky-Korsakof have paid generous tribute.


Glinka returned to the capital in the spring, still toying with the idea of an official career but very bored at the prospect. Indeed, rather bored by everything but his musical pastimes. Mayer refused to give him any more lessons. “You have too much talent for me to teach you,” he said. But he invited the young man to come daily to “make music together.” In this informal way Mayer was able to guide his study of Mozart, Cherubini and Beethoven. Glinka might have studied counterpoint thoroughly, of course. But that would have been rather too much like real work. “Perhaps it was all for the best”, he reflected complacently in after years. “Severe German counterpoint doesn’t always accord very well with warmth of imagination.” In any case, what need was there to bother? There could be no question of his devoting himself seriously to music. His father disapproved even of this persistent dabbling. And in May, 1824, under paternal pressure, Glinka entered the Ministry of Communications. Fortunately his duties were not arduous, occupying only a few hours a day, and his official chief invited him to musical evenings where the young man met some of the most accomplished amateurs in the capital.


Glinka now quickly developed into the perfect social butterfly. “I didn’t care for male society, preferring that of ladies and young girls”, he says. He began to take dancing lessons and to study singing under an Italian, Belloli. “My voice was hoarse, rather nasal, and indeterminate, i.e. neither tenor nor baritone.” (It developed into a tenor, “of not particularly beautiful timbre, but a pure chest voice, sonorous—with some metallic high notes—unusually well adapted to passionate dramatic expression throughout its register”, according to Serof.) For some months he even sang out of tune “through being unaccustomed to hearing myself”. But Belloli and his later singing masters must have taught him to some purpose, for all who heard him in later years acknowledged the artistry of his singing. Serof, a by no means over-friendly critic, says in his reminiscences that Glinka was equally great as singer and composer, and compares him with the famous Czech tenor, Tichatschek.


Singing naturally led to the composition of songs, and several admittedly “unsuccessful” songs (besides a String Quartet in D and the first movement of a Sonata for viola and piano) date from 1825. Glinka soon became a prolific song-composer. That is, prolific by comparison with his output as a whole; for he wrote only about eighty songs as compared with Schubert’s six hundred. But only a tiny handful have permanent value. The vast majority are merely good or average specimens of the dilettante type of romance produced by Turgenef’s Panshin and his kind. Most of them circulated only in manuscript, and it was not till 1855 that Glinka took it into his head to make a complete collection of them. Serof comments on the fact that songs which appeared to be masterpieces when the composer himself sang them seemed flat and commonplace when one coldly examined the printed notes. Most of Glinka’s songs must be regarded as improvisations, so unsatisfactorily and incompletely recorded that their vital essence has evaporated.


Toward the end of 1825 Glinka moved to a new flat which he shared with an old school friend, a certain Alexander Rimsky-Korsakof, a very minor poet and a member of the same family as the yet unborn composer. Soon afterwards, for the first and only time in his life, Glinka became involved in political trouble. The succession of Nicholas I was immediately followed by the so-called “Decembrist” rising of December 14th/26th, which the young Tsar crushed with savage severity. Owing to their acquaintance with the poet Küchelbecker, one of the ringleaders, both Glinka and Pushkin came under suspicion, though neither was at all politically minded. Glinka, thoroughly frightened, was interrogated but had no difficulty in clearing himself. But the accession of Nicholas I was not unimportant to the development of Russian art in general and, in the sequel, to Glinka personally. The early part of his thirty years of severe “paternal” government was actually the golden age of Russian romanticism. Though a tyrant, the new Tsar was no fool. Gifted with both subtle intelligence and great personal charm, he was able first to captivate Pushkin and then to muzzle him by undertaking the personal censorship of everything he wrote, the most effective device for bringing the poet to heel being thus disguised as a unique favour. Nicholas considered freedom of thought dangerous, but he saw no reason why art should not be used to support paternal government as well as to undermine it. In 1833 he commissioned the younger Lvof to compose a national anthem. And a year or two later still we shall find Glinka himself helping to create an aureole round the occupant of the throne. Already in this winter of 1825–6 he composed a little cantata to commemorate the accession of the new Emperor.


But music was still only one of the numerous diversions of this charming little ornament of fashionable drawing-rooms, though it is true some variations of his on an Italian air found their way into print at about this time. Glinka was also collecting birds—he had fifteen or sixteen in his aviary—and weeping over the sentimental poetry of Zhukovsky, whose personal acquaintance he made soon after. For as a youth he was, on his own confession, “of a romantic turn of mind and loved to weep sweet tears of emotion”. One love-affair succeeded another, though none was important enough to be chronicled as he chronicled his dealings with the Parisian grisettes in maturer years. In May, 1828, he added an adagio to the Viola Sonata begun three years before.


During the summer of the same year Glinka’s official superior having found fault with his punctuation—a piece of pedantry which he ascribed to the machinations of the chief’s disappointed daughter—he took the opportunity to resign from the service. But, except that he had more free time, his life changed very little. It would have been a not unenviable life, but for his health. By his own account he was suffering with eye-trouble, nerve-trouble and in half-a-dozen other ways; and though it is true that those who knew him, even his adoring sister Liudmila Shestakova1, unkindly but unanimously hint that his sufferings were largely imaginary, they were certainly real enough to him. And, as usual, he was quite sure that his doctor was making him worse. But, in spite of his hypochondria, people (as he naïvely boasts) found him a delightful companion—good-tempered, naturally affectionate and gifted with laconic wit.


Always interested in foreign tongues, he now began to learn Italian and, as a pendant to this study, took lessons in composition from an Italian named Zamboni. He acquired a little knowledge of counterpoint, but now composed principally in the Italian style and to Italian words. In August, 1828, this mania for the Italian took the flamboyant form of public serenades on the Neva. The serenaders—Glinka, Theophil Tolstoy, the Princes Golitsyn, the Counts Vielgorsky, and other young men of their set—sat in one boat, trumpeters from the Regiment of Horse Guards in another; they sang barcarolles and opera choruses, while the trumpeters played, among other things, a march specially written by Glinka, which he afterwards used in the finale of “A Life for the Tsar”. The serenades were so successful that the entrepreneurs went a step further and gave operatic performances at various private houses, Glinka playing Donna Anna in “Don Giovanni” and Figaro in “The Barber of Seville”. It was at this period that Glinka made the acquaintance of Pushkin, whom he closely resembled in so many respects, and of other prominent literary men, Delvig, Griboedof, and the Polish poet Mickiewicz, as well as the afterwards celebrated tenor, Ivanof, then a youth of eighteen. On one occasion Glinka made an expedition to the Imatra Falls in Finland with A. Y. Rimsky-Korsakof, the Delvigs, and the celebrated Mme. Kern, who inspired some of Pushkin’s most perfect love-poems (though he referred to her in one letter as “our whore of Babylon” and in others in terms still less respectful) and whom we shall meet again in these pages. During the excursion Glinka noted down the song of a postillion, which he used ten years afterwards for the ballad of Finn in “Ruslan and Liudmila”. And a little later he heard from one of the secretaries of the Foreign Ministry the Persian air on which is based the famous “Persian chorus” in the same opera. But continuous neuralgia, for which he took quantities of opium, terminated this pleasant, idle life. By October, 1829, Glinka’s health had become so bad that he was obliged to spend the winter in the quietness of his home at Novospasskoe, improving his piano technique and composing a little. (His String Quartet in F was written during the spring of 1830.)


Glinka had long been anxious to go abroad, preferably to Spain, but his father had steadfastly refused his permission. But at last Ivan Glinka had to give way before the doctor’s pronouncement that “not less than three years in a warm climate” were absolutely necessary for the restoration of his son’s health. Michael was delighted. The singer Ivanof was persuaded to accompany him, and the two left Novospasskoe on April 25th/May 7th, 1830.2 They travelled by way of Brest-Litovsk and Warsaw to Dresden, where a fashionable doctor advised Glinka to try the treatment at Ems and Aix-la-Chapelle. But the Ems water disagreed with him and after three weeks they moved on to Aix. Here the waters suited him better but he overdid the treatment, just as he had done in the Caucasus, “drinking too much and bathing too often”, as he confessed, and bringing on inflammation of the glands of the neck. At the theatre he and Ivanof heard “Der Freischütz”, which they enjoyed, and “Fidelio”, which they “failed to understand the first time”, though the second performance reduced them both to tears. In August they travelled south with some Petersburg friends, crossed the Alps, and early in September reached Milan, where everything—the Cathedral, the pellucid sky, the black-eyed women—filled Glinka with “indescribable rapture”.


After a month or two, both began to take lessons, Ivanof from the tenor Eliodoro Bianchi, Glinka from Francesco Basili, then head of the Milan Conservatoire. But Glinka was quickly bored by the “dry and unpoetic labour” of Basili’s exercises in strict counterpoint and broke off his studies.3 Besides, Milan was so full of distractions. Through the Russian Ambassador to the Sardinian Court, Glinka soon made friends among the Italian nobility. He had already found a congenial friend of the other sex in a certain Adelaide (“Didina”). And at the end of December both the Milan theatres opened. That season La Scala was thrown into the shade by the smaller Teatro Carcano, where Glinka was allowed to use the Ambassador’s stage-box. Pasta and Rubini sang; Bellini and Donizetti directed their own operas. The season opened with the first performance of the latter’s “Anna Bolena”, and in March came a still more eagerly anticipated première, that of “La Sonnambula”, at which the emotional little Russian was not behind the Latin audience in “shedding copious tears”. At about the same time Glinka made the acquaintance of a remarkable but now forgotten composer, Francesco Pollini, pupil of Mozart, precursor of Liszt and Thalberg in the nineteenth century technique of piano-writing, and inventor of a certain rob antisyphilitique (“Eau de Mr. Pollin”), the sale of which provided him with a comfortable income. Pollini was honoured by Liszt; “Sonnambula” was dedicated to him; and under his influence and that of the fashionable operas of the day, Glinka began to concoct “Variations on a Theme from ‘Anna Bolena’”, a “Rondo on a Theme from ‘Montecchi e Capuletti’”, and similar regrettable productions. He also sampled the Eau de Mr. Pollin—which, needless to say, disagreed with him.


In spite of innumerable aches and pains, real or imaginary, and the inevitable wrong treatment, the spring and summer passed pleasantly enough, but uneventfully except for a brief, transitory acquaintanceship with Mendelssohn. In the autumn the two Russians moved on to Naples, where Ivanof began to study with Nozzari and, more informally, with Mme. Fodor-Mainvielle, to both of whom Glinka also was indebted for much of his knowledge of vocal technique. In Naples they were introduced to both Bellini and Donizetti, and Ivanof made his stage debut in “Anna Bolena”. Here Glinka took leave of his none too congenial travelling companion and, wandering alone by way of Rome and Bologna, returned in March to Milan and “Didina”.


But “Didina’s” reign was not undisputed. Glinka boasts of his more or less serious flirtations with the married daughter of one of his doctors and the niece of another. Each of these ladies being a performer on the piano or harp, he was inspired to more “serenades” on operatic themes (for instance, one on “Anna Bolena” for piano, harp, viola, ’cello, bassoon and horn) as well as to a more serious Sextet for piano and strings, completed in October, 1832. At this period Glinka was drawing in the atmosphere of Italian opera at every breath, renewing and extending his acquaintanceship with Bellini (who had come north for the première of “Norma” at La Scala), both in Milan and Venice, and mixing with artists and amateurs of every type. But soon the spell began to lose its potency. As a composer, Glinka had tried to imitate the Italian sentimento brillante—and signally failed, as he was the first to recognise. It expressed a delightful view of life, easygoing and warmed through with southern sunshine. But “we northerners feel otherwise; impressions either leave us quite cold or move us to our depths”, he felt. “With us, love is inseparable from sorrow.” The very pieces he had written for his Milanese friends and which Ricordi had published, “convinced me that I had not found the right road and that I could not sincerely become an Italian. Homesickness gradually led me to the idea of writing in Russian”. This nostalgia, the culmination of a harrowing sequence of pains in head and stomach, nervous disorders (even hallucinations) and insomnia, decided Glinka. He left Italy for ever in July, 1833.


Accompanied by one of his Italian doctors, he made first for Vienna and took the waters at Baden—the Lower Austrian Baden, of course—with the usual result that the “cure” was worse than the illness, or at any rate worsened the illness. His hallucinations returned in the most distressing forms and he had so little control over his feet and hands that he had to be led about by a servant. Then, most dramatically, he found salvation—in homœopathy. On the recommendation of a Catholic priest in Baden, he consulted a Viennese homœopathist whose treatment proved almost miraculously effective. The patient promptly revived, read Schiller, went to hear the Strauss and Lanner bands and composed a melody afterwards used in the krakoviak of “A Life for the Tsar”. In October he joined his sister Natalie and her husband in Berlin.


The next few months in Berlin were vitally important to Glinka, the prelude to an entirely new phase of his life. For one thing, he now—at twenty-nine—for the first time grappled seriously, if only briefly, with the technical problems of composition. On the recommendation of an old Milan acquaintance, the vocal teacher Teschner, he went to Siegfried Dehn (later the Librarian of the Music Section of the Royal Library in Berlin, and teacher of Peter Cornelius, Kullak and Anton Rubinstein), and studied with him for four or five months. Dehn, though one of the most distinguished theorists of his day, was no pedant. He knew how to interest his dilettante-pupil, and not only clarified Glinka’s rather hazy ideas of harmony and counterpoint but grounded him in the elements of fugal writing. More or less under Dehn’s guidance Glinka wrote a “Capriccio on Russian Themes” for piano duet (all things considered, a very remarkable piece of work), two movements of a Symphony in D minor, also on Russian themes though “worked out in the German manner”, and one of the best of all his songs, a setting of Zhukovsky’s “The oak-trees murmur”.


Not content with “treating” Russian themes, Glinka also began deliberately to write “in the Russian style” himself, producing two melodies which he was able to use later in “A Life for the Tsar”—Vania’s song and the first subject of the allegro of the overture. He was already aflame with the ambition to write an opera of some kind, though of what kind he hardly knew, except that it must be Russian. “I have a scheme in my head”, he wrote to a Petersburg friend. “Perhaps this is not the moment to make a complete confession; perhaps if I did, I should be afraid of detecting signs of incredulity in your face. And yet, I ought to warn you that you will find me somewhat changed; I’m sure you’ll be astonished to find much more in me than you could ever have believed at the time when I was living in Petersburg…. Must I tell you? I fancy I have the ability to enrich our stage with a big work. It won’t be a masterpiece…. but—it won’t be so bad! … The most important point is a well-chosen subject. In every way it will be absolutely national. And not only the subject but the music.” But for the time being, he sought this through-and-through “national” subject among the fashionable sentimental-romantic tales of the day, nearly deciding on Zhukovsky’s “Marina Grove” and even composing some of the music for it later in the summer.


The months in Berlin were sweetened by an idyllic love-affair with one of Teschner’s pupils, a girl of seventeen or eighteen “with the face almost of a Madonna”. Glinka gave her singing-lessons, writing for her little studies, one of which he afterwards developed into the “Hebrew Song” in the incidental music to “Prince Kholmsky”. But idyll and study were both interrupted by bad news from Novospasskoe. Glinka’s father had died and the little family party in Berlin were obliged to hasten home. And thus Glinka returned to the great prison-house of Nicholas I’s Russia.


His captivity was to be pleasant enough, however. Indeed, like some of the other cage-birds, he was perfectly delighted to sing for his master’s pleasure. Yet at first he had had no intention of settling in Russia. After a short stay in Moscow where, with a naïvely acknowledged desire to show off, he played and sang some of his latest compositions in society circles, he intended to return to Berlin and the Madonna-faced Maria. He actually set out in August, 1834, escorting his sister’s German maid who wished to return home, and got as far as Smolensk. There he was held up by the fact that the girl’s passport was not in order. In order to put the matter right, he was obliged, much to his annoyance, to go to Petersburg—still intending to settle in Berlin before winter set in. But in Petersburg, staying at the house of a relation by marriage, Alexei Stuneef, he met and was attracted by another Maria, the latter’s sister-in-law—Maria Petrovna Ivanova. Petersburg suddenly seemed more pleasant. Early in October the snow came and finally settled Glinka’s fate. He decided not to go to Berlin after all.


It must be admitted that he was held in Petersburg by other chains than Maria Petrovna’s, though his infatuation persisted and he became engaged to her in the following March. But at the house of his friend the poet-critic, Zhukovsky, tutor to the Tsarevitch Alexander and hence a link and mediator between the Court and the literary-artistic world, Glinka renewed his acquaintanceship with Pushkin and was introduced to the new star that had appeared in the firmament of Russian literature during his absence in Italy, Nikolai Gogol. In their circle Glinka constantly met the leaders of intellectual life in the northern capital—the Princes Viazemsky and Odoievsky, Count Michael Vielgorsky and his brother—and through Michael Vielgorsky he was brought into contact with a fifth-rate poet and dramatist, Nestor Kukolnik, vain and self-conscious, who was destined later to play an active part in Glinka’s life—according to some, an evil part. During the same winter Glinka also met the twenty-one-year-old Dargomyjsky, whose place in the early history of Russian music is second only to his own. They remained on friendly terms to the end of Glinka’s life, but their friendship never ripened to intimacy. Their lives flowed always in different channels.


To Zhukovsky Glinka revealed his ambition to write a Russian opera. As we have seen, he was contemplating a subject by the poet himself. But Zhukovsky, perhaps inspired by a hint from the Tsar, and certainly remembering the new national anthem, now just a year old, for which he had supplied the words, suggested a more obviously patriotic subject, one directly glorifying the monarchy: the heroism of the peasant Ivan Susanin, who in 1613, by misleading a body of Polish troops, saved the life of the founder of the Romanof dynasty at the cost of his own. Zhukovsky promised to write the libretto and did actually make a beginning, but, having little time, handed over the task to his colleague, Baron Rosen, secretary to the Tsarevitch and a German. Poor Rosen had no easy task, for no sooner had Glinka accepted the idea of “Ivan Susanin” than his imagination caught fire4 and he plunged headlong into the composition, without waiting for his librettist. “As if by magic”, he says, “both the plan of the whole opera and the idea of the antithesis of Russian and Polish music, as well as many of the themes and even details of the working-out—all this flashed into my head at one stroke. I began to work—and from the wrong end; for I started with the part that others write last—the overture, which I wrote out for piano duet, with indications of the scoring.” (When the overture was published, only the slow introduction differed from this first draft.) “Themes for the different parts of the opera, often with indications of contrapuntal treatment, I wrote down in notebooks as I invented them!” And all this before the libretto existed; so that the unfortunate Rosen had to fit his verses not only into the fairly detailed scenario prepared by the composer but, in many places, to music already written. But he steadily went on manufacturing lines. “Rosen was a clever fellow; you asked for so many verses in such-and-such a metre—it was all the same to him; you came back next day and there they were. Zhukovsky and the others used to say laughingly that Rosen’s pockets were filled with ready-made verses, and that I only had to say what kind I wanted, i.e. the metre, and how many lines, and he would produce the right number of each variety, each sort from a special pocket.” But in one respect Rosen was less compliant. Although his Russian was not irreproachable, he stubbornly defended every one of his unlucky phrases. “You don’d undersdand; id is de besd boetry”, he told the composer on one occasion, his cheeks flaming with indignation. Was ever an opera so written, and by an apprentice composer?


On April 26th/May 8th, 1835, Glinka married. (When he came to write his “Memoirs” he was not quite sure of the date, though he had reason enough to remember it.) Like Pushkin’s, four years before, it was a marriage foredoomed to disaster. And for the same reasons. In both cases the husbands were more or less accomplished Don Juans and in each the wife, a frivolous, empty-headed society woman, was quite unable (even had she wished) to make herself indispensable to her husband and to command a lasting respect and affection which would have held as sheet-anchor through all temporary infidelities. Maria was seventeen and very beautiful, but she was a coquette and a fool. Though her fiancé had taught her to sing a little, she knew nothing whatever of music. Seeing him deeply moved on one occasion after a performance of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, she had asked him what was the matter. “Beethoven”, he told her. “And what has he done to you, then?” she wanted to know.


But for a little while they lived quite blissfully, Glinka took his bride, his “angel”, and her mother—with the libretto of two acts of his opera—to Novospasskoe. He actually began the lovely bridal chorus in 5/4 time in Act III in the carriage during the journey; and in the familiar surroundings of his old home in the heart of the country, work went easily. “Every morning I sat at the table of the big, cheerful drawing-room in our house at Novospasskoe. It was our favourite room; sisters, mother, wife—in short, the whole family—swarmed there, and the more noisily they laughed and chattered, the quicker went my work. The weather was lovely, and I often worked with the door open into the garden, drinking in the pure, fragrant air.” One might conclude from the date on the title-page of the manuscript that the full score was finished on August 27th/September 8th, immediately after their return to Petersburg. But in his “Memoirs” the composer says he wrote the scene of Susanin in the forest “during the winter … so vividly imagining myself in my hero’s place that my hair stood on end and I felt frozen with fear”. And various additions and alterations were made during the next few months in accordance with the advice of numerous friendly critics—Michael Vielgorsky, Odoievsky and Glinka’s old teacher, Charles Mayer, whom he consulted on points of orchestration.


In the beginning of February, 1836, private rehearsals of the First Act began at Prince Yusupof’s house, with the Prince’s incomplete and not very efficient private orchestra, while at about the same time Glinka succeeded in winning the interest of some of the principal artists of the Imperial Opera. Chief among these were the famous bass Petrof and his wife-to-be, the almost equally celebrated contralto Ann Petrova-Vorobieva, who learned the leading rôles in the work and sang them privately, to the annoyance of the Director of the Theatres, A. M. Gedeonof. Gedeonof complained that Glinka was ruining their voices by inducing them to sing in smoke-laden rooms, but he himself was persuaded to attend a run-through of the First Act at the Vielgorskys’, and on April 8th/20th Glinka was able to send him the necessary formal request for the production of the opera. Cavos, the naturalised Italian conductor of the Imperial Opera, who twenty years before had written a highly successful “Ivan Susanin” himself, warmly pressed for acceptance, and Gedeonof agreed—on one condition. The composer was not to claim any fee. Being in no particular need of money at the time, Glinka willingly signed away his rights.


The rehearsals began almost at once, at first in the Alexandrinsky Theatre. Cavos and the musicians were enthusiastic, even spontaneously applauding certain numbers. But an interesting light on the standard of musical performance in Russia at that time is shed by Glinka’s information that Cavos, who had a very high reputation for efficiency, paid little attention to dynamic markings (“pp usually became a sort of mf”) and hardly ever hit on the right tempi. The orchestra itself was very unequal; some of the first violins and ’cellos were very good, the first flute, first oboe and first clarinet excellent, the rest decidedly mediocre. And when in the autumn the rehearsals were transferred to the Grand Theatre, singers and orchestra had to compete with the hammers of renovating workmen. Zhukovsky busied himself throughout with the production, and shortly before the first performance the Tsar himself graciously appeared at a rehearsal. A few months previously he had attended the first performance of Gogol’s “Revizor” and laughed heartily at its lashing of his corrupt officials, so that his interest in a work centring about an act of devotion to the throne was only to be expected. As an immediate consequence of this visit, Nicholas accepted the dedication of the work, the title of which was now changed from “Ivan Susanin” to “A Life for the Tsar”.5


Glinka was not well enough to attend the répétition générale, when the theatre was filled by the curious public, but on the following night (November 27th/December 9th) he was present with his wife and enjoyed his triumph to the full. Petrof took the part of the hero, Petrova-Vorobieva that of Ivan’s son, Vania. There was one curious, typically Russian incident: the Polish Rebellion had been crushed only five years before and the audience, in the presence of the Tsar, dared not applaud actors representing Poles. Consequently the Second Act, entirely Polish and mostly ballet, ended in deadly silence. Otherwise the reception was enthusiastic. There was every reason why it should be. “A Life for the Tsar” contains nothing that could have shocked the most conservative audience. It is an amateur Italian opera, with a strongly Russian flavour, on a flamboyantly patriotic subject—a very remarkable achievement for a half-trained Russian gentleman in the 1830’s but not, in spite of beautiful pages, a work of any great importance to the world in general. It should be regarded as the finest flower of the old dilettantism rather than as the first blossoming of “serious” Russian music which it is usually considered. The happy little composer was summoned to the Imperial Box where, as he wrote to his mother next day, “His Majesty the Emperor took me by the hand, thanked me and had a long conversation with me; the Crown Prince, the Empress and the Grand Duchess Maria Nikolaevna also honoured me with flattering remarks about my music”. A few days later the Tsar acknowledged the dedication of the opera by the gift of a handsome ring (valued at 4,000 rubles, the sum Glinka would normally have received for the production rights), which the composer gave to his wife. In addition he derived a little money from the sale of piano arrangements of separate numbers, made by Mayer and himself, and printed on very bad paper by the music-seller Snegiref, which for years constituted the only printed edition of the opera. More important than financial reward, however, was the satisfaction, as he tells his mother, of being “recognised as the first composer in Russia”. The theatre was filled for ten more performances before the end of the year; and the majority of the audiences must have gone voluntarily, though it is true the Cadet Corps attended in obedience to an Imperial command. Only some of the would-be-Western aristocrats, despisers of everything Russian, including their own language, ventured to sneer at “la musique des cochers”.


The Imperial favour brought Glinka yet one other reward. He had for some time been anxious to obtain some sort of post in connection with the direction of the Imperial Theatres. Even now this was not granted, though he did not give up hope. But on January 1st/13th, 1837, he was appointed Kapellmeister of the Imperial Chapel, with a salary of 2,500 rubles, an additional thousand for the table expenses, and an official residence.6 Formerly there had only been a Director of the Chapel. But the death of the elder Lvof, who had held this appointment since 1825, gave Nicholas an opportunity to reward both his musical protégés. The younger Lvof, he of the national anthem, was appointed Director in succession to his father, and a new post was created for Glinka’s benefit. The two new brooms took their official positions very seriously and subjected the Imperial choristers to an examination which a number of them failed to pass. Lvof was for turning them out. But Glinka, always amusingly proud of his knowledge of vocal technique, undertook to teach them at least to read and to sing in tune, neither of which accomplishments had apparently been usual in the Chapel of His Imperial Majesty.


From this period dates the most famous of all Glinka’s songs, his setting of Zhukovsky’s “Midnight Review”. He tells us that he composed it directly he saw the words and sang it to Zhukovsky and Pushkin the same evening at his own house, adding that his mother was present and was delighted that her son should entertain such distinguished guests. That last detail is interesting, if correct, for it places the evening in the latter part of January and must have been almost the last occasion on which Glinka saw Pushkin, though he does not say so, as one would naturally expect. For the poet was shot in a duel on January 27th/February 8th and died two days later, a tragedy which deprived Glinka of a possible collaborator of the first rank. Both his operas suffer from very bad libretti, and the successor to “A Life for the Tsar” was to be a Pushkin subject, “Ruslan and Liudmila”. But it is doubtful whether, as has sometimes been asserted, Glinka had actually discussed an operatic version of “Ruslan” with the poet. This assertion rests only on two statements in different parts of Glinka’s “Memoirs”: that he had once heard Pushkin say he would have altered a great many things in this youthful work if he had been writing it now in maturity, and that he (Glinka) had intended to ask what changes—but was prevented by the poet’s death: and that “I had hoped to draw up the plan” (i.e. the scenario) “under Pushkin’s guidance, but was prevented by his untimely end”. Intentions, but nothing more. Glinka’s project cannot at any rate have been generally known, for after an excerpt from “A Life for the Tsar” sung at a Patriotic Concert during Lent, 1837, the Tsar remarked significantly to the composer’s brother-in-law: “Glinka is a great master. It will be a pity if he does nothing more than this one opera”. And we hear nothing of the music for “Ruslan” till December of that year, when the composer speaks, in a letter to his mother, of “all my thoughts being directed towards a new opera”. Are we to conclude that Glinka was thinking of “Ruslan” in the weeks immediately after the production of his first opera and then was so stunned by the poet’s death, which he mentions so casually, that he laid the project aside for nearly a year? He gives no hint of all this in his “Memoirs”; but if it, or something like it, is not the truth, the composer’s memory or fancy must have played him false as to his “hope of drawing up the plan under Pushkin’s guidance”. Unfortunately, we have no means of checking the accuracy of his “Memoirs” at every point.


Perhaps the explanation of the muddled chronology of his account of this period is to be found in his domestic troubles. So far his marriage had appeared superficially to be a success, though even in the earliest days Maria had been so little sympathetic with her husband’s work that she had complained of his squandering money on music-paper. But in the spring of 1837 a rather serious illness of hers “shook my faith in conjugal happiness” (her affectionate husband says) “and her caprices after the illness completely destroyed that belief”. Storms were continually provoked by mere trifles, and it is evident that not all the blame was on one side. Instead of humouring the girl, Glinka was determined, he says, to assert his authority. Maria would sob bitterly, while her German mother, who lived with them, would storm at the unhappy little man, getting so excited that her broken Russian was barely understandable and “making a noise like the hissing of a samovar”. Glinka gives an amusing word-picture of himself, marching to and fro across the room, silently and with measured steps, during one of these storms, “at each turn pivoting on my right foot and carefully describing a semicircle with my left leg, which enraged my mother-in-law beyond everything, and thus quickly reduced her to silence. Then I would turn to her and enquire whether she had said all she had to say. Naturally she would start afresh at this; but not for long. Exhaustion would close her lips, and I would slowly put on my gloves, take my hat and, politely bowing to the ladies, betake myself to friends with whom I sometimes stayed for several days”, until the storm had blown over. Chief among these friends with whom he was accustomed to take refuge were the already mentioned Nestor Kukolnik and his younger brother Platon. Kukolnik was a vain, self-conscious poseur who had had the impertinence to consider himself a rival of Pushkin. Even before Glinka’s marriage he had taken a dislike to Maria; according to an entry in his diary7 he was “jealous” of her; and there can be no doubt that his influence now widened the breach.


At the end of the summer Glinka found yet another source of consolation. In addition to his pupils of the Imperial Chapel he was teaching various amateur singers (for instance Lodi, a friend of the Kukolniks, who afterwards became a professional and went on the stage). And now Gedeonof asked him to train the voices of four girls specially selected from the Theatrical School. “The time I spent with these charming creatures, half-children, half-coquettes, was perhaps among the best in my life.” And one of the quartet, a certain Caroline K., “little by little awakened a poetic emotion in my soul”, a feeling which she evidently reciprocated. “When I played and sang, her face expressed genuine delight. The other pupils listened to me eagerly; even quite little girls crowded round the door and listened breathlessly to my singing.” But the pleasant hours in the Theatrical School were terminated early in 1838, through a quarrel with Gedeonof.


The compositions dating from this period are of no interest: a few songs, a polonaise for chorus and orchestra written for a reception in honour of the Tsarevitch, and a supplementary scene for “A Life for the Tsar” written in a single day to words by Kukolnik, at the request of Petrof for the latter’s wife. From the painter Aïvazovsky, an amateur fiddler who visited the Kukolniks, Glinka acquired three Tatar melodies, two of which he afterwards used in the lezginka of “Ruslan” and the third in Ratmir’s aria in Act III. But we have no definite information as to the beginning of work on this opera till the end of April, 1838, when Glinka was despatched to the Ukraine for three months at the head of a small commission charged with the recruiting of singers for the Imperial Chapel. He wrote to Kukolnik (May 26th/June 7th): “As regards music in general and ‘Ruslan’ in particular, you must know that my head is like a garden allowed to run wild and overgrown with weeds”. And three weeks later: “You ask about the opera! …. I tell you frankly that as long as Gedeonof is Director, I’m not going to have any dealings with the theatre. My muse is not importunate; she remains silent—thank God”. These letters are unusually full of melancholy, though the expedition was not without amusing incidents. (In one town Glinka, like Gogol’s hero, Khlestakof, was taken for a visiting Revizor.) As his centre of operations, Glinka stayed at Katchenovka, the house of a very wealthy landowner who maintained a private orchestra good enough to tackle Beethoven’s “Egmont” music. Glinka got this orchestra to play for the first time his Persian Chorus and Tchernomor’s March, which must therefore have been the first two numbers written for “Ruslan”. Finn’s Ballad was actually composed during this visit, Pushkin’s verses being adapted for the purpose by a fellow-guest named Markevitch; and the composer sang it with the orchestra.


But the work made little progress after Glinka’s return to Petersburg. His wife’s extravagance strained even his ample financial resources. (“An income of 10,000 rubles a year—and he can’t live as he wants to”, Kukolnik comments in his diary.) And to make his home life more tolerable he had begun to entertain more lavishly, giving a musical evening and conversazione regularly once a week. In the hope of raising a little money, Glinka published early in 1839 an “Album of Musical Pieces” by himself and other composers, which brought him in a thousand rubles. But even this work—to say nothing of his social life and his official duties—“hindered me”, as he complains, “from working at ‘Ruslan’”. Still, the work made some progress. “I wrote the opera in snatches and fragments.” Gorislava’s cavatina must have been composed at about this time, for Kukolnik says he heard Petrova sing “the new aria” at one of Glinka’s conversazioni in November, and Liudmila’s cavatina in Act I was performed, with chorus and orchestra, at a Patriotic Concert in the spring of 1839. “Besides these five pieces” (i.e. the three performed at Katchenovka and these two cavatinas) “I had by this time noted down themes, with bits of counterpoint, in a notebook given me for that purpose by N. Kukolnik”. Which is not quite true, for the notebook in question has been published and consists mainly, not of sketches for the music, but of an outline plan of the opera.


Glinka’s account of the origin of the scenario and libretto of “Ruslan” is picturesque but misleading. “In the winter of either 1837 or 1838”, he says, “I was once playing some excerpts from the opera. N. Kukolnik, always interested in my productions, egged me on more and more. Among the others present was Constantine Bakhturin” (a third-rate poet and dramatist). “He undertook to draw up the plan of the opera and, although drunk, did it in a quarter of an hour. And just imagine: the opera was actually carried out according to this plan!” Kukolnik’s diary not only supports this story but settles the date as November 6th/18th, 1838.8  Yet nearly seven weeks before this Glinka had informed a friend in the postscript of a letter that “my poet has finished the First Act and begun the Second successfully”. Why write the ground-plan when the libretto was already partly finished? And who was this poet? In his “Memoirs” Glinka says he was introduced at about this time to a Staff-Captain Shirkof as a possibly suitable librettist. He stipulated that Pushkin’s verses were to be preserved wherever possible and asked Shirkof, by way of trial, to write the words of Gorislava’s cavatina and part of the First Act. “These turned out very satisfactorily, but instead of thinking out the whole plan and action of the piece beforehand, I at once set to work at the cavatinas of Liudmila and Gorislava, not bothering at all about the dramatic action, but supposing that all this could be settled later.” It is difficult to reconcile this with the statement that the librettist had finished Act I and begun Act II six weeks before, even if we assume that by “the beginning of the Second Act” Glinka meant the words of Gorislava’s song (actually in Act III). The real truth of the “drunken Bakhturin” story appears to be that in that quarter of an hour Bakhturin sketched out some sort of plan for the rest of the action.


At Easter, 1839, in his sister’s drawing-room, Glinka saw for the first time Ekaterina Kern, daughter of his old acquaintance Anna Petrovna Kern, the lady whom Pushkin had celebrated in lovely verse and defamed in unprintable prose. The girl was in ill-health; his own nerves were upset at the time; but, despite the expression of suffering on her pale face, Ekaterina’s “peculiar charm” at once attracted him. “Having fortified myself with a bottle of champagne, I found means to talk to this charming girl, and I remember as if it were now the extraordinary skill with which I expressed what I was feeling.” Ekaterina soon reciprocated his sudden passion and his relations with his wife worsened proportionately. When Maria left Petersburg during the heat of the summer, according to custom, her husband spent as little time with her as possible, slipping back to town under various pretexts, staying with the Kukolniks and visiting Ekaterina.


Glinka had for some time been gradually drawing into ever closer relationship with the Kukolniks, who have been accused of trying to monopolise him, of being jealous of his other friends. It was at their house that he had first heard Beethoven’s last quartets. And they had formed a mutual admiration society of young poets and artists, calling themselves “The Brotherhood of Russia’s Two Greatest Geniuses”, the “geniuses” in question being Glinka and—Nestor Kukolnik. Among the “brothers” were the singer Petrof, the caricaturist N. A. Stepanof, to whom we are indebted for a most amusing series of sketches of the composer, the already mentioned tenor Lodi, K. P. Villebois, an artillery colonel who dabbled in composition and published a collection of folk-songs, and others of the same stamp, intelligent men but a very different circle from that of Zhukovsky and Pushkin. Indeed, Glinka’s old friends, the Vielgorskys and others, were temporarily estranged from him during the three or four years of his greatest intimacy with the “brothers”. The “brotherhood” met to hear music and poetry. But the music was always Glinka’s and the poetry Kukolnik’s; the two were often mated in songs. Their gatherings are reputed to have generally ended in “orgies”, and the “brothers” have been accused by responsible people who knew the circumstances (for instance, Yury Arnold) of having finally ruined Glinka’s never very robust health. He frequently spent the night at the Kukolniks’ and his connection with the “brotherhood” certainly did not help to improve his relations with his wife. It may be, as he says, that the “brotherhood” was a refuge from domestic unhappiness, but there is plenty of evidence that it was partly the cause of that unhappiness. Considering these nights of absence and her husband’s notorious interest in Ekaterina Kern, it is hardly surprising that a woman of Maria’s nature and up-bringing turned elsewhere for consolation.


On at least one occasion there was a scene between husband and wife in Ekaterina’s presence. Maria having significantly remarked that “all poets and artists come to bad ends” and cited the instance of Pushkin, Glinka retorted that, although he did not consider himself as clever as Pushkin, he had no intention of getting a bullet in his head on account of his wife. “She turned away, making a grimace at me.” They found cause for bitter dissension in the fact that whereas Glinka wanted to keep only a pair of horses, his wife felt socially degraded with less than four. And to crown everything, Glinka was embittered by the reflection that, lovely as she appeared in public, he was obliged to see her in untidy négligé, a cigar-holder between her lips, her complexion ruined by “the immoderate use of cosmetics”, walking about the room and hurling abuse at her maid. In September he learned beyond doubt that she was as unfaithful to him as he to her. Finally, in November, having overheard his mother-in-law arranging an appointment with Maria’s lover, he sent his wife a note explaining that as mutual confidence had long ceased to exist between them, he would live with her no more. “We must separate—but separate as becomes those nobly born, without quarrelling, noise and mutual reproaches.” He “prayed heaven to preserve her from new miseries” and, for his part (after due consultation with his mother, to whom the Glinka estate still belonged) he would do what he could to provide for her. (In the sequel he allowed her half his income.) “But let me tell you that tears, explanations, complaints, entreaties, the mediation of relatives and people in high circles—none of these will shake my resolution.” Having fired this farewell shot and sent his serfs to fetch away a few specially valued possessions, including the horses which had been so hotly disputed over, he fled to the flat of his friend, Adjutant P. A. Stepanof, the caricaturist’s brother. An attempt at reconciliation having completed his fright, he did not venture outside Stepanof’s door for a whole month, seeing only a few intimate friends—not even Ekaterina, who was lying ill at the time—but pouring out all his troubles in a series of passionately affectionate letters to his adored mother. “All the old women in Petersburg” were up in arms against him. There was “no limit to the slanders”. At first he was prepared to “care very little for public opinion” but very soon this man of thirty-five was writing that “you alone, dear mamma, can be my guardian angel”, whose “experience and sagacity” would get him out of his difficulties, and imploring her to come to Petersburg. On December 18th/30th, under pretext of ill-health, he was permitted to resign his appointment at the Imperial Chapel, in which he had for some time lost interest.


It had been a wretched year, 1839; the unhappiest, he says, of his life. In addition to his domestic troubles he had lost his younger brother Andrei, of whom he had been very fond. He had done nothing at all toward “Ruslan”. Except a valse and polonaise for orchestra, dedicated to the Grand Duchess Maria Nikolaevna, and a nocturne for piano, he had composed only the orchestral “Valse-Fantaisie”.


His mother having come to the capital, and Ekaterina’s health being temporarily better, Glinka pulled himself together a little and the immediate fruit of his recovery was his setting of one of Pushkin’s best known poems, “I remember the wonderful moment”, one of those addressed to Ekaterina’s mother. After some months in the quiet of Novospasskoe, his nerves again in serious disorder, Glinka lived in Petersburg for a time with another sister (Maria) and her husband. He once more began to compose; and it is from this period that we must date Glinka’s real, brief maturity as a creative artist. As he confessed, the troubles of the previous year had taught him more about life in a short time than he had learned in all the rest of his existence. The ripening and individualisation of his musical thought at this period are very remarkable.


According to Kukolnik’s diary “the Overture and the whole of the First Act of ‘Ruslan’ were ready” by the middle of May, 1840, which is certainly not true. Nevertheless  Glinka had evidently begun to think about the opera again, visiting the librettist Shirkof, trying unsuccessfully to paint water-colours with him, and being introduced to Chopin’s music by Shirkof’s wife. He also started a piano piece (for three hands!) on the folk-tune, “Kamarinskaya”, but it “turned out such trash” that he did not finish it; it had nothing in common with the well-known orchestral piece based on the same melody. Also from this period dates the album—it is not a connected cycle—of twelve songs to Kukolnik’s words, published by Gurskalin under the collective title, “Farewell to Petersburg”, a set which includes some of Glinka’s best work in the field of song-writing. One of the songs, “The Lark”, has become widely known through Balakiref’s piano transcription. The apparently meaningless title of the collection is a reference to the composer’s intention of leaving this city of unpleasant memories.


He wished to go abroad. But Ekaterina’s health was worse; she appeared to be consumptive; and her mother would not agree to leave Russia. Finally Glinka handed over his ready money to the Kerns, who were none too well off, so that Ekaterina might take a holiday in the south of Russia. He intended to marry her if he could get a divorce from Maria Petrovna. But the Kerns procrastinated in truly Russian fashion and did not leave Petersburg till the middle of August; and Glinka, after accompanying the ladies part of the way, had to turn sadly aside to Novospasskoe to try to get more money out of his mother.


His time at home was not wasted, however. On the eve of his departure he had written to Shirkof that he had “never composed so much before, never felt such inspiration. I implore you to write Act IV according to the programme sent you”. In three weeks he wrote the introduction to Act I, and on the way back to Petersburg, feverish and ill, sketched out the finale of the last act in a single night. He now made his home first with the Kukolniks, later with the Stepanofs; he had more or less decided not to go abroad till “Ruslan” had been completed and produced. But instead of pressing ahead with the opera, he first, at Kukolnik’s request (though Kukolnik said he had no recollection of having made it), wrote an overture and incidental music to the latter’s recently completed tragedy “Prince Kholmsky”, the whole being composed between September 19th and October 15th (October 1st and 27th, N.S.), the most concentrated piece of sustained work Glinka ever did. But as the first performance was given on September 30th/October 12th and the piece survived only three performances, the entr’actes, “each”, as Tchaïkovsky said, “a little picture painted by a master-hand”, were not ready in time. Only the three songs (and possibly the overture) were performed in the theatre.


Even when the “Kholmsky” music was out of the way, “Ruslan” progressed very slowly. Glinka’s health was again much worse; at least, he believed it was. In the intervals of better health, he was pestered to write piéces d’occasion, a curious “Tarantella” for chorus and orchestra, to accompany a stage-performance compounded of ballet and declamation, and a chorus for the girls of the Ekaterininsky Institute. (Both these pieces date from December 1840/January 1841). And all the time he was tormented by a fresh personal trouble. His mother had shown her disapproval of his projected marriage to the daughter of the “whore of Babylon”; and Glinka, like Gibbon, had “sighed as a lover” but “obeyed as a son”. Ekaterina’s relations also objected to her connection with a still married man, while Glinka’s own attitude was not too clear. His exquisitely uncomfortable letters to Mme. Kern, with their references to “votre petit ange”, give one an unpleasant impression that he was coldly and clumsily extricating himself from an affair of which he had wearied. Yet it appears from confidential letters to other correspondents that the filial devotion was not a mere pretext. For months both he and Ekaterina were deeply unhappy, and they even continued to correspond. But in any case the scandal-mongers of Petersburg would have made life intolerable for them. The capital had become hateful to him, he told his sister, for it “often led me into a sort of life injurious to both health and morals, since I no longer have an angel to restrain me”. His constant desire was to go abroad, “Ruslan” or no “Ruslan”. But as usual he wavered, took no definite step, and was finally held in Petersburg by the fortunate acquisition of documentary proofs of his wife’s misconduct with Prince N. N. Vasiltchikof. He began proceedings in May, 1841, but the case dragged on till May, 1846, long after he had left Russia, when the marriage was finally dissolved.


In the autumn Glinka, with his customary resilience, came to life again. He made his home with one of his sisters, Elisabeth Sobolevskaya, happily attached himself to one of her maids, an eighteen-year-old serf, began to study landscape-drawing, and—to work again at “Ruslan”. As usual, domestic happiness quickened his productiveness and he quickly outdistanced his still more dilatory librettist. Moreover, in spite of the famous plan drawn up by the intoxicated Bakhturin—perhaps because of it—the scenario of the opera was in a hopeless muddle. Nestor Kukolnik and Michael Gedeonof, a son of the Director of the Theatres, came to Shirkof’s assistance, contributing verses and doing their best to give the whole a little coherence. (In which, it must be confessed, they signally failed; no one who had not read Pushkin’s poem or a synopsis of it could possibly make head or tail of the opera.) Even Glinka himself wrote the words for three passages, so that Pushkin’s classic was butchered to make a Russian opera by five different poetasters: Shirkof, Kukolnik, M. A. Gedeonof (to whom “Ruslan” is dedicated), Markevitch and Glinka. However, the score was at last completed and sent in April, 1842, to the elder Gedeonof, with whom Glinka had made up his quarrel. Gedeonof at once accepted it, agreeing to Glinka’s request for a royalty of ten per cent, of two-thirds of the total takings at each performance, instead of a lump sum of 4,000 rubles,9 and musical rehearsals began the next month.


When the full stage-rehearsals commenced in November, it was found necessary to make numerous cuts—to the further confusion of the action. Nor was that the only misfortune. Owing to a quarrel with Gedeonof, the scene-painter scamped some of the most important scenes (“Tchernomor’s Castle”, according to Glinka, “looked like a barrack”); an unlucky, if not malicious, newspaper article caused bad feeling between the composer and the artists, including the orchestra; the conductor, K. F. Albrecht, proved a bad disciplinarian; Petrova, who was to have sung Ratmir, fell ill and had to be replaced by a young understudy who, curiously enough, bore the same name. If not actually in disgrace since his resignation from the Imperial Chapel, Glinka no longer basked in the sunshine of Imperial favour. Nor was the Court likely to interest itself in a mere fairy-tale opera as it had done in a patriotic one. Finally Vielgorsky and other Job’s comforters reduced the unfortunate composer to the last stages of nervousness and irritability. Considering also the appalling muddle of the plot, it is hardly surprising that at the first performance (on November 27th/December 9th, the sixth anniversary of the première of “A Life for the Tsar”) the audience was bored. Indeed the applause was diluted with a little hissing. The twenty-year-old Voin Rimsky-Korsakof, brother of the as yet unborn composer and himself a keen music-lover, wrote home that “in the evening Uncle” (i.e. Admiral N. P. Rimsky-Korsakof) “had to attend His Majesty at the first performance of ‘Ruslan and Liudmila’ …. Uncle came back at twelve very dissatisfied at the way the opera had gone. The music is beautiful, the décor magnificent, but the actors are most unsatisfactory. Petrof as Ruslan is a regular mujik and Stepanova sings Liudmila like a cat being strangled. Glinka himself was terribly upset. When he was called out, his face was as long as a fiddle”. But Gedeonof had faith in the work and refused to withdraw it. At the third performance Petrova was able to replace her namesake, and the tide of success turned. Perhaps the astonishing modernity of the music also puzzled the audience. For “Ruslan” is no mere Russianised Italian opera, like its predecessor, but a work almost of genius. Glinka himself said more than once that he “could have made ten operas like ‘A Life for the Tsar’ out of ‘Ruslan’”. Some of its pages, notably the lezginka in Act IV, are the prototypes of all that is most characteristic in later Russian music. Unlike “A Life for the Tsar” it demands measurement not by local and contemporary, but by universal standards. With it the history of Russian music begins in earnest.


One European musician of the first rank seems to have recognised its worth at once. According to his “Memoirs” Glinka had already made the acquaintance of Liszt during the latter’s first visit to Petersburg in March, 1842, when the pianist had played at sight from the manuscript full score of “Ruslan”,10 and the friendship was renewed and strengthened during his second visit. Liszt’s admiration of “Ruslan” puzzled Russian aristocrats like the Grand Duke Michael Pavlovitch, who told the distinguished visitor that he punished his officers “by sending them to Glinka’s opera instead of putting them under arrest”, and wanted to know, “Est-ce que c’est une mauvaise plaisanterie à vous de trouver Glinka un génie?”


But after the production of “Ruslan” the “genius” relapsed into indolence, composing only an occasional song or piano piece. Now that there was no reason why he should not go abroad he was no longer eager to do so. Petersburg seemed more tolerable. Ekaterina Kern had returned from the Ukraine, where she had been living since the rupture, and though the old relations were not resumed they were once more on terms of friendship, and her circle of women-friends drew Glinka away from the “brothers”. Ulybyshef’s “Nouvelle biographie de Mozart” set him restudying that master’s opera scores and “awakened”, he says, “my critical instinct”. (Incidentally, he considered “Don Giovanni” “masterly but not exemplary”.) But at last sheer boredom sent him on his travels again. In June, 1844, with one of his brothers-in-law and a young French girl, the latter’s mistress, he set out for Paris, spending a few days in Berlin with Siegfried Dehn, who expressed his warm approval of the famous trio from his pupil’s earlier opera.


In Paris the three took a flat and spent the next few months in sight-seeing and theatre-going, but without meeting any French artists of importance. Glinka wished to visit Spain and to that end wrote to his “dear, precious mamma” for money and her permission, which was not too willingly granted. He also took Spanish lessons and was soon able to read “Don Quixote” in the original. In the meantime, having found the ever necessary female companion in a charming young actress (“Adelina”) at the little Théâtre Chantereine in the Rue de la Victoire, Glinka left his brother-in-law and moved to fresh quarters. Through Prince Volkonsky he obtained an introduction to Hector Berlioz, with whom he was quickly on the friendliest terms. Berlioz was giving concerts monstres with an orchestra of 160 at the Cirque des Champs Elysées; on March 16th he played the lezginka from “Ruslan” (described as a “Grand air de danse sur des thèmes du Caucase et de la Crimée”), and Mme. Solovieva, a leading member of the Petersburg Opera who happened to be in Paris, sang a cavatina from “A Life for the Tsar”. But the lezginka, intended for double orchestra, was ineffective when arranged for a normal one, and the cavatina appeared, to at least one of the Parisian critics, to be nearly all on one note. Western Europe had had its first taste of Russian music—and didn’t like it.


However, the cavatina was repeated five days later at Berlioz’s next concert; and on April 10th, Glinka, with financial backing from the millionaire Prince Golitsyn, gave a concert of his own in the Salle Henri Herz, “on behalf of the local musical society”, the bulk of the programme being devoted to his own works, including the krakoviak from “A Life for the Tsar”, Tchernomor’s March and the Valse-Fantaisie, played by the orchestra of the Théâtre des Italiens, under Théophile Tilmant. The Russian colony in Paris turned out in force to support their fellow-countryman, the hall was filled, and Glinka enjoyed at least a succès d’estime. The “Journal des débats” of April 16th contained a long and flattering article on Glinka by Berlioz, and other papers noticed the concert favourably—all of which Glinka proudly reported to his friends at home, begging Kukolnik to get Berlioz’s article translated and published in the Russian press.


At the same time he confided to Kukolnik his intention, suggested by his study of Berlioz’s music and the taste of the Parisian public, “to enrich my repertoire with a few—and, if my strength permits, many—concert pieces for orchestra, under the designation Fantaisies pittoresques. Up to now, instrumental music has been divided into two opposite categories: quartets and symphonies, valued by a few, but intimidating the mass of listeners by their depth and complexity; and concertos, variations, etc. which tire the ear by their lack of connection and their difficulties. It seems to me that it ought to be possible to reconcile the demands of art with those of the age and … to write pieces equally accessible to the connoisseurs and to the general public”. He hoped to find in the “original and hitherto unexploited” melodies of Spain, material for such Fantaisies, perhaps even for a Spanish opera. “In any case I shall try to transmit my impressions in the form of sounds.” Parting with Adelina, not without tears, he set out, accompanied by Don Santiago, the Spanish major-domo he had engaged in Paris.


They entered Spain, the Spain of Borrow and Richard Ford,11 on June 1st, Glinka’s birthday. “I was completely enraptured.” In Pampeluna Glinka had his first sight of Spanish dancing, and in Valladolid, where they spent the summer with Santiago’s sister, he listened with delight to the guitar-playing of a lad, Felix Castilla, one of whose tunes, the Arragonese jota and its variations, so took his fancy that, immediately on his arrival in Madrid in September, he wrote on it an orchestral “Capriccio brillant”, afterwards renamed “Spanish Overture, No. I”, the first of the projected Fantaisies pittoresques. In the capital he took and furnished a flat overlooking the Puerta del Sol, visited the theatre and continued his not very scientific investigations into the popular music of the country, recording the melodies of singers and guitarists who were brought to his flat in the evenings in a notebook(now preserved in the MSS section of the Leningrad Public Library). His chief source was a muleteer named Zagal, two of whose songs, seguidillas manchegas, he afterwards used in “Night in Madrid”. Otherwise he lived precisely as in Paris, making little excursions to Aranjuez and Toledo, and finding the usual “rather charming girl” in a certain Ramona Gonzales, a friend of Santiago’s niece.


At the end of November Glinka went to Granada, staying there till March, 1846, watching the dances of the gypsies and even learning Spanish dancing himself. “My feet were all right but I couldn’t manage the castanets”, he says. A Spanish friend “at my request found me a charming Andalusian girl renowned for her singing of folk-songs”, whose songs and person pleased him so much that he took her back to Madrid. But Dolores proved troublesome and was “sent back to her mother” in June. And soon after this we hear of the “young and pretty” Zefirina. Glinka was certainly successful in healing those “wounds of his heart” from which he had been suffering so long. Our Don Juan also acquired a Leporello in the person of Pedro Fernandez, one of a little group of students and young officials with whom Glinka lived a bachelor life during the summer of 1846. Fernandez became his companion, factotum and piano-pupil, and even accompanied him back to Russia.


Shortly after the wedding of the young Queen Isabella II, the trio from “A Life for the Tsar” was sung at a Court concert (November 27th), but apparently the composer was not present. He spent the winter and spring in Seville, where he was particularly struck by the rhythmic complication of the dance-music, sometimes with three independent rhythms simultaneously; that of the singers, that of the guitar accompaniment, and that of the hand-clapping and feet of the dancers. He also made the acquaintance of the violinist Ole Bull. But in the beginning of May, 1847, Glinka decided to return to Russia. After three weeks in Madrid and three more in Paris, he met P. A. Stepanof at Kissingen and learned from him that Maria Petrovna, whose second husband had died already, was amply provided for. “This news delighted me, for although I did not love Maria Petrovna, it would have been painful for me to see her in want.”


From Kissingen, where he was received very graciously by the Tsarevitch Alexander, he and “Don Pedro” travelled home by way of Vienna and Warsaw, reaching Novospasskoe by the end of July. It was in all outward respects the same paternally governed Russia that he had left. But in the literary world new names were beginning to appear. Pushkin was dead; Lermontof was dead; Gogol had been artistically dead since the appearance of “Dead Souls” in 1842, a few months after the first performance of “Ruslan”. But while Glinka was in Spain, a young writer named Dostoevsky had attracted attention with his novel “Poor Folk”, and in 1847 Turgenef had published the first of his “Sportsman’s Sketches”, the earliest tokens of that great literary renaissance which accompanied the musical efflorescence and the political reforms of the ’sixties.


At Novospasskoe Glinka’s nerves soon became troublesome, as was usually the case when he had nothing to occupy his mind. He set out for Petersburg to consult his doctor, but fell ill on the way, at Smolensk, where his sister Liudmila Shestakova joined him as soon as possible. They spent the winter there, and Glinka wrote one or two piano pieces, including a “Prayer without words” which in January, 1855, he converted into a song—one of his finest—with words by Lermontof, for his pupil Leonova. He superintended Pedro’s study of Clementi’s “Gradus ad Parnassum”; his friends read to him and played “preference” with him; and the local big-wigs gave an official dinner in his honour.


In March, 1848, he travelled to Warsaw, intending to go abroad. But owing to the disturbed state of Europe the paternal government refused him a passport. Finding Warsaw pleasanter than Petersburg, however, he contentedly settled down with “a rather charming girl named Angélique” whom he had noticed in a café, turned part of his flat into an aviary—he always liked to have birds about him—read Shakespeare and entertained. An evening chez Glinka in Warsaw must have been a memorable experience. The guests drank punch and danced. “Angelique danced beautifully,  and if other pairs were wanted the cook and chambermaid danced too. Besides the birds flying about in the next room behind a net, there were two tame hares which ran about the drawing-room and sometimes scampered over the feet of the guests.” At the request of the Governor, Prince Paskevitch, Glinka also interested himself in the latter’s orchestra, writing for that not very efficient body a pot-pourri on four Spanish melodies, first called “Recuerdos de Castilla”, but afterwards revised and styled “Night in Madrid: Spanish Overture No. 2”. His attempt to construct a similar piece on Andalusian melodies failed, since “the majority of them are based on oriental scales, altogether different from ours”. But another piece, based on two Russian tunes, written for this orchestra (the autograph score is dated September 19th/October 1st, 1848) is perhaps the best known of all Glinka’s compositions, the famous “Kamarinskaya” which became the model for all later essays in the symphonic handling of Russian folk-melodies. The piece was at first called simply “Wedding Song and Dance Song”, and like the two Spanish pieces was renamed the following year (after its second theme) on the advice of Prince Odoevsky. Incidentally, Glinka was always very annoyed at any attempt to find a “programme” in “Kamarinskaya”. “I was guided in its composition simply by inward musical feeling, without any thought of what goes on at a wedding”, he said. Like the “Ruslan” Overture, it was written immediately in full score. The unusual instrumentation of “Night in Madrid” and “Kamarinskaya”, with a single bass trombone, is due simply to the deficiencies of Paskevitch’s orchestra, which had only one trombonist.


In Warsaw Glinka heard for the first time a composition by Gluck. This was the chorus “Les fureurs d’Oreste” from “Iphigenia in Tauris”, which he considered “exemplary”, as “Don Giovanni”, it will be remembered, was not. He began to study Gluck with ardour. But it was too late. His own career as a composer was practically over—at forty-four and with nearly nine more years to live.


Having quarrelled with Angélique, who had “begun to give herself airs”, and wishing to see his mother again, Glinka went to Petersburg in November and did not return to Warsaw till May. During this visit he gathered with the Tsarevitch, Viazemsky, Vielgorsky and other old friends to do honour to the veteran Zhukovsky, in commemoration of the jubilee of the latter’s literary activity. Zhukovsky was the most distinguished survivor of a chapter in the history of Russian culture now practically closed. But during the same winter Glinka made the acquaintance of several of the young men who were to play distinguished parts in the next chapter, notably the twenty-four-year-old Vladimir Stassof, whose name was to appear on nearly every page of the later history of Russian music for half a century. Glinka also speaks of other young literary men of the new generation, “some of whom, unfortunately, got themselves into trouble during that very year”. The reference is evidently to the very harmless “Petrashevtsy” group of reformers, of which Dostoevsky was a member, which was suppressed by the police with appalling severity about a fortnight after Glinka’s return to Warsaw. Twenty-one of them, including the novelist, were sentenced to death, though the sentences were commuted at the last moment. Nicholas’s règime was at its worst just before it ended.


Notwithstanding carousals with friends and the Bach playing of the organist August Freyer, which moved him to tears, Glinka now found Warsaw very boring for a time. But his apathy was dispelled by the pretty daughter of a restaurant-keeper, with whom he enjoyed what he styles an “églogue”. Under this poetic influence he was inspired to write a few more songs. But other than these, the only product of this second stay in Warsaw was a chorus written for the girls of the Smolny Institute which, being lightly scored, tempted the Autocrat of All the Russias into the field of musical criticism. The composer was informed that “His Majesty the Emperor considered the instrumentation of the chorus weak”. Nevertheless sunshine poured on Glinka from other members of the Imperial family. The Empress and one of the Grand Duchesses having visited Warsaw, the Grand Duchess told Prince Paskevitch that she “could not go away without hearing or seeing Glinka”. The happy little loyalist was sent for and the Empress greeted him (as he carefully records) with the remarkable words: “How do you do, Glinka? And what are you doing here?” Being told that he preferred the climate to that of Petersburg, “Her Majesty was pleased to say: ‘There is not much difference, but I am glad, very glad to see you’”.


In June, 1851, Glinka received news of his mother’s death. Yet he characteristically lingered on in Warsaw till September, leaving the settlement of the family affairs in the hands of his sister Liudmila and her husband. Liudmila at once set about the task of mothering her helpless brother. She joined him in Petersburg in October, took a flat for him, nursed him through a winter of bad health, and on April 2nd/14th, 1852, arranged a concert by the Petersburg Philharmonic Society at which “Night in Madrid”, “Kamarinskaya” and an aria from “Ruslan” were performed. As Glinka says he heard “Kamarinskaya” for the first time on this occasion, it seems that it was never played by the orchestra for which it was written.


Seven weeks later Glinka and “Don Pedro” again set out on their travels. In Berlin Meyerbeer called in the most friendly way at Glinka’s hotel and wanted to know, “How is it, Monsieur Glinka, that we know you so well by reputation, but don’t know your works?” To which the Russian replied that it was “not a habit of his to colporter his productions”. Dehn regaled his former pupil “with quartets and Moselwein”, and from Berlin the travellers went on to Cologne and Strasbourg, inspecting the cathedrals, and reached Paris on July 1st. But Glinka’s intended goal was Andalusia. After three weeks in Paris he set off by way of Lyons, Avignon and Toulouse, but there the state of his health constrained him to change his mind and return to Paris.


Settled in a flat in the Rue Rossini, Glinka was once more troubled by the stirrings of inspiration. He procured “scoring paper of enormous size” and began to write a “Ukrainian Symphony” based on Gogol’s story, “Taras Bulba”. “I wrote the first part of the first allegro (C minor) and began the second part, but being unable to get out of the German rut in the development, I abandoned the work—which Don Pedro afterwards destroyed.”12 So having laid this troublesome ghost, Glinka declined again into idle domesticity, the present incarnation of the eternal “charming young girl” taking the form of a nineteen-year-old Léonie. “She was quiet but not very robust,” Glinka remarks reminiscently. He read Homer and Sophocles in French translations and haunted the Jardin des Plantes, fascinated by the animals, but stayed away from the theatres on account of their intolerably stuffy atmosphere, though he twice heard his old favourite Méhul’s “Joseph” and took Léonie to the first performance of Auber’s “Marco Spada”, which he found “very unsatisfactory”. Hearing Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony at one of the Concerts du Conservatoire, he renewed a former impression of the “affectedness” and “exaggeration” of the French conception of Beethoven. Evidently Habeneck’s tradition was continued by his successor, Girard: f became fff, p became ppp. It was “not Beethoven”, in Glinka’s opinion. His own predilection was always for the “simple” interpretation of music.


Spring came and the exile began to think of going home. Léonie was dismissed. But Glinka disliked the railway and it was tiresome to find other means of travelling; so, after all, the only result of this upheaval was that he took a fresh flat and replaced Léonie with “a rather charming young grisette from Bordeaux”. However, she “often wearied me with her excessive liveliness” and was quickly succeeded by a spirited Andalusian, who in turn was replaced by a “fairly well-bred” milliner. Instead of Homer and Sophocles, Glinka studied the “Arabian Nights” (regretting that he had not known them before he wrote “Ruslan”), Boccaccio and “almost the whole of Paul de Kock”. In the summer of 1853 he again came into contact with Meyerbeer who, for all his affability, seems to have had a knack of provoking unusual flashes of spirit from the amiable little Russian. For on one occasion, when Meyerbeer remarked on the loftiness of his artistic standards, he retorted that he had a perfect right to set a high standard, for “I begin with my own works, with which I am seldom satisfied”. And he stayed away from the première of Meyerbeer’s “L’Étoile du Nord” in February, 1854, on patriotic grounds, since the person of Peter the Great is treated in it “very disrespectfully”.


Glinka’s patriotism was rather on edge that winter, for the Eastern Question had embittered Russia’s relations with France and England. She had been at war with Turkey since October. France declared war on March 27th, followed by England a day later, and on April 4th, Glinka and Pedro left for Brussels en route for home. In Berlin he heard and delighted in Gluck’s “Armida” at the Royal Opera and enjoyed more of Dehn’s “quartets and Moselle”. He reached Petersburg on May 16th/28th—the very day on which Richard Wagner in Zürich completed the full score of “Das Rheingold”. Wagner had been in Paris with Liszt for a short time the previous October; and if Glinka, sitting at home in his overheated room with his grisettes and his Paul de Kock, had not allowed his artistic friendships to lapse, he might have been one of the privileged company who heard the poem of the “Ring” read by the composer himself. As it was, Glinka never knew of Wagner’s existence, except perhaps by hearsay as “the uncle of the celebrated soprano”, whom he did meet later.


Glinka spent the summer quietly at Tsarskoe Selo, with Liudmila Shestakova, who humoured his every whim, and her little daughter Olga, of whom he was passionately fond. At Liudmila’s request he began to write those amusing “Memoirs” which give one such a clear impression of his weak, amiable, hypochondriacal character, with its naïve vanity so curiously divorced from ambition. This labour occupied him for a few hours each morning from June, 1854, till the beginning of April, 1855, each instalment being sent to Kukolnik for revision. Later in the day visitors would come from Petersburg—Lvof, Engelhardt, the young critic Serof (not yet a composer), Villebois, or Stassof’s younger brother, Dimitri, who was to live to see the Great War and the Bolshevist Revolution. In the autumn Liudmila took a flat in Petersburg, and her brother lived with her, Olga, and his birds till he left Russia for the last time in May, 1856. Shortly after the removal little Olga fell dangerously ill and her adoring uncle devoted all his time to her. When she recovered, he wrote a little polka “for her Christmas tree”, and tried to teach her to sing Ilyinishna’s song from “Prince Kholmsky”. Dargomyjsky brought him the numbers of his “Russalka” as he wrote them. But the two men never got on very well. Dargomyjsky’s nature was more than a little acid, and Glinka, much as he resented criticism of his own work, had developed a weakness for telling other people how to compose. Glinka visited the theatre only twice the whole winter, once to hear “A Life for the Tsar”, which he had not heard for nearly twenty years. The work was now only given occasionally as a stop-gap and was never rehearsed, while “Ruslan” had completely disappeared from the repertory. This particular performance was so bad that the composer left the theatre in a rage, ignoring the applause. Nevertheless, he interested himself in the young contralto, Daria Leonova, who had sung the part of Vania, took her as a pupil, and orchestrated several of his songs for a concert she was giving.


In March, 1855, Nicholas I died, bitterly mortified by the Crimean reverses, and was succeeded by his comparatively liberal son. In preparation for the coronation ball of Alexander II, Glinka at once wrote a “Festival Polonaise” for orchestra, taking for the chief theme a Spanish bolero melody, “since”, he told Engelhardt, “I can’t offer anything Polish to the White Russian Tsar”. During the winter he had also orchestrated a Nocturne of Hummel’s and Weber’s “Invitation to the Waltz”.


A performance of the “Crucifixus” from Bach’s B minor Mass, which profoundly impressed him, turned Glinka’s attention to church music for the first time since his Imperial Chapel days. He began to study the old ecclesiastical modes, then turned aside to work at a new opera, the subject of which, Kukolnik’s drama, “The Bigamist”, had “long been revolving in my head”. He found a librettist, a certain Vasilko-Petrof who taught elocution in the Theatrical School, and sketches for the music began to accumulate. His sister left him in June, well, happy and busy. But he took a dislike to the librettist, found it impossible, he said, to write “Russian music” without lapsing into the vein of “A Life for the Tsar”, and very soon sent for Liudmila in a panic. Petersburg had become intolerable again; he must go at once to Warsaw. Yet Liudmila had no sooner hastened to join him, than he immediately changed his mind. He would stay on in Petersburg. But there was an end to “The Bigamist” and to all other composition, though early in 1856 he revised and re-scored his “Valse-Fantaisie” of 1839 for another of Leonova’s concerts. But his one thought now was to go to Berlin and “study the old church modes” with Dehn. Most of his time was spent with his little niece, playing with her and telling her stories. He decided that her future music-master should be a lad named Balakiref, who had been introduced to him that winter by Ulybyshef. “No one else”, he said, “has ideas so like my own. One of these days he will be a second Glinka”.


Glinka left the city he hated so bitterly on April 27th/May 9th, 1856, and never saw it again. His sister and Vladimir Stassof, who accompanied him as far as the city-barrier, have left it on record that at the barrier he spat symbolically. In Berlin he settled down to a quiet routine, working in the morning with Dehn, giving a few singing lessons, going to theatres and concerts—he preferred the Berlin musicians to those of any other city—and getting into rages with the political writers who dared to attack Russia. His work with Dehn consisted of study of the famous “Istitutioni armoniche” of the sixteenth century theorist, Zarlino, and critical analysis of Bach’s “Well-Tempered Clavichord”. He even wrote two fugues himself. His last orchestral score, finished on July 10th (N.S.), was an arrangement for small orchestra of Alabief’s song, “The Nightingale”, made for the singer Valentina Bianchi.


On January 21st, 1857, Meyerbeer, who was Generalmusikdirektor to the King of Prussia, honoured Glinka by including the trio from “A Life for the Tsar” in the programme of the annual Court Concert. It was a brilliant social function; “Petrova’s part was sung very, very satisfactorily by Mme. Wagner”;13 and Glinka was delighted. But going into the cold night air from the over-heated Palace he caught a chill. There appeared to be nothing seriously wrong, and after a few days he began to work again with Dehn. Then one day he appeared to have received worrying news and Dehn, good-naturedly anxious to soothe him, visited him as often as four or five times daily. He wished to tell Dehn something, not now “but later, perhaps in a few days”. In the meantime he drew on Dehn, who was looking after his money, for large sums which he sent away, no one knows whither. He became more and more moody, and complained of his liver. But still the doctor did not consider him in any danger. On Februry 13th, he joked with Dehn, talked about his fugues, and discussed his plan of spending the next winter in Italy with Liudmila. But the next morning his friend found him very exhausted and apathetic, rousing himself only to abuse the doctor. At five o’clock on the morning of the 15th, he died suddenly but peacefully. The post-mortem examination showed that death was due to excessive distention of the liver and that in any case he could not have lived much longer.


Glinka was buried in Berlin on the 18th, the funeral being attended only by Meyerbeer, Dehn, an Embassy official and one or two acquaintances. But he rested finally in Russia. Engelhardt went to Berlin in May to superintend the exhumation. The body was brought by sea to Kronstadt and taken to the Alexander Nevsky Monastery in Petersburg.


Glinka was honoured immediately after his death by a concert of his works given by the Petersburg Philharmonic Society, and almost at once he became a sort of legendary hero. And such he has remained in Russia, revered beyond all reason by men as diverse in their artistic ideas as Anton Rubinstein, Tchaïkovsky and Rimsky-Korsakof. As yet very little of his music had even been printed, only the separate numbers of his first opera in piano arrangements, with a few songs and other odds and ends. His masterpiece, “Ruslan”, was still in manuscript and long remained so. It was left for Liudmila Shestakova to give her brother’s work to the world in permanent form and, in a sense, to continue it by mothering the younger generation, of which he had caught only one glimpse in the person of the nineteen-year-old Balakiref.


*


Leo Tolstoy made a blunder characteristic of the literary man dealing with music when he remarked to the pianist Goldenweiser that “in Glinka’s work I feel that he was an unclean, sensual man”. Tolstoy happened to know that Glinka was “an unclean, sensual man”, and he proceeded to read this uncleanliness and sensuality into the music. Tchaïkovsky was very much nearer the mark when, in his diary, he expressed astonishment that the man who has unconsciously drawn his own portrait in the “Memoirs”—“a pleasant, kindly sort of fellow, but empty, insignificant, commonplace”—could have been Glinka the composer, that “such colossal artistic power could exist side by side with such insignificance”. Tchaïkovsky even goes on to talk nonsense about Glinka’s having “at one stride placed himself on a level (yes! on a level!) with Mozart, with Beethoven, with whomever you like”. No Russian seems to be able to keep his head where Glinka is concerned. Nationalist and “Westerner”, academic and ultra-modernist—all are alike. Even Anton Rubinstein could speak, in one breath, of “Beethoven and Glinka”. But apart from the exaggeration of this patriotic fervour, Russian admiration of Glinka is fully justified. When Tchaïkovsky wrote (in his diary) that “the present Russian symphonic school is all in ‘Kamarinskaya’ just as the whole oak is in the acorn”, and (to Mme. von Meck) that “from ‘Kamarinskaya’ all later Russian composers (including myself) draw contrapuntal and harmonic combinations whenever they have to deal with a Russian dance-tune”, he was stating nothing more than the truth.


Apart altogether from elements like the orientalism of “Ruslan”, which has exercised considerable influence on later Russian music, Glinka’s purely musical innovations are astonishing. He used the whole-tone scale as the leitmotif of Tchernomor in “Ruslan” a quarter of a century before Dargomyjsky and half a century before Debussy; and the lezginka from the same opera is amazingly bold and modern. Glinka was the founder of an entirely new school of orchestration, an orchestration (characterised by bright, pure, transparent colouring) which has since been employed by almost every Russian composer of note, modified only in later years by Lisztian and Wagnerian influences. And, like all good orchestration, Glinka’s has as its foundation not tone-colour alone but characteristic harmony and part-writing—in his case, part-writing of the most delightful purity and spontaneity. His handling of individual instruments (e.g. the clarinet) is extraordinarily subtle. He understands perfectly what one may call the “personality” of each instrument.


Glinka’s melody is always fresh and spontaneous, springing from a genuine lyrical impulse. In “A Life for the Tsar” and in the great majority of the songs, there are far too many lapses into commonplaceness and pseudo-Italian conventionalism. But such lapses are easily understandable, only to be expected, while on the other hand “Ruslan” is full of the loveliest and most original melody. The songs of Finn and Ruslan himself in Act II are the obvious models, both in melody and in the simple, directly effective harmonic background, of the best lyrical pages of “Igor” and the operas of Rimsky-Korsakof, just as the lezginka in “Ruslan” and the Prelude to Act V of “Prince Kholmsky” clearly foreshadow Borodin’s Polovtsian dances. The choruses in both Glinka’s operas are particularly fine—the opening chorus, the nuptial chorus and the “Slavsia” in “A Life for the Tsar”, the choruses in the First Act of “Ruslan” (and the famous four-part canon of the terrified princes), the Persian chorus which opens Act III, the choruses of spirits in Act IV—a string of gems.


Everyone knows that polished little masterpiece of concision, the “Ruslan” Overture. Presumably, Glinka took a certain amount of trouble with it. But “Kamarinskaya” and the two so-called “Spanish Overtures” were written in the most casual way, almost by accident; yet in “Kamarinskaya” the composer does wonders with an extraordinarily banal little tune, while the two Spanish pieces, apparently no more than brilliant orchestrations of popular melodies, come to life in his hands and infect one as many far more pretentious things fail to do. The “empty, commonplace” little man must have been something of a magician, and for these feats one can easily forgive him his banalities, his occasional technical flounderings, his architectural incompetence and the rest of his obvious shortcomings. All things considered—his passive character, his training and his surroundings—Glinka the composer remains an inexplicable natural phenomenon of a kind almost unique in the history of music.


G. A.




1 According to Liudmila, “he was so afraid of death that he protected himself ludicrously from every trifle which, in his opinion, might affect his health. He was occasionally unwell—as we all are—but he considered himself always ill”. On one occasion (in 1855) he came into her room, pale and frightened, and in a scarcely audible voice groaned: “I’m ill. Look, my blood is already beginning to ooze out of my body”. It appeared that he had cut himself in shaving!


2 Glinka’s passport description was as follows: “25 years of age, short (5 ft. 0⅜ in.); medium forehead, dark hair; black eyebrows, chestnut-brown eyes, medium nose” (“longish” is scratched out); “medium mouth; medium chin; pale complexion; special marks: small wart on the left temple and forelock on the right side of the head”.


3 Basili’s fame, however, is not chiefly due to his failure to interest Glinka in strict counterpoint, but to his refusal at this very time to accept such an unpromising pupil as Giuseppe Verdi.


4 Though, according to Odoievsky, Glinka’s original idea was to treat “Ivan” as a sort of “scenic oratorio” in three tableaux.


5 It is given in Soviet Russia under its original title.


6 In those days, before the Crimean War, the exchange value of the ruble was just over three shillings and its purchasing value a great deal more still.


7 A document full of interesting information about the composer, though its trustworthiness is not beyond suspicion. If its dates are correct, Kukolnik must occasionally have received letters two or three weeks before they were written.


8 The very same day, he says, Gurskalin (“Odeon”) the publisher of the already mentioned “Album of Musical Pieces”, agreed to pay another thousand rubles (£150 at that period) for the publication rights in Glinka’s songs—Kukolnik’s brother, Platon, being the intermediary between composer and publisher in both transactions.


9 The composer actually received 3,000 rubles from the thirty-two performances given that first winter.


10 Youri Arnold in his “Reminiscences” says that the composer’s memory is at fault here; that the incident occurred in the course of a festive “Bohemian” evening at Glinka’s house during Liszt’s return visit the following year. At any rate, Liszt’s transcription of Tchernomor’s March, with the title “Tscherkessen-Marsch”, dates from 1843.


11 Ford’s famous “Handbook” appeared that very year—1845.


12 Balakiref and Engelhardt heard him play it after his return to Russia, and Stassof attempted a fragmentary reconstruction of it from their recollections. Glinka told Kukolnik that the general character of his “Cossack Symphony” was Little Russian.


13 Johanna Wagner, Richard Wagner’s niece, though really a soprano, had a remarkable compass which enabled her to sing contralto rôles.
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