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For Anthony Powers


It is strange to remember those thoughts and to try to catch


The underground whispers of music beneath the years
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Preface





The story of nineteenth-century Russian nationalism is one of the most fascinating and colorful in music history, and the music the nationalists wrote is some of the most popular and original in the entire classical repertoire. Moreover, it connects directly with the social and political history of the period, because the composers were responding specifically to ideas about society and the relationship between society and art that were central to Russian thought in the century between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the 1917 revolutions.


Yet despite this rich texture of significance, there are few essential books specifically on the subject. The only book in English on the kuchka as a whole is an enjoyable but essentially anecdotal account by the Russian historian Mikhail Zetlin which is stronger on atmosphere than ideas or music. There are standard, if old-fashioned, biographies of Borodin and Balakirev, and some excellent lives of Musorgsky, including David Brown’s Master Musicians volume, a short study by Caryl Emerson, and two at one time indispensable but now antique books by Gerald Abraham and Michel Calvocoressi. The academic literature is strong but specialized, much preoccupied with source materials, textual variants, issues of style, the correcting of supposed historical misunderstandings, and general questions such as realism and ethnography. To the best of my knowledge, no musically literate general study that is both scholarly and readable exists.


My book is an attempt to meet those rather stiff criteria. The case for such a study is certainly unanswerable. When one considers the vast literature on Wagner and Verdi, the poverty of what is available on the kuchka is shameful. One doesn’t have to claim that any of the Five are in the same league as those two masters to argue that their work and ideas merit closer attention than they have so far received. Leaving aside the indisputable fact that Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov is among the greatest and most original of all nineteenth-century operas, that the work of Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov includes music adored by people who could not name its composer, and that Musorgsky’s songs are as remarkable in their way as any in the German tradition, the intellectual and aesthetic context of these composers’ lives and work is alone well worth studying.


Their existence as an authentic group—meeting several times a week, discussing one another’s work in progress, arguing about the goals of art—coincided roughly with the 1860s, which were a time of intellectual ferment following the emancipation of the serfs in 1861. Genuine creative collectives of this type are rare in music, probably because music doesn’t usually deal with discussable ideas. For the kuchka it was crucial that their mentor was a nonmusician, the art historian Vladimir Stasov, a follower of the literary critic Vissarion Belinsky, who had argued that it was the task of art to reflect the realities of social and political life and the task of the critic to interpret art in that spirit. Stasov, who had known Glinka—the “father figure” of Russian music—concocted his own set of values as to how such ideas might be adapted to a specifically nationalist music, and he did his best to impose them on his musical circle, with the help of the composer Mily Balakirev, the strongest personality in the group.


The group’s amateurism is often held against it, and it’s true that their failure to produce regular, completed scores was at least partly due to their lack of the discipline and technical know-how that come from proper study. The fact that they mostly had other jobs obviously didn’t help. Borodin, a musical genius, was also a vocational research chemist. Musorgsky was the younger son of landowners impoverished by the Emancipation, who was forced by sheer necessity into civil-service drudgery. Only Rimsky-Korsakov, who started out as a naval cadet, managed to square the circle by accepting a professorship in the Conservatoire in 1871. As a result he turned himself into a productive and disciplined musical worker who passed on his reformed work ethic to pupils like Glazunov and (especially) Stravinsky.


But that wasn’t all that he, and the kuchka as a whole, passed on. Not only was their music part of the stylistic environment from which Stravinsky emerged, but it also had a profound influence on the two most important French composers of the turn of the century, Debussy and Ravel; and things Debussy found in Musorgsky inspired innovations that passed into the work of Messiaen and from there to Boulez and others of the postwar generation. Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov, Pictures from an Exhibition, Night on Bald Mountain, his many songs, and the problematical unfinished opera Khovanshchina are monuments to one of the most independent-minded of all composers. Borodin’s two completed symphonies, two string quartets, and the operatic torso Prince Igor reveal a more conventional but brilliant talent dissipated by divided loyalties. The steadier, less remarkable, but still individual work of Rimsky-Korsakov, and occasional flashes of brilliance in Balakirev’s piano music and his symphonic poem Tamara, round out this strange but intriguing picture. Only the fifth member, Cui, a crucial figure within the group, left no music of lasting significance, even though there are works of his, as I try to show, that don’t deserve the near-total oblivion to which posterity has consigned them.


The emergence of this curious and somewhat quarrelsome bunch of semitrained composers from a musical environment previously dominated (like the other arts in pre-Napoleonic Russia) by foreigners, is a strangely moving and absorbing episode in music history. In trying to bring it to life for the general reader I have been heavily dependent on existing published material, as will be evident from my endnotes and bibliography. To a large extent the book is a work of synthesis, thickly colored, though, by critical ideas of my own for which no one else can conceivably be blamed. Some thanks are due, nevertheless. Natalya Braginskaya, of the St. Petersburg Conservatory, helped me on matters to do with Russian language and accentuation and, along with her husband, Dmitry, was a warm and attentive host to me and my wife during our visit to St. Petersburg for the Rimsky-Korsakov Conference there in March 2010. I was also greatly helped on this visit and subsequently by Larisa Miller, chief music archivist of the St. Petersburg Conservatory. The conference itself was a huge stimulus; thanks to Lidia Ader, hard-working and efficient organizer, for inviting us. We Westerners still mostly read only horrors about Russia in our newspapers. It’s a pleasure to emphasize the amazing friendliness and generosity of real Russians when one visits their country these days.


At home I have had invaluable archival help from, especially, Dr. Nicolas Bell, curator of Music Collections at the British Library; from the staff of Cardiff University Music Library; and from Alison Harvey of the Special Collections division of the university’s Arts and Social Studies Library. I had useful and interesting conversations about Rimsky-Korsakov with John Nelson during his year in Cardiff on an Erasmus doctoral exchange. The extensive, if curiously erratic, Russian holdings of the London Library filled many potential gaps, and the library staff were unfailingly calm and efficient in helping me dig them out. My own department, Cardiff University School of Music, supported  me as ever with research funds. Andrew Maby gave me hours of his time on technical support. I should like particularly to thank Chuck Elliott, for his support, patience, and strong editorial help on this and previous projects.


My darling wife, Mary, has as ever endured it all with no more protest than was necessary to keep me focused. Above all her advice has been a vital corrective to the hermetic tendencies of university-funded and-refereed research. Now she has to read the book to prove that it has worked.
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CHAPTER 1


Arrivals





Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev—eighteen years old, of medium height, thick-set, and with a youthful beard already framing a noticeably ample, rounded head—arrived in St. Petersburg for the first time in his life late in November 1855.* He was travelling with his patron, Alexander Ulïbïshev, a scholarly, music-loving Nizhny-Novgorod landowner who had taken young Mily under his wing four years before, paid for his piano lessons, and given him the run of his exceptionally well-equipped music library. The boy was one of those young musicians who seem from time to time to spring up from nowhere, almost out of nothing. His mother had played the piano and taught Mily what she could. But she had died when he was ten years old, after a summer visit to Moscow for the boy to have piano lessons with Alexander Dubuque, a pupil of the great John Field.


As for Mily’s father, not much was to be expected from that quarter. Alexey Konstantinovich Balakirev was a minor civil servant in Nizhny-Novgorod. But he was by no means a dull, steady, mildly corrupt citizen of the kind most often to be found in such provincial government posts at that time. On the contrary, he was a difficult, quarrelsome man, quick-tempered and intolerant, and all too ready to make enemies among his colleagues and employers. In course of time Mily would be called on to pull strings for his father in precisely the way that a father might normally be expected to pull strings for his son. Yet the young man had evidently come to St. Petersburg with Alexey Konstaninovich’s blessing, since, however slight his father’s interest in music, he at least had the wit to see that Mily’s talent represented the family’s best chance of swimming out of the provincial backwater to which his own limitations had confined it.


Mily, decidedly, had talent. His mother must have recognized it, or had it forcefully pointed out to her, or she would hardly have transported them both two hundred and fifty miles, long before the country’s first significant public railway, for three months of what must have been expensive lessons with a distinguished teacher. The child’s gift was that of a keyboard prodigy, whose significance in the 1840s was perhaps comparable to that of a promising young footballer in our own day. But there can have been few in Nizhny-Novgorod who were capable of penetrating the musical extent of that gift, a full century before the founding of the city’s conservatory. You were a good pianist? Excellent, you would give concerts and make a lot of money. The idea that precocious brilliance on an instrument might conceal or breed some kind of creative genius—whatever that might be—was unlikely to have struck any but the most speculative thinkers among the music lovers of the great east-facing commercial city on the Volga. And who could blame them? Even in west-facing St. Petersburg in 1855 there was no conservatory, no music college, few professional concerts, no institution of any kind that might encourage a musically gifted teenager to explore his abilities outside the narrow corridor of tried and trusted instrumental method. Public music making in the capital was still dominated by foreigners and under the administrative control of more or less nonmusical bureaucrats. Russian musicians were scarcely taken seriously.


All the same, it was an interesting time for a gifted young man to arrive in St. Petersburg. Nicholas I, the most reactionary scion of the autocratic Romanov dynasty so far, had died in February 1855, and his son Alexander II was already being seen as the white hope of those who regarded the reform of Russia’s social and political institutions as an essential concomitant of her longed-for economic, moral, and cultural liberalization. By chance that same year, a Ukrainian-born Russian composer and virtuoso pianist by the name of Anton Rubinstein had launched a critique of the condition and character of Russian music in the Viennese journal Blätter für Musik, Theater und Kunst. The main motif of the article was the inadequacy of a national music based exclusively on folk song, but it underpinned this thesis by noting public neglect of native music and the lack of proper professional musical training in Russia. Rubinstein himself had been an infant prodigy, had been carted round Europe in the early 1840s as a child phenomenon, and had then spent two years studying music theory in Berlin. His own music understandably owed nothing to folk sources, Russian or otherwise, but was at its best a well-formed branch of the German instrumental school dominated at the time by Mendelssohn.


Of course, Rubinstein’s remarks had gone down badly in St. Petersburg. But however vague his grasp of the essence of Russian folk music, it could hardly be denied that there were few if any Russian composers able to compete in terms of professional expertise with the foreigners whose music still dominated the boards of the main (Italian) opera house on what is now Teatral’naya Ploshad’—Theatre Square. Most Russian opera at least up to the 1830s had been of the Singspiel or vaudeville type, made up of simple folkish songs interspersed with dialogue. A handful of composers had studied in Italy and come back writing music of an essentially Italian cut. But that would naturally have supported Rubinstein’s point about the desirability of a cosmopolitan attitude to style and technique.


As for orchestral music by Russian composers, there was hardly any at all and none of real substance, for the good reason that there were still, in 1855, no established concert series or symphony orchestras anywhere in Russia. Such orchestral concerts as were given took place only in Lent, when theatrical performances were banned, and they not unnaturally tended to include Western repertoire, probably in mediocre, pickup performances. Instrumental chamber music existed, but essentially for amateur performers in rural or aristocratic drawing rooms. No Russian had composed anything remotely on the scale or in the intellectual manner of the classical Viennese string quartet. No groups existed in St. Petersburg or Moscow that would attempt to play such music.


The most characteristic genres of Russian music in the twenties and thirties were the sacred concertos of Dmitry Bortnyansky, eighteenth-century in style but unlike the classical church music of the West in being for voices alone (since instruments were not allowed in the Orthodox Church), and the drawing-room songs with piano composed in large numbers and to Russian texts by gifted dilettantes such as the three Alexanders, Alyabyev, Gurilyov, and Dargomïzhsky. For the most part the aim of these composers’ romances (as Russians call the lyrical song) was to provide a shapely, metrically regular tune with a simple, unobtrusive accompaniment—an 1820s equivalent, perhaps, of a modern guitar chord sequence. There would be the occasional  imitation folk song; and here and there the music would take on a freer, more declamatory character, as in some ancient ballad of a bardic singer accompanying himself on the harp. A fine example of this ballad type is Dargomïzhsky’s early setting of Lermontov’s “Tuchki nebesnïya” (Heavenly Clouds) (1841–2), in which the poet, exiled to the Caucasus, compares himself to the clouds driven southward by the north wind. Very occasionally something in a poem will prompt mildly daring harmony, as in the same composer’s setting of Pushkin’s “Vostochnïy romans’” (Eastern Romance) (1852), where the opening words—“You were born to arouse the poet’s imagination”—provoke some risky chords, but not, alas, a very inspiring melody. These are nevertheless superior examples of what Richard Taruskin once called the “urban style russe,” an idiom much cultivated by Russian songwriters of the twenties, thirties, and forties, in which authentic or quasi-authentic folk songs had their faces washed and their hair combed to make them suitable company for nicely brought-up young ladies.1


The one person whose music challenged Rubinstein’s melancholy diagnosis was Mikhail Glinka, the composer of two works that had seemed to set new standards for Russian opera but which, at the time of Balakirev’s arrival in St. Petersburg, were languishing, performed poorly or not at all, unpublished and to a large extent unappreciated. In 1855 Glinka was fifty-one years old and had more or less abandoned composition in favor of socializing, disillusioned by the comparative failure of his second opera, Ruslan and Lyudmila, in 1842 and by the shoddy, inattentive revivals of his first, A Life for the Tsar (1836), since then. He was like Chulkaturin, the hero of Turgenev’s recent short story “The Diary of a Superfluous Man.” By birth a dvoryanin, a member of the minor land-owning gentry, he had grown up in an environment where it was possible to cultivate an intensely musical, artistic nature, but out of the question to put it into any kind of professional practice. Glinka could perform music at home or on his uncle’s estate to his heart’s content; he could even write songs or piano music or chamber works for the kinds of mixed group that might assemble on such occasions. But it would be little more than a hobby. “No doubt I was occupied with music,” he records in his Memoirs for the summer of 1826, “but I really don’t know what I accomplished.” “Did I compose anything in Naples?” he asks himself later. “I don’t remember.”2 Having neither the need nor the opportunity to embark on a career, and being—like many of his class—an instinctive valetudinarian, he had gone abroad on medical advice at the age of twenty-five, spent three and a half years in Italy, and another five months in Berlin studying harmony and counterpoint with the great Siegfried Dehn, before returning to his family home in Novospasskoye, near Smolensk, in May 1834, two months after his father’s death.


It was at this point that Glinka’s musical career, and with it the whole history of Russian music, took a decisive turn. The American scholar Lynn Sargeant began a fascinating recent study of the social context of Russian musical life by insisting that “Russia was hardly a silent world in the first half of the nineteenth century,” and that “although prominent composers of European fame were slow to emerge, Russian musical life was dynamic and successful, meeting the needs and expectations of its participants and the public.”3 But that “although” is just the point. It was not simple mythmaking that prompted virtually all Russian composers in the second half of the century to regard Glinka as the starting point of a Russian music that would be accepted abroad as a significant tributary of the muddy river of great art. “Dynamic and successful,” perhaps, but only to the extent that “the needs and expectations” were limited and untutored. To this day, not a single work by any other Russian composer of Glinka’s generation or earlier has entered even the fringes of the repertoire abroad. Glinka’s own work from before his return to Russia, mainly hybrid chamber music and songs, remains little known farther west. No less strikingly, this music, though occasionally of superior quality, had relatively little impact on the work even of his compatriots. It was his two operas, together with a handful of brilliant late orchestral miniatures, that suddenly, almost out of the blue, created the launching pad for that adorable, eccentric repertoire of masterpieces and near-masterpieces that we now think of as the very essence of Russian romantic music. More surprisingly, perhaps, it was precisely that repertoire, with all its oddities and unorthodoxies and inspired gaucheries, that provided one vital resource for the new music of the twentieth century, music that was far from gauche, sometimes far from adorable, too, but that knew its own mind and method, and that eventually swelled into an alternative mainstream flowing from a source remote from that of the classical symphonic and operatic tradition.


In this strange history, a major role—perhaps the major role—was played by the subject of the present book, the group of composers known in the West as the Five and in Russia as the moguchaya kuchka, the Mighty Little Heap (sometimes less accurately translated as the Mighty Handful). As with most such artistic circles, the origins and membership of the kuchka were a good deal less clearly defined than history has tended to imply. The name originated in 1867 in a review by the group’s intellectual guru, the musically trained art historian and critic Vladimir Stasov, of a concert that included music by only two members of the history-book kuchka—Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov—alongside works by Glinka and Dargomïzhsky. It was evidently meant to give the sense of a commando unit of Russian composers forcing themselves on the attention of an unsuspecting world. But it was studiedly nonspecific. No doubt Stasov would have included the other three of the Five—Borodin, Cui, and Musorgsky—if they had had pieces in the concert. But then he might have included other circle members too—Nikolay Lodïzhensky, Apollon Gusakovsky, and others—on the same grounds. His object was to locate a new tendency in Russian music starting with Glinka, flowing through the somewhat younger Dargomïzhsky into the work of a burgeoning group of composers still in their twenties or early thirties. The kuchka was simply his image for this tendency.


In fact, by 1867, as we shall see, the group was more than a decade old, and was already starting to show signs of disintegration as a coherent aesthetic unit, though its members stayed friends and the circle as such continued to meet. As one might expect, this was roughly at the moment when the various composers were beginning to emerge as clearly profiled personalities, and the profession of ideals was being replaced by strong and individual acts of creation. Indeed, it is by no means easy at this stage to identify in their music exactly what it is that makes them a unified group, as distinct from “outsiders” like Tchaikovsky or Alexander Serov or even Anton Rubinstein himself. Perhaps it was nothing more than the spirit of the stockade, combined with a sense of loyalty to some notional set of principles, often betrayed in practice, in their work as in their lives. Even if one singles out particular attributes that can be traced back to the common source of Glinka, they are rarely if ever unique to the kuchka: Tchaikovsky and Serov, for instance, owed as much as they did to the composer of A Life for the Tsar. The kuchkist César Cui, on the other hand, owed relatively little to him. Moreover, they often disagreed sharply over the relative value of Glinka’s works. Stasov disliked A Life for the Tsar because its hero was a doglike peasant who sacrificed his life pointlessly to shore up a corrupt tyranny; Musorgsky and Rimsky-Korsakov admired it because it gave them musical and dramatic clues for their own work. Stasov defended Ruslan and Lyudmila because it wasn’t A Life for the Tsar and Glinka had nevertheless to be idolized; but the composers of the circle loved it for its sheer fertility of idea, its fearless mixing of styles, its magic and fantasy, and its astonishing originality of sound and texture. They forgave its dramatic absurdity, rambling narrative, and vague characterization, things it shared with Russian fairy tales and that set it apart from the orderly dramas of the Western tradition they were so anxious to reject.


Glinka, then, was an icon, part image, part symbol. No doubt the image explained the symbol. Glinka’s music, especially his operas, was so much more powerful and brilliant than anything previously composed by a Russian that it was inevitable to regard it as a starting point. What else was there? Bortnyansky, Catterino Cavos, Yevstigney Fomin, Alexey Verstovsky, Alyabyev, Gurilyov: relentlessly parochial, derivative, even amateurish figures, not fit for starting anything more exciting than a church service or a coffee morning. Glinka towered as far above such composers as Beethoven had towered above the Spohrs and Hummels and Clementis of his day. It was even tempting to regard him as practically the equal of Beethoven; at least his impact on the Russian composers who followed him was in some ways comparable to the impact of Beethoven on his German successors. He was at once a model and a touchstone; the very concept “Russian composer” seemed to depend on his authority. Above all, he was a source not shared by Western composers, a signpost that pointed away from the Italo-Germanic school tradition into regions inaccessible to them.


Glinka is therefore a necessary starting point for us, too, if we hope to get under the creative skin of his successors, and especially of the kuchka. There will be other starting points, not all of them musical. None of them will explain the phenomenon of the kuchka. They will merely help locate it.




*





Alexander Ulïbïshev was acquainted with Glinka by correspondence, though it seems unlikely that they had ever met. A dozen years before bringing Balakirev to St. Petersburg, he had published a three-volume biographical and analytical study of Mozart, and he had sent a copy to Glinka a few months after the premiere of Ruslan and Lyudmila. It was thus perfectly in the normal order of things for him to take his young protégé to call on the great composer. Mily of course knew Glinka’s music. He had even composed a piano fantasy, in the manner of Liszt, on themes from A Life for the Tsar. He knew and admired Kamarinskaya and the so-called Jota aragonesa, the first of two Spanish overtures, of which the second was the Souvenir d’une nuit d’été à Madrid. And he knew Ruslan (but perhaps admired it somewhat less).


The two “Nizhegorodskies” arrived at Glinka’s apartment one evening in late December 1855, in the middle of a supper party the composer was giving for a group of friends, including Dargomïzhsky and Dargomïzhsky’s sister Sophia and her husband. Glinka’s own much younger sister, Lyudmila Shestakova, was also present, and she described the occasion. It was Christmas, and the atmosphere was convivial. Glinka asked Balakirev to play something, and he, with consummate tact, sat down and played his own arrangement of the trio from the final scene of act 1 of A Life for the Tsar. “My brother listened very attentively,” Shestakova reported, “and afterward they talked about music together for a long time.” It transpired that the two composers, thirty-three years apart in age, had many musical opinions in common, and by no means in every case opinions of which Ulïbïshev will have approved. On Russian music especially they found common ground: on the role of folk music, on orchestral writing, on form, aesthetics, and interpretation. Glinka, for all his authority as the doyen of Russian music, was inclined to be agreeable and a shade languid in conversation, while Balakirev, just turned nineteen, provincial and inexperienced, spoke with the confidence and certainty of untroubled youth. They were as if on an equal footing. “Balakirev,” Glinka told his sister, “is the first man in whom I have found views so closely approaching my own on everything concerning music…. He will in time become a second Glinka.”4


A few weeks after this meeting, Ulïbïshev returned to Nizhny-Novgorod, leaving Balakirev to his own devices in the capital. Of course they remained in close touch, and Ulïbïshev continued to support the young man financially, until quite suddenly a year later he died and the patronage ceased. By that time, Balakirev had made a handful of concert appearances, and some influential acquaintances. At Glinka’s he had met Stasov and Alexander Serov, one of the most feared music critics in St. Petersburg. At a soirée of the university inspector Fitztum von Eckstedt he had befriended César Cui, a twenty-one-year-old student at the Academy of Military Engineering. But like his father he was a poor networker; and he detested concert giving. “I have to use all my will-power to play or conduct an orchestra in public,” he once wrote, “not of course without injury to my nature. It always struck me as horrible that if you write something, there’s no other way of hearing it than in a concert. It’s like telling a policeman all your most secret inner impulses. I feel morally defiled after every such public act.”5


Thus Balakirev, poor and unknown, rejected the one means that might have gained him money and status in a capital city that, it must sometimes have seemed, understood little else. At this moment he could easily have faded back into oblivion. That he did not do so was a triumph of personality as much as of talent; but above all it was a feat of historical opportunism such as can only happen at the most inauspicious times and in the least favorable places.







Notes


1. See for instance Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 29.


2. Glinka, Memoirs, 36, 68.


3. Sargeant, Harmony and Discord, 15.


4. D. Brown, Mikhail Glinka, 279–80. See also S. M. Lyapunov and A. S. Lyapunova, “Molodïye godï Balakireva,” in Kremlev and Lyapunova, Miliy Alekseyevich Balakirev, 7–71, especially from 47 onward.


5. Letter to Vladimir Stasov, 3 June 1863, in BSP1, 211.







* Note: All dates are Old Style.






















CHAPTER 2


The Father Figure





Until the first production of A Life for the Tsar, in November 1836, Glinka’s work had been strictly that of a dilettante. To call it amateurish would be to miss the point; among his early compositions are works of real brilliance and expertise. But—with the possible exception of a few songs—they are historically indolent, say nothing new or particularly personal, and merely confirm the essentially salonesque character of the culture for which they were conceived. In Italy he had rubbed shoulders with the famous composers of the day, including Donizetti and Bellini, had heard and to some extent imitated their music, but had at last begun to feel artistically homesick, fed up with his own aesthetic neutrality and with the facile lingua franca of the music that was all around him in one Italian opera house after another. “All the pieces I had composed to please the inhabitants of Milan,” he wrote near the end of his life, “had only convinced me that I was not following my own way and that I truthfully could not become an Italian. Longing for home led me, step by step, to think of composing like a Russian.”1 What that might mean, of course, remained to be seen. It was something for which no theory existed, but which, like all solutions to great problems, awaited the consideration of a unique practitioner of genius.


Glinka’s immediate answer, when he arrived back in Russia, was to plan an opera with a specifically Russian plot, but not the kind of comic or picaresque-folksy subject that had dominated the vaudeville repertoire. Instead the composer’s choice fell on the historical tragedy of the peasant Ivan Susanin, a serf of the future first Romanov tsar, Mikhail Fyodorovich, who at the time of Mikhail’s election as tsar in 1613 was supposed to have saved his master from a murderous band of Polish and Cossack marauders by losing them in a deep forest, sacrificing his own life in the process.


Glinka himself was by no means a political animal. The subject seems to have been pressed on him by the writer Vasily Zhukovsky as an alternative to his own romantic short story “Mar’ina Roshcha,” for which Glinka had already started composing music. If so, Zhukovsky was probably being opportunistic on Glinka’s account. For the past eight years he had been tutor to the young tsarevich (the future Tsar Alexander II), and he was certainly well briefed on the concept of Pravoslaviye, Samoderzhaviye, Narodnost’—Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality—which had been promulgated a year or two earlier by the minister of education, Sergey Uvarov, as an approved ideological basis for what Uvarov called “the education of the people.” The doctrine of Official Nationality, as it came to be known, was essentially a clever device for harnessing the dangerous energy of progressive national consciousness that had grown out of the defeat of Napoleon in 1812, had infected especially the aristocratic and intellectual classes of Russian society, and had culminated in the Decembrist putsch against the new tsar, Nicholas I, in December 1825. In the Glinka libretto, largely written by the tsarevich’s secretary, Baron Georgy Rosen, Susanin at first greets the Polish soldiers (Roman Catholics, of course) by inviting them to his daughter’s wedding; but when they rudely brush this aside and insist on his showing them the way to Moscow, he changes his tune (literally) and, to a melody plainly colored by Russian Orthodox chant, loftily proclaims that “our native land is great and holy! … The road to Moscow is not for foreigners.” “I have no fear of death,” he adds, adopting the folk tune that had begun the opera as an apostrophe to the Russian motherland: “I will lay down my life for Holy Russia!”


It would be hard to imagine a situation or characterization that more thoroughly reflected the three terms of Official Nationality. What might have been a good deal less obvious was what kind of music would suit it in the same way. One might idly suppose that some combination of folk song and Orthodox chant would meet the case. But even if such an outlandish concept had occurred to Glinka, it’s hard to see how he could have implemented it on the scale required. Genuine folk tunes, such as had been collected, arranged, and published by Nikolay Lvov and Ivan Prach in 1790, were essentially compact, limited musical objects, ideal for adapting to the needs of comic vaudevilles (rather in the manner of The Beggar’s Opera in London a century earlier), but hardly adequate to the broad canvas and heightened tone of a grand historical drama. As for the music of the Orthodox liturgy, its beauties and limitations may seem familiar to anyone who has stood through any part of a Russian service; but in fact this form of setting was not widely known in the 1830s, which were still dominated liturgically by the Bortnyansky style of unaccompanied classical harmony.


From the start Glinka seems to have planned Ivan Susanin (as it was originally called) as a musical drama without dialogue, something that, as a matter of fact, no Russian composer had attempted before, even though the operatic repertoire in St. Petersburg in the twenties and thirties offered plenty of foreign models: Glinka records seeing Cherubini’s rescue opera Les Deux Journées and Méhul’s biblical Joseph, among other French works. Later, in Germany, he saw Beethoven’s Fidelio, Weber’s Der Freischütz, Spohr’s Faust, and Cherubini’s Médée (which, however, he could neither understand nor remember). In Italy, he had become intimate with the local version of the unbroken-music formula: aria, ensemble, recitative. In Milan he had attended the premieres of Donizetti’s Anna Bolena and Bellini’s La sonnambula, theatrically powerful works that at times vary and extend the formula in the direction of seamless musical narrative. He may have wearied of the Italian and French styles, but when it came to operatic modelling on a tragic scale they were what he knew. On the other hand, he had no particular reason to feel restricted by them. His studies with Dehn in Berlin on the way home read now like the dreaded curriculum of a first-year university music student. He spent the five months harmonizing Bach chorales and writing fugues, essentially Teutonic disciplines not much cultivated in the opera houses of Italy, but a valuable resource to a Russian composer seeking to assemble the elements of his musical experience into a new and individual style of his own.


A composer naturally composes out of his own head, without necessarily weighing up the ingredients that have gone to form his particular mode of expression. He writes what he feels with the largely unconscious help of what he knows. But Glinka’s situation was peculiar. Not only was he attempting a work on a vastly bigger scale than anything he himself had written before, but he was composing something that was completely outside the framework of what his audience would expect. Foreign touring operatic companies were a familiar part of the St. Petersburg landscape, and since their repertoire was in general contemporary, Petersburg audiences were reasonably au courant with the styles of opera being turned out in Paris, Italy, and Germany. Glinka could hardly evade such models, which were equally part of his own mental furniture. Yet at the same time he had to Russify them, both for the benefit of his subject matter and for the good of his soul. The Susanin story, after all, is about the rejection of foreign intrusion. Its operatic treatment had at least to seem to reject it too.


Glinka’s solution to this problem was to have profound consequences for the entire course of Russian music in the nineteenth century. To some extent this was because of the specifically Russian elements that he worked into his score. They gave it, of course, an identity that set it apart from any previous grand opera, known or unknown to Russian audiences. Specifically, they marked it out from a work like Verstovsky’s Askold’s Tomb (Askol’dova molgiva), a romantic opera with dialogue which had enjoyed a spectacularly successful premiere a year or so before, but which now seems lightweight and derivative and largely devoid of noticeable Russianisms.2 Crucially, Glinka’s opera did this without drastically disrupting the genre itself. So A Life for the Tsar is not some weird ethnic concoction derived from the tribal rituals of northern Muscovy, but a tragic opera recognizably in the traditions that Glinka had absorbed from France, Italy, and Germany, based on the formulae of recitative, arioso, aria, ensemble, and chorus, though without directly resembling any one particular composer or work.


The overture starts, after a couple of peremptory gestures, with a slow introduction based on an oboe tune in Taruskin’s “urban style russe,” in which, in this case, “the Russian folk melos [has] been put through an Italianate refinery.”3 It then quickly reverts to type with a sparkling allegro in sonata form, complete with fugal development, such as might suit an opera by Weber or Spohr. The curtain goes up on a scene of peasant life, as it does, for example, in Weber’s Der Freischütz and Rossini’s William Tell. And like those composers, Glinka takes the opportunity provided by country people enjoying themselves to localize his story, while also, unlike them, localizing his music. A troop of partisan fighters against the invading Poles arrives in Domnino and are fêted by the villagers. One of the soldiers intones an apostrophe to the motherland, like a precentor giving the tune (zapev), and is answered in solemn harmony by the other partisans; then the village women enter to a sprightly dance tune, which again might be, and isn’t, an authentic song of welcome. But Glinka next does something extremely peculiar: he combines the two tunes in a complicated imitative texture that sounds like a brilliant solution to an exercise set by Dehn, and certainly nothing like anything ever heard in a Muscovy village. It’s true that the peasants of Glinka’s day, and no doubt Mikhail Romanov’s too, had a way of singing in polyphony, but it was a particular kind of polyphony, in which the different parts were variants of the same tune, freely individualized without regard to any rules of combination. (Musicologists call this heterophony.)4 Glinka’s chorus is very learned and regulated by comparison, but also, it must be said, a dazzlingly effective way of treating folk material in a formal context.


This hybridization of what seem like folk materials continues, one way and another, for the rest of the work. Susanin’s daughter, Antonida, whose wedding has been postponed by her ultra-royalist father pending Romanov’s election, sings an exquisite lament in a cross between Italian bel canto and what Russian ethnomusicologists call protyazhnaya pesnya (extended song), in the manner of a highly ornate vocal elegy. The second part of her aria is a quick cabaletta, like Violetta’s “Sempre libera” in La traviata, but again with folk-song coloring: Antonida is, after all, a peasant girl, albeit with coquetries of her own, which are hinted at by distinctly unfolkish touches in the melody and rhythm. Susanin, on the other hand, enters to an actual folk tune, which Glinka had heard sung by a coachman in Luga.5 But the superbly convincing offstage song of the boatmen bringing Antonida’s betrothed with news of Romanov’s election is apparently Glinka’s own work, studiously fitted out with authentic details, like the melodic fall at the end of the third phrase and the persistent uncertainty whether—in Western harmonic language—we are in C major or A minor.6 Glinka typically doesn’t scruple to romanticize the approaching chorus with a double-speed “balalaika” (in fact string pizzicato) accompaniment, which contrasts the expectancy of the villagers with the stately progress of the oarsmen and their momentous news.


To what extent Glinka had thought out this brilliant fusion of operatic convention with identifiable Russianisms, to what extent it emerged as an ad hoc solution to the self-imposed problem of writing a Western kind of grand opera in Russian and on a Russian subject, is hard to say. One element, at least, was preplanned, and it is by no means the most convincing. At the Polish court (act 2), and later when the Polish soldiers enter Susanin’s hut and haul him off as a guide to Romanov’s whereabouts, the hated foreigners are portrayed entirely through Polish dance music: a polonaise, a krakowiak, a mazurka—a device that both depersonalizes them (all Poles are the same) and, of course, ridicules them (nothing but a bunch of dancers). By contrast, the Russians are individually characterized and their emotions explored: Antonida, as we have seen; Susanin confronting the Poles, at first with feigned innocence (“Oh, sirs! How should we know where the tsar is pleased to stay? We live out here in the wilds”), then with an air of dignified reproach, and finally with lofty refusal. Glinka hits off each of these moods with amazing musical precision for a composer of such limited theatrical experience, portraying Susanin as a man of simple but stubborn loyalty and courage, an ideal model for a doctrine that wants to represent the authentic Russian soul as inextricably bound up with trust in the autocracy. In the deep wintry forest of the final act, realizing that the Poles are beginning to see through his deception, Susanin achieves a kind of tragic grandeur while never for a moment stepping out of character. The square phraseology, stepwise melody, and static D-minor harmony of his lament are those of the simple-hearted hero, no more than lightly touched by the pathos of all those Bellinian Aminas and Normas whom Glinka had fled Italy partly in order to escape. At the end, in place of the cabaletta that would hardly have suited either the man or the situation (but which an Italian audience would nevertheless have expected), Susanin sadly remembers his loved ones in fragments of their music: Antonida’s cavatina, Sobinin’s announcement of the new tsar, the adopted orphan Vanya’s song.


The final hybrid in A Life for the Tsar is the epilogue in Red Square, in which the people greet Mikhail Romanov (unseen, because it was not permitted to represent the tsar onstage). For this scene Glinka devised a Russianized version of the choral hymns of triumph that conventionally ended the rescue operas he knew, such as Les Deux Journées and Fidelio, basing himself on the modernized and in fact Westernized Russian choral style of the late seventeenth century known as kant.7 It’s a style that masquerades as antique harmonized chant and was in fact accepted as such by nineteenth-century Russia, though its connection with the ancient and to a large extent forgotten znamenny chant of the Orthodox Church was negligible. As we shall see, it was part of Glinka’s genius to serve as a musical mythmaker, an inventor of genres and styles that would subsequently be accepted as the acme of authentic Russianness. This triumphal chorus, much imitated in later operas, might stand as a symbol of his paternity as a whole.


A Life for the Tsar was received with enthusiasm on its first performance in St. Petersburg’s newly restored Bolshoi Theatre on 27 November 1836. People went around singing tunes from it, and Glinka became famous overnight. But it was perhaps inevitable that press reviewers should attempt to see beyond the work’s immediate appeal and position it as the start of a new era in Russian music. The music critic of the Severnaya pchela (Northern Bee), Prince Vladimir Odoyevsky, reviewed the opera in millennial terms: “How can I convey the astonishment of true lovers of music when, from the first act onwards, it became clear that this opera was going to provide an answer to a question which is of vital importance to the arts in general and to the arts in Russia in particular—namely that of the very existence of Russian opera, Russian music and, ultimately, the existence of national music.” And he added: “Glinka’s music has brought to light what people have long sought and not found in Europe—a new element in art. This is the dawn of a new age in the history of the arts—the age of Russian music.”8 Glinka’s friend Nikolay Melgunov, who had in the past expressed sophisticated views on the possible character of a Russian national opera, was delighted that Glinka “has not confined himself to a more or less close imitation of folk-song; no, he has studied deeply the repertoire of Russian songs … [and] has opened up a whole system of Russian melody and harmony, founded upon the very music of the people, and in no way resembling the music of any prevailing schools.”9


The expectation was naturally that Glinka would follow up A Life for the Tsar with another opera in the Russian national spirit. But even in the hour of his triumph Glinka was incapable of behaving like a professional composer. Soon after the premiere he began tinkering with an idea for an opera based on an early narrative poem of Pushkin, Ruslan and Lyudmila. Of all Pushkin’s tales apart from the verse novel Yevgeny Onegin, Ruslan is by far the longest and most diffuse; and like all the fairy tales of the master it is a subtly ironic work which treats the bardic tradition as an opportunity for satire as well as mimicry, and as a pretext for digressions on issues of style and genre. To distill a coherent operatic plot from it would have tested a Boito or a Hofmannsthal, whereas Glinka never managed to settle on a librettist at all. In his Memoirs he claims to have intended to map out a scenario with Pushkin himself, whom he knew well, but the poet’s death in a duel in January 1837 put paid to that idea. Some time later, at a soirée at which Glinka had played some of the music he had already written for Ruslan, another poet, Konstantin Bakhturin, “undertook to make a plan for the opera, and sketched it out in half an hour, while drunk, and—how about this?—the opera was written according to that plan!”10 In due course various other writers chipped in with individual numbers while Glinka pottered along composing his music whether or not relevant text was to hand. Few operas of significance can have been compiled in such a haphazard way. But Ruslan’s significance, luckily, does not hang on its coherence.


Pushkin’s poem tells of the Kievan knight Ruslan and his young bride, the princess Lyudmila, who is abducted from their marriage bed by the evil dwarf Chernomor. Furious at Ruslan’s inattentiveness, Lyudmila’s father promises her hand and half his kingdom to whoever finds her and brings her back. What follows is in some respects a parody of those Russian fairy stories in which the hero is sent on some seemingly impossible quest and is subjected to an increasingly elaborate and improbable series of obstructions and misfortunes at the hands of assorted wizards, hags, giants, rival suitors, and fabulous monsters before returning safely with his prize. Bakhturin’s scenario necessarily cuts out a good deal of incident and simplifies the order of events, but in all essentials it follows Pushkin’s narrative—which is to say that it makes no serious attempt to rationalize its haphazard dramaturgy, or to remedy its psychological vacuity. In the opera, Lyudmila is abducted from the actual wedding feast (so no blame attaches to Ruslan); the number of rival suitors is reduced from three to two; and two of the most fantastic elements—Chernomor’s magic hat, which Lyudmila steals and puts on to avoid recapture, and the killing and resuscitation of Ruslan—are omitted. But Glinka retains the giant severed head of Chernomor’s brother, which Ruslan encounters on an old battlefield and which—in proto-Wagnerian fashion—reveals to him the magic sword with which he will defeat Chernomor; and he keeps Chernomor’s long beard, to which Ruslan clings as they fly through the air and then cuts off, thereby destroying the dwarf’s power.


For those who had seen A Life for the Tsar as a landmark in the search for an authentically Russian style of opera, Ruslan and Lyudmila might well have seemed a retrograde step. It lacked almost all the features that had defined its predecessor as specifically and contemporaneously Russian. Instead of a realistic drama based on true history it offered a silly, dramatically inert and implausible fairy tale, acted out by pasteboard characters devoid of moral stature and helpless in the face of magic and fate. Of political or national signification there was no obvious trace. And as for the music, it abandoned almost completely the folk models that had so invigorated the earlier opera. Apparently only two melodies have folk origins, neither of them Slavonic: the main theme of the wizard Finn’s ballad, which Glinka had taken down from a coachman near Imatra, in Finland, in 1829; and the theme of the Persian chorus in the magic castle of the enchantress Naina, which he got from a Persian embassy official that same year. On the face of it, Ruslan diverges much less than A Life for the Tsar from the Franco-Italian manner that had still underpinned the latter work. For instance, Lyudmila’s cavatina, and especially her subsequent cabaletta, are noticeably more Bellinian than Antonida’s. One could nearly, if not quite, say of Ruslan that had the young Wagner decided in 1833 to base his first opera on the Pushkin tale (instead of on a fairy play by Gozzi), it might not have come out as an essentially different style of work from Glinka’s.


Nevertheless Ruslan was to prove fully the equal of its companion in the effect it had on Glinka’s Russian successors. “Nothing glaringly new appears anywhere,” Alfred Swan wrote of it, “but the sum-total of musical speech is the result of Glinka’s taste, measure, and proportion, imbued, moreover, with the hidden accents of the old Russian heritage … There is not a single formation here that one could not find in the romantic armoury, yet the whole effect is a revelation.”11 Swan perhaps underrates the force of some of Glinka’s eccentricities. No Western composer would have risked the interminable prophecies of Bayan (the ballad singer) at the very start of proceedings, or Finn’s extended life story at the beginning of act 2. But these studiously monotonous presentations embody something peculiarly Eastern and antique that Glinka must have intended to suggest far-off, immutable truths, even while, musically, they contain no single phrase that Schubert or Rossini could not have written. Later in the first act there is a rough unison chorus in praise of Lel, the Slav god of love, in a highly unusual five-four time and with harsh accents, building up to the moment when the lights suddenly go out and Lyudmila is whisked away by a pair of shadowy monsters. Glinka famously marks this, and all subsequent apparitions of Chernomor or his henchmen, with a loud descending whole-tone scale, a scale that, being completely symmetrical, disrupts our sense of musical gravity and hints therefore at the suspension of the normal laws of musical nature.


What such details indicate is a deeply idiosyncratic attitude to conventional language. This has sometimes been put down to a lack of technical expertise on Glinka’s part; but a better explanation might be that, in the search for an individual native manner with no specifically native conventions to support him, he was forced to adopt a pragmatic, opportunistic approach to whatever materials came to hand. Being both brilliantly talented and, it seems, shameless, he consequently made discoveries about quite simple music that nobody else had made. The Persian chorus is a good example of his invention of an idiom out of entirely commonplace materials. The borrowed melody itself is by any standards unremarkable; its obvious features are a downbeat start and a feminine ending on every phrase, combined with a lullingly repetitive rhythm and bland, unvarying harmony tending, though, toward the relative minor key (C-sharp minor here in the key of E major)—an effect that somehow suggests vaguely improper consequences  (Ratmir, one of the rival suitors, is being lured into Naina’s castle by young girls).


Perhaps, though, the single most notable example of Glinka’s fearlessness in the treatment of convention is his orchestration. His actual orchestra is normal, apart from a few exotic extras (such as the glass harmonica that tinkles away seductively in Chernomor’s garden as his flower maidens tempt Lyudmila with magical food), and the onstage wind band, whose precise constitution Glinka in fact fails to specify.12 What is far from normal is Glinka’s style of orchestration. In essence the theatre orchestra he inherited was a fairly stereotyped affair; the Italian composers of his day used it almost exclusively as functional support for the singers—string-based, with the occasional woodwind solo, plus stage instruments as required. French opera was more adventurous, partly under the influence of the band music that had held sway during the revolution. But the chief models in 1840 for an uninhibited treatment of the orchestra as a total resource were Beethoven, especially his “Choral” Symphony, and Berlioz, whose Symphonie fantastique, with its extravagant wind scoring and elaborate instructions for the brass and percussion instruments, Glinka in point of fact cannot yet have known.13 Here, too, Glinka’s own procedures suggest a pragmatic approach. Given the distinct sections of the standard orchestra—the strings (bowed and plucked), the woodwinds, the brass, the percussion—why not treat them as a set of equal possibilities, especially in an opera of strange encounters and evil magic? Why limit oneself to the blend and balance of the classical orchestra? Why not invent sonorities to go with the bizarre characters and fantastic incidents that serve in place of a coherent or plausible narrative? So, for Chernomor’s entrance, Glinka chooses the harsh, unblended sounds of the stage wind band, alternating with the glitter of high woodwinds, bells, and pizzicato strings. The “Turkish” dancers enter to a rich texture of low strings answered by full orchestra dominated, once again, by wind instruments. The “Arab” dance is in fact a waltz scored initially for strings in triple octaves, a sumptuous sonority much exploited later by Tchaikovsky but which seems to have been Glinka’s invention. Countless other details show Glinka using the orchestra as an imaginative resource scarcely less versatile than melody, harmony, or rhythm. Bayan’s gusli—the Russian peasant zither—is represented by piano and harp, a brilliantly successful effect (and probably the first use of the piano as an orchestral instrument rather than as a soloist with orchestra). The suitor Ratmir, a Khazar prince from the northeastern Caucasus, is accompanied in his aria by a cor anglais, whose sultry tones suggest some kind of Middle Eastern shawm. Page after page is dominated by wind instruments, solo or in groups, in defiance of the classical convention of string-based sonorities. When the strings are fully employed, they are often doing strange things, as in the spectacular coda of the lezghinka, the last of the Oriental dances, where the alternation of natural harmonics (harmonics played on the open strings) with rapid woodwind scales creates an effect of a frenzied improvisation by a rustic band barely in control.


Ruslan opened at the Bolshoi Theatre in St. Petersburg on 27 November 1842 (the sixth anniversary of the premiere of A Life for the Tsar), to a mixed reception. “Some there are,” one critic wrote,




who find in Mr. Glinka’s opera a lot that will guarantee the composer immortality in a hundred years’ time; others, not wanting to wait so long, are bestowing on him a wreath of immortality here and now; a third group unreservedly call the piece a failure and find nothing in the least remarkable in it; a fourth group—the coolest—maintain that there is much merit in the opera, but also many defects, and that the excess of lyricism in the music and complete lack of dramatic movement in the libretto are a great hindrance to its success, rendering it even tedious to the majority taste—which, however, is quite unjust. In a word, opinions of Ruslan and Lyudmila vary widely; but everyone who saw the opera agrees that M. I. Glinka is a highly gifted composer.14





The first-night audience was certainly cool; but this was as much as anything due to a weak cast, including an inexperienced understudy as Ratmir—musically (with Lyudmila) the biggest part in the opera, despite its title. At the final curtain, Glinka “turned to General Dubelt in the director’s box and said, ‘They seem to be hissing. Shall I take a curtain call?’ ‘Certainly, go ahead,’ replied the General. ‘Christ suffered more than you.’”15 Later performances, though, went better, and the opera stayed in repertory in St. Petersburg, then Moscow, until 1848, after which it was not heard complete anywhere in Russia during Glinka’s lifetime.


He never again attempted an opera. Perhaps he was disheartened by the fate of the two he had written; but more likely he was unable to muster the necessary creative energy. Often in poor health, he travelled a good deal, composed only spasmodically; and the works he managed to complete were almost always in response to chance impressions and devised in a manner that studiously avoided the complexities of large-scale working. At one point he started a symphony based on Gogol’s Taras Bulba. He sketched parts of the exposition of a first movement in C minor, “but since I didn’t have the energy or the desire at the time to work my way out of the German rut in the development, I dropped the whole thing.”16 A few songs and piano pieces survive to remind us of the easy talent of the salon master; and with them, a handful of short orchestral pieces, two of which, in particular, were to have an impact on Russian music far beyond their undoubted but self-limited virtues. These two works, Kamarinskaya and Recuerdos de Castilla (later expanded into the Souvenir d’une nuit d’été à Madrid), were both composed in 1848 in Warsaw, where Glinka was stranded for several months without a passport. Both are entirely based on folk tunes: Kamarinskaya on a well-known Russian dance tune of that name elaborated in combination with a wedding song, “Izza gor, gor vïsokikh” (From behind the mountains, the high mountains); the Souvenir on four tunes Glinka had picked up on a visit to Spain three years earlier. Neither work develops its material in any conventional way. Their brilliance is entirely due to the composer’s coloristic genius and his flair for a kind of musical montage which, like many of his orchestral sounds, was essentially his own invention. Almost casually he seems to have discovered a method of composing with folk tunes that would provide a technical manual for later, no doubt greater, composers. The curiously cinematic musical footage of the Souvenir might have been (may actually have been) in Debussy’s mind as he composed his Ibéria some sixty years later. And the constantly varied orchestral and harmonic colorings of Kamarinskaya would in due course prompt Tchaikovsky to the hyperbolic judgment that




merely in passing, not in the least setting out to compose something surpassing on a simple theme, a playful trifle—this man (out of nothing) gives us a short work in which every bar is the product of great creative power. Almost fifty years have passed since then; many Russian symphonic works have been written; it is possible to state that there exists a pure Russian symphonic school. And what is the result? All of it is in the Kamarinskaya, in the same way as the whole oak is in the acorn! And long will Russian composers borrow from this rich source, for much time and much strength is needed in order to drain all of its richness.17
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CHAPTER 3


The Lawyer-Critic





It was in the nature of St. Petersburg intellectual life that it took shape through groups of like-minded doers and thinkers: what the French called cénacles—literary or artistic circles. The tendency was far from unique to Russia, but it flourished there particularly, no doubt, because of the heavy censorship under Nicholas I, which forced writers and artists to keep their most adventurous ideas under lock and key, behind closed doors.


For musicians, though, the situation was a little different. For them the discussion of ideas had never been central to their activity as artists, and certainly not to their practical function as performers; then, as now, they would talk technique, or else avoid the subject altogether. But for Russian musicians in the 1840s and ’50s technique was something of a nonsubject, since their knowledge of it was sketchy and they had no institutional context in which to acquire or share it. Balakirev’s pianistic brilliance seems to have been a natural flair, like the ability to hit a ball with good timing or shoot straight at a moving target. It went in his case with an exceptional musical memory and an acute aural sense (what musicians call a good ear). He was a marvellous improviser at the piano, and an instinctive judge of musical good form, in both the literal and the metaphorical senses. But he had little theoretical knowledge and hardly any language in which to explain his judgments. He could only demonstrate. And this would prove a crucial feature of his relations with the other musicians who gradually came into his orbit in his first years in St. Petersburg.


Among these musicians, Vladimir Stasov was an altogether distinct case. A Petersburger by birth, he had been an early pupil at the Imperial School of Jurisprudence, which he had entered at the age of twelve in 1836, a year or so after the school’s foundation. In spite of its name, this was not strictly a school of law, but a feeder school for the highly centralized imperial civil service, which was virtually the only civilian institution in Russia that provided employment for members of the dvoryanin class, to which the Stasov family, like the Glinkas, belonged. One might suppose that a school of this kind would be run along strictly pragmatic lines, with a view to producing methodical, unimaginative, above all subservient administrators and bureaucrats. But this was not entirely the case. The school’s founder, Prince Peter of Oldenburg (a nephew of Nicholas I), was a passionate music lover and insisted that every pupil study an instrument and participate in timetabled musicmaking that, in intensity and possibly even quality, would hardly disgrace a modern specialist school. The headmaster, Semyon Poshman, was himself an amateur musician. The best foreign teachers were engaged. Stasov studied the piano with the great German pianist-composer Adolf Henselt, and it seems probable—to judge from his later correspondence with Balakirev—that he also learned a certain amount of theory, either from Henselt or from the school’s music teacher, a Finn by the name of Karel, who papered the walls of the music room with portraits of the great composers, and who possessed a small but well-ordered library of music books, including histories and theoretical treatises, to which he allowed his pupils access.


Stasov had no more ambition to become a professional musician than he had to become a civil servant. He was rather like a boy in an English cathedral-choir school, absorbing music and acquiring a solid education out of a need that was not his. The Stasovs tended more toward the visual arts. Vladimir’s father, Vasily Stasov, was the most famous Russian architect of his day—designer of the Preobrazhensky and Izmaylovsky cathedrals in St. Petersburg, and restorer of the eighteenth-century palace on the Fontanka that housed the School of Jurisprudence. Vladimir had himself wanted to go to the Academy of Arts, but never afterward regretted his parents’ decision in favor of the law school. He became and remained almost pathologically hostile to the teaching of the fine arts, a cast of mind little challenged on the Fontanka, where painting and sculpture were barely even mentioned and art teaching was limited to a few slapdash drawing classes. In any case, Stasov was not much of a practitioner; his bent was more toward history and criticism. Above all he was a voracious reader. As a schoolboy  he was already reading widely in recent critical literature on art and music as well as in literature itself, both Russian and foreign. Some of this reading was simply the normal educated mental furniture of the day, if not necessarily that of the average fourteen-or fifteen-year-old. Vladimir and his friends of course read Pushkin and wept at his death; they pored over the Lermontov poems in the monthly Otechestvennïye zapiski (Notes of the Fatherland); and they devoured Gogol’s Dead Souls when it came out in 1842 and went about talking Gogolese to one another. Vladimir himself, a good linguist from childhood, read Hugo and Dumas (père), also probably Shakespeare, in French, Hoffmann and Jean Paul in German, Walter Scott and Fenimore Cooper in Russian translation.


Perhaps more significant than his acquaintance with these fashionable literary heroes of the early nineteenth century was his growing enthusiasm for the critical literature about their work. This was something more than the mere casual interest in the arts that prompts modern educated man to turn to the reviews section of the daily newspaper. Stasov was growing up in a new age of critical exegesis on a grand scale, whose leading exponents were starting to exert an influence far beyond the subject matter they took as their starting point. In Paris, Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve was evolving what he called critiques et portraits littéraires, extended articles that fused biography and criticism into integrated, pamphlet-sized studies of individual authors or major historical figures. Heinrich Heine was reporting at length for German readers on music and art in Paris. In St. Petersburg, Vissarion Belinsky was beginning, in the mid-thirties, the long series of articles and reviews that would transform the whole philosophical perception of the relation between literature and society. Stasov was certainly reading Heine’s reviews in the volumes of Der Salon (which were banned in Russia) by the early 1840s. Heine’s writing about the arts is that of a literatus, an observant, sharp-witted wordsmith, capable of hitting off the feeling and atmosphere of a painting or a symphony without posturing or aestheticizing, but also without any pretense at technical expertise. Or rather, he understands technical details as an astute observer understands them, as an aspect of the surface through which he experiences the image or the sound. “In no other picture in the Salon,” he writes about Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People, “has the colour sunk in so much as in Delacroix’s July Revolution. Nevertheless, this very absence of varnish and of shining surface, together with the smoke and dust which envelop the figures like a grey cobweb, these sun-dried colours which seem to thirst for a drop of water, all this seems to stamp the picture with truthfulness, reality, originality.”1 And on music criticism: “Nothing is more inadequate than the theory of Music. Undeniably it has laws, laws mathematically determined. These laws, however, are not music, but the conditions thereof; just as the art of design and the theory of colours, or even the palette and the pencil, are not painting but the means necessary thereto. The essence of music is revelation; it permits of no analysis, and true musical criticism is an experimental science.”2


Stasov was struck, he later recalled, by the depth and clarity of Heine’s perceptions, even though “he understood little about the technique of art and had absolutely nothing in common with specialist critics.”3 This was one important aspect of the new criticism: its ability to bridge the chasm, so rarely crossed in the past, between art as métier and art as signification. All the same, there remained something of the dilettante about Heine as a critic. When all was said and done, he was expatiating on something that, as he tacitly admitted, he only partially understood. With Belinsky the case was completely different. Belinsky was a writer writing about writers. Though not himself a creative artist—neither poet, novelist, nor playwright—he understood the nature of their materials, and was brilliantly equipped to carry out the particular hermeneutical program that he himself devised and that required the close analysis of, in particular, stories, novels, and poems in terms of their concealed psychological, social, and political meanings. We are so used today to the idea of the novel as a simulacrum of our life and times and the book review as an exposé of that relationship that it can be hard to imagine a time when such things were the exception rather than the rule. Art as social commentary was essentially a by-product of romanticism, and criticism of it in those terms followed hard on its heels. In music one might compare a Handel opera about ancient Rome with Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, which twists an old convention into sharp social satire. Beethoven’s obvious sense that music could—perhaps should—be at least partly understood as psychological narrative was picked up by E. T. A. Hoffmann, himself a composer, in reviews that drew a clear distinction between process and connotation. But for Belinsky even this much interpretation would have seemed not much better than idle speculation. For him a work of art was not only a reflection of the world into which it was born, but had a positive duty to seek to make that world a better, more humane place. Of course Belinsky’s world, the St. Petersburg of the 1830s and ’40s (he died in 1848, a few days before his thirty-seventh birthday), was a grim, distressing place even by the not very high standards of contemporary Europe, and it was the sheer awfulness, inhumanity, unfreedom, and brute authoritarianism of Russia under Nicholas I that drove Belinsky to his essentially moralistic, didactic understanding of art as an encrypted mechanism for social and political change. Stasov tells us that Belinsky’s monthly articles in Notes of the Fatherland did more for his and his fellow pupils’ education than all their classes, courses, written work, and exams put together. “The huge influence of Belinsky,” he concludes, “was by no means confined to the literary aspect; he nurtured character, he hacked away, at a stroke, the patriarchal prejudices with which the whole of Russia had hitherto lived their lives.”4


Belinsky’s particular impact took various forms. His conviction that art should above all reflect the reality of life as it was experienced by the ordinary individual—the Truth, however unpalatable—emerged comparatively late in his bumpy intellectual career. It is expressed with typically violent clarity and energy for the first time in a series of letters he wrote to his friend the writer Vasily Botkin in 1841, and more temperately in an essay written that same year but published posthumously: “Art,” he wrote there, “is the immediate contemplation of truth, or a thinking in images.”5 For a time before that he had been in the grip of a barely less violent pro-Hegelian idealism which had seduced him into an objective—that is, passive—acceptance of reality; Hegel, he confesses to Botkin, “has turned the realities of life into ghosts clasping bony hands and dancing in the air above the cemetery.”6 But even before his brief Hegelian digression, he was writing criticism that penetrated with extraordinary originality and imaginative force into the psychological texture of the works under review. His long articles on Pushkin, for instance, the first of which date from before the poet’s death in 1837, not only helped set up Pushkin’s reputation as the founding father of modern Russian literature, but set a standard for the close reading of texts that has rarely been surpassed since.


To some extent one has to separate Belinsky’s philosophy from his day-to-day critical activities. It was characteristic of the Russian situation in the thirties that thinking people looked to Western ideas and either accepted or rejected them (often with equal violence) in the quest for a social or political theory able to resolve the confusions of life under their own massively inert autocracy. They took what they thought they needed from German idealism, from French utopian socialism, and from English utilitarianism, not to mention Western political and economic systems. Not surprisingly the path through this jungle of ideas was sometimes tortuous and unclear; in the undergrowth,  you could never be sure whom you would meet—friend or foe, even supposing you would know which was which. By temperament, Belinsky was always a Westernizer: that is, a progressive who argued for the remodernization of Russian society along the Western European lines initiated in the early eighteenth century by Peter the Great. He was an admirer of Tsar Peter. He opposed the mystical leanings of the Slavophiles, with their faith in the spiritual values of old Russia, the Orthodox Church, and the Russian peasant in his muddy baste shoes; yet he remained an ardent patriot, a strong believer in the concept of nationality (natsional’nost’—the quality of this rather than that ethnic group) as against the misty, hard-to-define narodnost’, with its undertones of popularism, nationalism, and the black earth. Then in the forties he moved toward socialism, or at least a social consciousness too individualistic to align itself readily with the new communism (though not so much as to prevent his coming, through selective reading, to be regarded as a father figure by all subsequent fellow travellers, up to and including the Soviets).


Through all these twists and turns, he remained at heart a believer in art as truth and in criticism as the revelation and elucidation of that truth. Interpretation naturally brought into play the preferences and biases of the critic. But Belinsky was not essentially a propagandist; he never argued for the appropriation of art as a vehicle for ideology. The truth of a book or a poem was innate. For Stasov, this was perhaps the most striking lesson Belinsky taught. “Up to now all criticism in the arts has consisted of saying: this is good, this is bad, this is not appropriate, here are such-and-such mistakes of costume, here such-and-such of proportion, etc. For this kind of criticism no talent is needed, only a certain measure of training and study, so anyone … could produce this kind of criticism. But what should we demand of artistic creation, what are the arts for? They don’t exist for their parts but in order to create a whole, united in one point, and the product of all its parts, all its elements…. Every genuine work of art consequently bears within itself its meaning and intention; to reveal the one and the other for humanity is the purpose of criticism.”7 No doubt Stasov was also attracted by other aspects of Belinsky’s thought and personality. His individualism must have appealed to the young student trying to balance intense artistic enthusiasms with the dry study of the imperial system of law and administration. Stasov was equally receptive to Belinsky’s social consciousness post-1840. This is not to say that he was or ever had been politically minded in any strong sense. In Nicholas I’s Russia almost any social thinking, even that of the deeply traditionalist Slavophiles, lay in the direction of emancipation and liberalization; it was hardly possible to think about politics without desiring the end of serfdom, a system as economically debilitating as it was humanly degrading, or the purging of the country’s rigid, inefficient, and corrupt state bureaucracy. For the young Stasov, widely read in German, French, and English as well as Russian literature, it was natural in any case to look outward, which in the nature of things meant to think progressively, even if your reading was Fichte and Schelling. The breadth of Belinsky’s thought chimed with the breadth of Stasov’s literacy. Above all, the self-assured, quick-tongued, strong-willed law student was surely impressed by Belinsky’s eloquence, his polemical brilliance, his boldness in the assertion of heterodox opinions, and, not least, his fierce combativeness.


Stasov emerged from the School of Jurisprudence in 1843 an educated, cultivated nineteen-year-old, well read, with highly developed, if perhaps unduly emphatic, musical and artistic tastes and a broad knowledge of European (including Russian) literature and thought. At school he had certainly spent more time on music and art and reading than on jurisprudence. His closest friend there (until he left the school in 1840) had been another, somewhat older musician, Alexander Serov, and most of their musical experiences—though by no means all their likes and dislikes—had been shared. Serov was an enthusiast for German music, including Weber and Meyerbeer, while Stasov’s tastes in that direction still stopped generally with Bach and late Beethoven, though he had, and retained, a passion for Schumann. Perhaps influenced by his attachment to Italian painting, he leaned also in the direction of the music of that country—but less, at first, that of the Renaissance than that of the recent operatic composers, Rossini, Donizetti, Bellini. For both of them, Chopin was a genius, Liszt a mere showman, an empty purveyor of spectacular but vapid roulades and arpeggios, artistically of no serious account. They had not, of course, heard him play. When they did hear him, at his first St. Petersburg concert in 1842, they were instantly smitten, not so much by his virtuosity as by his sheer artistic presence and power, even though he played only transcriptions and operatic fantasies, presented in the manner of a prizefighter from a stage erected in the middle of the Hall of the Assembly of the Nobles. “After the concert,” Stasov noted, “Serov and I were like madmen. We exchanged only a few words and then rushed home to write each other as quickly as possible of our impressions, our dreams, our ecstasy … We were delirious, like lovers! And no wonder. We had never in our lives heard anything like this; we had never been in the presence of such a brilliant, passionate, demonic temperament … Liszt’s playing was absolutely overwhelming.”8


Stasov wrote a review of the concert but was unable to get it accepted for publication. He was desperate, he wrote later, to make people understand Liszt’s artistic importance, just as, a year or two before, he had written an article on Karl Bryullov’s large-scale pencil sketch for the Apostles mosaic in St. Isaac’s Cathedral, whose lack of popular recognition infuriated him (the expression is his own, and characteristic). This too remained in his drawer. Not till 1847 was he able to get a substantial article accepted by a public print: a lengthy, opinionated, but compulsively readable survey of the musical events of the year, published in Belinsky’s old paper, Notes of the Fatherland.9 But one could hardly survive on occasional journalism, and like many writers and artists in nineteenth-century Russia Stasov was forced on leaving the School of Jurisprudence to take precisely the kind of government post for which the school was supposed to be a preparation. From 1843 to 1851 he worked successively in the Senate Boundary Department, the Department of Heraldry, and the Ministry of Justice. Needless to say, these were routine jobs within a bureaucratic system that neither encouraged nor rewarded personal initiative. But they left Stasov time to pursue his artistic enthusiasms more or less as he liked. He haunted the Hermitage Museum, with its vast collection of paintings, prints, and sculpture; he wheedled his way into the office of the curator of engravings, Nikolay Utkin, who was at that very moment cataloguing the Warsaw collection, confiscated at the time of the 1830 Polish rising, and may well have been astonished at the expertise of this nineteen-year-old boy (who had pored over the Parisian Annales du musée since childhood). He also began to frequent the Imperial Public Library, an institution that, then as now, was very much more than its name might suggest to an Anglo-Saxon bookworm. The library was not only a major repository for books, including the Voltaire and Diderot collections acquired by Catherine the Great and nearly half a million volumes appropriated from Poland’s Zaluski Library. It also held quantities of manuscripts, paintings, and artworks, all more or less chaotically organized, largely uncatalogued, and in an appalling state of repair. From Stasov’s point of view there was little question of serious study in such conditions; but here too he was energetic in making contacts that were to prove important later on, both for his ideas about art and for his eventual job prospects.


In 1851 he was taken on as a travelling secretary by the hugely rich Russian expatriate industrialist Prince Anatoly Demidov, whose estate at San Donato, near Florence, housed an outstanding library and a magnificent art collection. The three years Stasov spent abroad with Demidov, mainly in Italy, were crucial in rounding out his knowledge of Renaissance painting and architecture in particular. They also cemented his confidence in his own taste and judgment in artistic matters, however unorthodox or, at times, doctrinaire. An extraordinary letter survives which he wrote to his aunt Anna Suchkova, his mother’s sister, in 1852, describing in exhaustive detail, and with unconcealed pride, his project of refitting the Catholic chapel at San Donato in Russian Orthodox style, “not,” he hastens to assure her, “because it makes any difference to me—to me it’s really all one, as you know—but because I’m in the habit of getting everything (even very small things) as right as possible and as they ought in fact to be, if I can only get my hands on them.”10


On their way to Italy, they had passed through London at the time of the Great Exhibition; and they were in Paris for part of the summer or autumn of 1851. Here, according to Stasov’s Soviet biographers, he was in touch with (unspecified) revolutionary activists and attended socialist meetings.11 Whether or not he did so might be doubted. For Soviet critics it was always of course important to assert the political credentials of those of whom, on general grounds, they approved, and Stasov would plainly qualify in this respect, if only in view of his debt to Belinsky and, later, Nikolay Chernïshevsky, left-wing thinkers whose views on art influenced him. On political questions, however, his position was less clear-cut. As a free-thinking agnostic, he had little sympathy with the hyper-Orthodox Slavophiles, but nevertheless shared some of their ideas about history and was attracted by the imagery they inspired. He approved of Herzen’s friend Vadim Kel’siyev’s later attempt to draw a connection between revolutionary socialism and the Old Believers. “Both in pagan and Christian times,” he enthused to Balakirev in a long letter about Kel’siyev, “the real Russia was in its soul and its nature democratic.”12 But this was probably as much an aesthetic as a political response, and one that to some extent reflected the confusion of radical thinking among the intelligentsia in the fifties and sixties. If Stasov had actually attended revolutionary meetings in early-fifties Paris, he would certainly have been watched and probably apprehended as soon as he returned to Russia. Nothing of the kind seems to have happened to him, at least on this occasion.


Demidov and Stasov left Italy for Russia in the spring of 1854, on the way taking in Vienna, where Stasov saw Wagner’s Lohengrin for the first time. This was another of those formative experiences the effects of which remained with him for the rest of his life, largely unmoderated by the passage of time. Like many of his antipathies, his loathing of Wagner seems to have been prompted as much by circumstantial factors as by a direct response to the music. He evidently took against what he later called “Wagner’s incoherent, mystical and moralizing plots,”13 and possibly also against his writings, with their interminable, self-important theorizing that seemed to have nothing whatsoever to do with such works (and there were as yet not many of them) as had actually reached the stage. Still basking in the glow of Italian art, he may well have been repelled by the slow Germanic heaviness and ponderous symbolism of Lohengrin, with its “knights [Stasov is generalizing] who appear from somewhere out of the sky and go back there just because here on earth they are asked who exactly they are.”14 In Italy he had met Rossini, and found in him “an artistic soul of beautiful simplicity”; he had had access to the huge collection of Italian polyphonic motets and madrigals in the collection of Abbé Francesco Santini, “pure veins of gold, silver and whole cliffs of diamonds and emeralds.”15 Now reading an article by Liszt in praise of Wagner (we don’t know which one), he turned momentarily against his great hero of the previous decade and planned a riposte which he intended to submit to Franz Brendel, editor of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik. Perhaps fortunately for future relations with Liszt, the article was never written. But Stasov’s anti-Wagnerism survived as one of several important negative elements in the dogmas that were to have such a powerful influence on Russian music of the next decade and a half.


At the time of his return to St. Petersburg, Stasov was thirty years old and badly in need of paid work. For reasons that are not wholly clear, the association with Demidov came to an end. He was still technically single, though before Italy his life had been complicated by a series of love affairs and at least two illegitimate daughters. In another sense, it’s true, his life was secure. The Stasovs were an extremely close-knit family, lived under the same roof (or, to be exact, roofs, since they also shared a dacha at Pargolovo, ten miles to the north of St. Petersburg), and even half-resented the occasional marriage of one of their number. When his brother Dmitry married in 1861, Vladimir wrote in a fury to Balakirev:




In half a year or a year he’ll be a completely different person, and we simply won’t recognize him. He’ll acquire a totally new circle, be surrounded by other people, and he’ll take on their smell, their tastes and coloring. But what must be must be. I’m just a bit annoyed that he doesn’t mind enough being separated from our family; I know that he’s deeply in love with his wife now, and I also know that it’s impossible for us all to go on living together forever in some kind of Noah’s Ark—yet a break is a break, and arguments don’t help … This wedding of Mitya’s I regard as much the same as a death in the family.16





This was to have future resonances, also, for a family of a different kind. But for all the Stasovs, money was in short supply. Vladimir pulled strings as best he could with ministry contacts. Nothing was forthcoming. He went back to the public library, now gradually being transformed under the hands of its hyper-efficient but liberal-minded new director, Baron Modest Korff; and there, sure enough, he soon established a contact that led to a series of tasks that, in turn, led in due course to a post. Stasov’s work began in 1855 with an unpaid commission to catalogue the library’s huge Rossica section. With typical thoroughness he not only did this, but in the process evolved an appropriate cataloguing system while reading many of the books as he went along. Korff quite soon realized, as Utkin and Demidov had done, that he had an extraordinary talent on his hands, and by the end of 1856 had arranged for Stasov to be appointed his full-time personal assistant. Thus this young man whose enthusiasm for art in the broadest sense outstripped all considerations of personal advancement, official rank, or any of the normal status symbols on the career ladder of the imperial civil service, had for the third time in his life struck lucky. Just as hardly any school in tsarist Russia would have vouchsafed the intellectual freedoms of the School of Jurisprudence, just as his service with Demidov had brought him into contact at exactly the right time with a range of artistic experience scarcely available at home, so now he found in Korff a rare superior of a liberal turn of mind, indulgent of his broad and sometimes wayward interests, and responsive to his astounding intellectual energy.


While he was thus simultaneously setting up his library career and broadening his artistic knowledge, Stasov was by no means neglecting his musical interests. He had eventually met Glinka, through Serov, in 1849, and had begun to attend his musical soirées that spring. But these had come to an end in the autumn when Glinka went abroad, and by the time he returned to St. Petersburg in 1851 Stasov was in Italy. Now, in 1854, Stasov again became a Glinka “brother,” as the great composer liked to call his musical intimates, in the manner of a secret society plotting against the neglect of his music in the capital at large. The circle was small and somewhat dilettante in flavor. Apart from Vladimir Stasov and his lawyer brother, Dmitry, it included Serov, by this time an active and influential music critic; Dargomïzhsky; another composer, Nikolay Borozdin; the music publisher Constant Villebois; and assorted amateur-musician friends of Glinka’s. Vasily Sobol’shchikov, the director of the public library’s art department and a decent pianist, would sometimes appear; and even Korff himself would turn up with his entire family. There would be string quartets and two-piano arrangements of orchestral pieces and operatic excerpts, including from Glinka, sometimes played eight-handed, more often four-. It was the kind of music making that reflected the very low density of professional music in St. Petersburg in the 1850s. There being no established series of orchestral concerts, the best way to get to know orchestral music was in salon transcriptions. Chamber music remained an almost exclusively amateur pastime, in spite of the decidedly unamateur character of recent repertoire such as the late Beethoven quartets, which were nevertheless attempted at Glinka’s soirées (the master himself on viola). As for Glinka’s operas, almost the only way to hear them properly performed in the mid-fifties was in piano or ensemble arrangements and occasional recital excerpts. There was talk of Glinka and Vladimir Stasov starting a concert society with the composer as chairman. But the idea, if it was ever more than a conversation topic, was interrupted by Glinka’s departure for Berlin in April 1856, and terminated by his death nine months later.


Stasov’s meeting with Balakirev in Glinka’s drawing room a few weeks before that departure was to prove a profoundly symbolic moment for Russian music. Whatever might be thought of Glinka in world terms (and Stasov was a qualified admirer), he was indisputably the first native Russian composer whose work could be offered in all seriousness as worthy of the attention of foreign musicians. Berlioz had written of Ruslan and Lyudmila that its composer might “with good reason claim a place among the outstanding composers of his time.”17 Liszt regarded Ruslan as a masterpiece. Now here together at its composer’s fireside were two of the most alert musical and artistic minds of their generation in Russia, thinkers and doers in sharp contrast with the dilettante atmosphere that had hitherto reigned in even the best St. Petersburg musical circles. Stasov, though in no sense a professional musician, brought to music, alongside a burning passion, a deep knowledge not only of the repertoire as understood at the time but also of the historical evolution of the art form, information he had picked up as a kind of spin-off from his scholarly and professional study of the history of art. Probably no practicing musician of his day would have got as much as he did out of his visit to Abbé Santini in Rome. According to Gerald Abraham, he paid from his own pocket to have some four hundred of the manuscripts in Santini’s collection hand copied, with a view not to performance but to study.18 He was well informed about folk music, plainchant, and the music of the Orthodox Church, was musician enough to discuss these things on a technical level, and historian enough to locate them in their aesthetic and historical context. He also knew how to advocate their incorporation in modern art music. He was a born systematizer and a natural taxonomist; he had as well, it must be admitted, the dogmatic cast of mind to go with those talents. He had read everything of importance on the philosophy of art, and was gradually, if tortuously, evolving in his own mind a philosophy of Russian music adapted mutatis mutandis from the recent literary theories of nonmusicians such as Belinsky. He was politically just leftist enough to see art in the progressive, sociological light that seemed to be demanded by the spirit of the times, but not leftist enough to find himself being transported—like so many of his predecessors and contemporaries—to Siberia or the Caucasus.


Balakirev was his perfect foil. A performer of consummate brilliance who disliked performing, he had to turn his musical energies in other directions. One of them would be composition. But this, too, would only partly satisfy him; and instead, in order to fill the creative gap, he would turn himself into a mentor of other composers, even though he quite lacked the technical knowledge (lacked it, indeed, more than Stasov) to teach them in any conventional meaning of the term. But this, too, may have been fortuitous, since, lacking the expertise himself, he was in no position to force it on others. Thus the character of what emerged from this conjunction of strong personalities was something very different from anything that might have been preconceived as the necessary environment for the creation of a new Russian music. It subsisted, to put it crudely, on talent and on ancestor worship, backed up by philosophy. We should hardly be surprised if the results had little in common with the academic tradition of Western music.
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CHAPTER 4


The Officer and the Doctor





One day in the early autumn of 1856 two young men, a guards officer and a house surgeon, found themselves on duty together in the orderly room of the Second Army Hospital in St. Petersburg. The officer was seventeen years old, of medium height and somewhat plain looking, but very proud of himself in his new dark-green Preobrazhensky Regiment uniform, his hair waved and pomaded, his hands manicured, a picture of slightly exaggerated elegance and refinement. The medical orderly’s dress and manner were more relaxed and matter-of-fact. He was five or six years older than the officer, tall and slim, already a graduate with distinction from the Medical-Surgical Academy, and he observed his colleague’s teenage posturing with a certain amused detachment.


They were both bored by the duty routine, which demanded their presence but for the most part gave them nothing to do with it, and they quickly fell into conversation. It soon turned out that they had more in common than appearances might have suggested. Above all, they were both passionate musicians, pianists; and it transpired that they would be meeting again that very evening at the house of the hospital’s chief medical officer, who was in the habit of arranging soirées for his daughter. In the evening the medical orderly observed his young colleague more critically: his “refined, aristocratic manners, conversation the same, speaking somewhat through his teeth: interspersed with French phrases, rather flowery. Some traces of foppishness, but very moderate. Unusually polite and well-bred. The ladies made a fuss of him. He sat down at the piano and, raising his hands coquettishly, played excerpts from Trovatore, Traviata, etc., very sweetly, gracefully, and so forth, while around him buzzed a chorus of ‘charmant, délicieux.’”1


This young dandy with the smart uniform and the courtly manners was Modest Petrovich Musorgsky. His medical colleague was Alexander Porfiryevich Borodin. Musorgsky was the younger son of the owner of a large estate at Karevo, in the province of Pskov, 250 miles to the south of St. Petersburg, where Modest had been born on 9 March 1839. When he was ten, his parents had brought him and his older brother, Filaret, to the capital and enrolled them in the Petropavlovsk secondary school, from where they had passed, after a year in the Komarov preparatory school, into the Cadet School of Guards Ensigns. At the time of his meeting with Borodin, Modest had recently graduated from the Cadet School to the Preobrazhensky reserves, but was transferred back when the reserves were disbanded in October. The Cadet School could hardly have been more unlike the School of Jurisprudence. There was a rigid hierarchy among the cadets, comparable to the fagging system that survived in English schools well into the twentieth century. Junior cadets were routinely subjected to brutal humiliations of one kind and another by their seniors, and were flogged if they fell short of requirements. The senior cadets spent much of their leisure time in hard drinking and womanizing, activities that were regarded as an essential part of the formation of a proper guards officer. The cultivation of intellectual or artistic pursuits was definitely not on their agenda. Modest’s predilection for history and philosophy is supposed to have prompted the school’s director, General Alexander Sutgof, to inquire: “What kind of an officer will you turn out to be, mon cher?”


To some extent, no doubt, this philistinism was a pose. Sutgof was himself well educated, a decent linguist and historian, and at least respectful of art. Ever since his arrival in St. Petersburg, Musorgsky had taken piano lessons with Anton Herke, a pupil of Stasov’s teacher Henselt; but Sutgof’s daughter also took lessons with Herke, which Musorgsky himself—according to his brother—attended and sometimes participated in. In any case a good pianist is a useful adjunct to a dancing, drinking culture, and a musician who is prepared to sit down and play or sing on demand will always be popular with even the rowdiest—perhaps especially with the rowdiest—revellers. As a young teenager Musorgsky was already showing a talent for quick adaptation to the musical needs of those around him, a talent that would soon stand him in good stead in social circles very different from those of the Preobrazhensky Guards. But facility can be a dangerous gift; it encourages people to use you for their own ends, and at the same time discourages hard learning and application. And Musorgsky was unquestionably facile. He could play at sight or by ear; he could transpose into different keys; he could sing well to his own accompaniment, without, perhaps, a voice of any great distinction but with a gift for characterization and mimicry that more than made up for the lack of particular vocal beauty or bravura. He was fond of improvising at the keyboard and could do so in a variety of styles, like an accomplished café pianist. But he had actually composed, in the sense of writing down on paper, practically nothing. Of all the polkas and waltzes he must have bashed out for the delectation of his fellow cadets, only one survives, the mysteriously titled “Porte-Enseigne” Polka, which we possess because it was published, in 1852, when Musorgsky was thirteen, apparently on his father’s initiative. But this piece, though faceless, is so polished in execution as to be mildly suspect. It must surely have been tidied up and written down either by his father or by Herke, even if we need not take literally Nikolay Kompaneysky’s memory that the young Modest had not “the slightest idea of how to put down his thoughts on paper or of the most elementary rules of music.”2


It is hard to see through these various poses and disputed memories in order to form a reliable picture of this unusual guards officer’s character. Reminiscences of famous people tend to be colored by the memoirist’s knowledge of their mature achievements and of how they were subsequently regarded. Musorgsky himself reports having been well enough taught the piano by his mother at Karevo to be able to play short pieces by Liszt when he was seven and a concerto by John Field by the time he was nine. Herke, according to Kompaneysky, insisted on an exclusively German repertoire, which at that time was hardly a serious limitation, even if it excluded everything Russian—of which, after all, there was little of significance outside opera and song. Musorgsky tells us that his first piano improvisations were inspired by the Russian fairy tales told him by his nyanya at Karevo, a suitable enough inspiration for the later dedicated nationalist. But in the main, the young man’s intellectual orientation was probably German, not only in music but also in philosophy. Like many Russian children of his class, Musorgsky had had a German governess and could read and speak German well; at the Petropavlovsk school, too, the teachers were predominantly German, and lessons were in that language. So it was natural that if drawn to philosophy, he would read mainly the German idealists whose work had dominated Russian thought since the 1820s, and he would read them in the original. What he read, specifically, we do not know, but we can speculate that it would have included Schelling, probably Fichte, perhaps also Hegel, because these were the writers fashionable in Russian intellectual circles. Whether he derived anything from them at that time, beyond the sense of being in the intellectual swim, is questionable. By the time he was himself producing work detectably related to particular intellectual tendencies, they were of a diametrically opposite thrust. But insofar as the creative impulse was beginning to stir in him, the philosophy of art implicit in the work of Herder or Schelling would have led him toward a concept of individualism, the original, the eccentric, even the disagreeable, that in a sense fitted in with something of which, it’s true, no German pedagogue could possibly have approved: the rejection of conventional schooling.


The truth about the young officer with whom Borodin shared a hospital orderly room that autumn day of 1856 is that he was as yet an inchoate personality, not fully formed, and still essentially unsure of himself. The posturing and polished manners, the affected speech and the litter of French phrases, were a mask concealing something more awkward, less approachable. His music making at this time, too, was a kind of uniform: insider wear for an outsider personality. At the time Borodin saw only the surface; and for many people Musorgsky would remain a superficial, or at best enigmatic, character, too easily influenced by other, more forceful minds, too weakly rooted in his own. If his music would in due course prove this view profoundly false, his life would lend it all too much support.


Apart from their shared musical enthusiasm, he and Borodin will have found little immediately in common. Or perhaps their personalities complemented one another. Where Musorgsky made a somewhat immature, self-conscious impression, the five-years-older Borodin seemed an altogether more integrated, mature, well-adjusted personality. Where Musorgsky had no clear vocation, Borodin could have laid claim to two. As a musician he was not only a decent pianist and a passable cellist, but already a talented composer with a variety of works to his credit. Admittedly, they were a curious miscellany: a handful of songs in the lyrical, sentimental manner of the Russian romance composers, Alyabyev and Gurilyov, but with accompaniments that included a part for cello; three or four chamber works in the style of Haydn or Mendelssohn; and some juvenilia for piano. Several of these works were incomplete, partly no doubt because Borodin was writing in a purely amateur environment with no particular compulsion toward performance, but above all for a reason that would plague his music for the rest of his life: the overpowering demands of his other, entirely professional vocation, that of a research chemist and university teacher. He had already, in his early teens, set up a miniature laboratory in his room at home, and by the time he met Musorgsky he had completed a six-year course in natural science, anatomy, and chemistry at the Medical-Surgical Academy and was about to embark on a doctoral dissertation with the pithy title: On the Analogy of Arsenic Acid with Phosphoric Acid in Chemical and Toxicological Behavior.


At that time their meeting had every appearance of a passing encounter, repeated two or three times, then terminated by a parting of their ways. Borodin went abroad for several months as part of his doctoral research, and when he returned to Russia in late 1857 he was for a time preoccupied with his dissertation and his work as assistant professor at the academy. They met again only toward the end of 1859, in the house of a colleague of Borodin’s, by which time Musorgsky had resigned from the guards in order to dedicate himself entirely to music. He was now moving in quite new musical circles, and his views were beginning to reflect these new influences. There was a dogmatic force to his opinions that particularly struck Borodin. Mendelssohn, still to some extent Borodin’s hero, was to be regarded with condescension. When their host invited them to play Mendelssohn’s A-minor symphony in a four-hand piano arrangement, Musorgsky made a show of reluctance before agreeing on condition that he “be spared the andante, which is not at all symphonic, but one of the Lieder ohne Worte arranged for orchestra, or something of the kind.”3 On the other hand, he talked enthusiastically about Schumann, a composer new to Borodin, and played some extracts from the Third Symphony, after which he played a scherzo of his own with what he called an “Oriental” trio section (probably his orchestral scherzo in B-flat, composed the previous year, whose middle section has a drone bass somewhat in Glinka’s Ruslan style). All this had a great effect on the impressionable Borodin. “I was dreadfully astonished,” he recorded much later, “at what were, for me, unheard-of new elements in the music. I won’t say that they even particularly pleased me at first; rather they somewhat puzzled me by their novelty. But after listening for a while more attentively, I began gradually to savour it.”4


Soon after this second encounter, Borodin again went abroad to pursue his scientific research, basing himself in Heidelberg, but working also in Rotterdam, Paris, and, eventually, Pisa. Musorgsky’s own life in the months that followed their first meeting was listless and unfocused. He performed his duties as a guards officer conscientiously,  but—by his own admission when applying for his discharge in 1858—had no special commissions, undertook nothing on his own initiative, and gained no particular merit.5 Military service simply did not interest him. In the summer of 1857 he took four months’ extended leave in the country, probably at Karevo, no doubt on the pretext of family business. His musical activities seem to have been equally desultory. He tinkered with one or two brief compositions. There is a song, “Where Art Thou, Little Star?”, composed in April and once regarded as a prophetic treatment of the ornate Russian folk style known as protyazhnaya—the “drawn out” style—until it was proved by Richard Taruskin that the supposed original was in fact a later revision of a more conventional setting in the manner of Gurilyov or Alyabyev.6 Six months later Musorgsky wrote a short piano piece enigmatically titled “Souvenir d’enfance,” perhaps based on something he had composed as a child, but otherwise devoid of obviously infantile features. The suave melody is vaguely suggestive of Glinka’s “Oriental” manner (as in the Persian chorus of Ruslan), with the same sense of going nowhere in particular. Musorgsky underpins it for much of the time with a bass pedal, an unvarying low B which clashes with the changing harmonies in the right hand, a favorite and convenient device that he probably took over from his piano improvisations.7


Two years later he described himself as having been, at this time, “under the weight of a severe illness, which came on with great force during my time in the country. This was mysticism—mixed up with cynical thoughts about the Deity.”8 What on earth did he mean? A glimmer of light dawns in a reminiscence of a few months later. Here he describes his previous condition as nervous irritation, brought on only partly, he claims without a flicker of embarrassment, by masturbation, “but chiefly this: youth, excessive enthusiasm, a terrible, irresistible desire for omniscience, exaggerated critical and idealistic introspection that amounted to the embodiment of a dream in images and actions.”9 Almost as striking as the symptoms is his willingness to analyze them in such candid and painful detail. A problem with introspection can be the anxiety it creates about the validity of one’s own existence. Is this “I” that I observe a possible, plausible concept compared with the well-formed, well-motivated, well-adjusted individuals whom I meet every day, with their settled functions and useful talents, whether they be peasants going about their rural tasks, or clever intellectuals thinking lucid, humane thoughts, or artists or politicians, or just ordinary, friendly people who relate so well to one another and into whose presence I intrude like a two-headed monster or a bearded lady? On the other hand there is that nagging consciousness that I am in fact a special individual with something unusual to contribute, which, however, I am signally, emphatically, not contributing. This condition, intensely characteristic of Russians of the minor aristocracy in the early-to-middle decades of the nineteenth century, had been named and brilliantly described only a few years earlier by Turgenev in his “Diary of a Superfluous Man.” “During the course of my life,” the superfluous man, Chulkaturin, laments,




I was constantly finding my place taken, perhaps because I did not look for my place where I should have done. I was apprehensive, reserved, and irritable, like all sickly people. Moreover, probably owing to excessive self-consciousness, perhaps as the result of the generally unfortunate cast of my personality, there existed between my thoughts and feelings, and the expression of those feelings and thoughts, a sort of inexplicable, irrational, and utterly insuperable barrier; and whenever I made up my mind to overcome this obstacle by force, to break down this barrier, my gestures, the expression of my face, my whole being, took on an appearance of painful constraint. I not only seemed, I positively became unnatural and affected. I was conscious of this myself, and hastened to shrink back into myself. Then a terrible commotion was set up within me. I analysed myself to the last thread, compared myself with others, recalled the slightest glances, smiles, words of the people to whom I had tried to open myself out, put the worst construction on everything, laughed vindictively at my own pretensions to “be like every one else,”—and suddenly, in the midst of my laughter, collapsed utterly into gloom, sank into absurd dejection, and then began again as before—went round and round, in fact, like a squirrel on its wheel. Whole days were spent in this harassing, fruitless exercise. Well now, tell me, if you please, to whom and for what is such a man of use? Why did this happen to me? what was the reason of this trivial fretting at myself?—who knows? who can tell?10





Chulkaturin has been diagnosed with a terminal illness, so writes about himself in the past tense. Musorgsky is merely facing a blank future, without purpose or ambition. He returns from the country to his military duties in October and his condition worsens. He becomes morbidly oversensitive and touchy in his relations with other people, and broods on death and the afterlife. As the younger son, he has nothing to do with the family estates, yet the Russian system offers him no alternatives outside the army, the church, or the civil service. Unlike Stasov, he has no driving enthusiasm that marks out an unconventional alternative route. At the age of eighteen, his world is adrift.


At this low point in his young existence, Musorgsky made an acquaintance that would change his entire life. Through one of his musical Preobrazhensky friends, Fyodor Vanlyarsky, he met the composer Alexander Dargomïzhsky, and was invited to attend musical soirées at his apartment. At that precise moment, the autumn of 1857, Dargomïzhsky was perhaps the most prominent living Russian composer. Glinka had been dead nine months;11 Alexey Verstovsky’s opera Gromoboy had recently been staged in Moscow, but nothing new by the composer of Askold’s Tomb had been heard in St. Petersburg for almost two decades; Alexander Gurilyov had composed some excellent songs, but little else. Dargomïzhsky was also the composer of many fine and interesting songs; but most importantly he had written two operas, of which the second, Rusalka, premiered with modest success in St. Petersburg in May 1856, but assumed an almost iconic significance in the critical press, particularly thanks to a huge, admiring ten-part review by Stasov’s old school friend Serov in the Muzïkal’nïy i teatral’nïy vestnik.


On the face of it, Rusalka was a conventional romantic-folk opera about a miller’s daughter who turns into a mermaid and drags her unfaithful lover to the bottom of the river Dnieper. Much of the music was cast in the standard operatic genre forms of chorus, aria, duet, trio, with simple, charming melodies, uncomplicated rhythms, and plain, effective scoring. What excited Serov was something else of which, it seems, Dargomïzhsky was only half aware: the unusually close relationship between his music and the text of Pushkin’s verse play. Of course he realized that in adapting the play as a libretto, he had stayed as close as possible to the original text, sometimes even setting Pushkin’s exact lines. What he seems not to have grasped was the comparative novelty of his own technique at those points where the original verse was set to a kind of free-flowing dramatic recitative in which the music shaped itself round the natural declamation of the words as if the singer were—albeit in a heightened style—actually speaking the play. Serov had been reading the operatic treatises of Wagner (though he had not yet seen any of his operas), and had absorbed his theories about fluid word setting and the derivation of the musical ideas from the vocal-poetic line. Oddly enough, Serov was skeptical about Wagner’s insistence that music, poetry, and stage setting should be on an equal footing; and yet he now praises precisely those parts of Rusalka where the music is most subservient to the text. He enthuses about the scene in which the Miller, driven mad by the loss of his daughter and believing himself to be a raven, encounters her lover, the Prince, on the river bank and demands her restitution. The conversational nature of the discourse is reflected in an informal succession of orchestral ideas, sometimes doubling the words, sometimes picking up their intonation, but hardly proceeding thematically at all. None of this is exactly revolutionary; but it does introduce to Russian music a technique that would in due course have consequences unforeseen and unforeseeable at the time. Not the least remarkable thing about it is Serov’s influence in drawing Dargomïzhsky’s attention to his own achievement. “Late last night,” the composer wrote to the critic, “I read your analysis of the duet between the miller and the prince. I thank you with all my heart not so much for your praise as for the uncommonly deep penetration of my innermost and even unconscious thoughts. In truth I had never thought that my duet was so successful …”12


Whether or not Musorgsky saw Rusalka during its run of performances in 1856 we don’t know. Stasov says not: Glinka’s two operas and Rusalka, he assures us, were unknown to the young guards officer.13 Yet if Musorgsky had entered Dargomïzhsky’s home in November or December 1857 unable to discuss—and preferably praise—his host’s latest opera, he could well have been poorly received, since Dargomïzhsky was profoundly aggrieved at what he saw as the work’s inadequate reception and extremely touchy about Glinka’s (as he considered it) inflated reputation. He would grumble incessantly at the injustices to which he was subjected. Had not the most important critic in Russia praised Rusalka to the skies? Had he not identified in it progressive elements that even the great Glinka had not thought of? But where was the official recognition? Rusalka received a handful of performances but was soon withdrawn. Nobody but Serov seemed aware of its significance. Well, he, Alexander Sergeyevich Dargomïzhsky, would soldier on nonetheless. “I do not deceive myself,” he wrote to the singer Lyubov Karmalina just at the time of Musorgsky’s appearance in his circle, “my artistic situation in Petersburg is unenviable. The majority of our music-lovers and newspaper hacks do not recognize any inspiration in me. Their routine attitude looks for melodies that flatter the ear, which I do not seek out. I have no intention of lowering music to a pastime for their sake. I want sound to express the word directly. I want truth.”14


Regardless of official St. Petersburg, Dargomïzhsky had assumed the mantle of chief musical progressive from the composer of Ruslan and Lyudmila. His soirées were dominated by excerpts from the Glinka operas and from Rusalka, especially, no doubt, the famous Miller’s song, the Prince’s lyrical cavatina from the third act, and perhaps also the “realist” dialogue discussed by Serov, all of which Dargomïzhsky himself would sing and accompany, not beautifully but to vivid dramatic effect. It was Musorgsky’s first experience of an environment in which music was taken seriously, not just as a vehicle for entertainment or display, but as a subject for debate and the airing of ideas. One of the regular guests was Mily Balakirev, a mere two years older than Musorgsky, not only a spectacularly gifted pianist but a talkative young man with strong opinions about music which he was prepared to back up with arguments. Another was César Cui, the young engineering graduate from Vilnius whom Balakirev had met at Glinka’s with Ulïbïshev. Cui, like Musorgsky, was an army officer, a military engineer. But he was a composer as well. He had already written a handful of songs and piano pieces, and was now starting an opera based on Pushkin’s narrative poem Kavkazskiy Plennik’ (A Prisoner of the Caucasus).


The mere attempt at such a project with no expertise beyond a familiarity with fortifications and high explosives must have struck Musorgsky, who had written nothing more than three minutes long, as impressively, absurdly ambitious. Even Balakirev, who in musical accomplishment was far above either of them, was working on nothing more pretentious than an orchestral overture on three Russian folk songs; and it may have been as part of a discussion of the problems involved in writing even a short work for orchestra that Balakirev offered to give Musorgsky informal instruction in composition. He will have explained—as he did later to Stasov—that he was not competent to teach Musorgsky music theory; that his teaching would take the form of practical demonstration and explanation through a close study of great works. On this basis the two young musicians began meeting frequently almost at once, early in December 1857.


Balakirev had now been in St. Petersburg for two years, but, though chronically short of money, he had made no serious attempt to secure pupils, and his sessions with Musorgsky—who was by no means without resources—were always given without payment. The arrangement reflected Balakirev’s purity of soul at least as much as any lack of qualification, though in truth the one kind of teaching for which he certainly was qualified—piano lessons—was probably the one kind Musorgsky neither needed nor wanted. From the start the basis of Balakirev’s pedagogy was an overpowering confidence in the rightness of his own musical judgment. To put it bluntly, he was bossy and intolerant; he had the power of instant opinion, what he decided was to be regarded as absolute truth, and from such positions he rarely if ever deviated. He was, admittedly, often right. In the deeply provincial atmosphere of fifties St. Petersburg, with its dominant Italian opera and a local musical culture mainly centered on vaudeville (ballad opera) and private soirées, Balakirev’s insistence on the study of great works, his ruthless rejection of the tawdry and second-rate, his intensely critical attitude to what went on in Petersburg music, were vastly stimulating as attitudes even if the judgments they led to were sometimes quirky or frankly prejudiced.


They met initially, it seems, at Balakirev’s apartment. But one of the first instructions he issued was that Musorgsky, who was living with his mother and brother, should acquire a decent piano of his own; and a new Becker was duly delivered to the apartment in Grebetsky Ulitsa, beyond the Fontanka, a few days before Christmas. Subsequent lessons were often at the Musorgsky apartment. They were frequent but sometimes had to be cancelled because of Musorgsky’s guard duties, a situation that no doubt brought to a head his growing sense that music and soldiering didn’t mix and led directly to his application for discharge in the spring of 1858. By early July, when the discharge came through, and Balakirev departed to spend the summer in Nizhny-Novgorod, they had established a firm way of working. They would play through four-hand piano versions of works by the great classical composers, Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, and Schubert; older masters such as Bach and Handel, and, where available, recent works by Berlioz, Liszt, and Schumann. According to a much later recollection of Balakirev’s, Musorgsky was by this time familiar with the important works of Glinka and Dargomïzhsky (presumably thanks to their prominent role in the Dargomïzhsky evenings).15 So these were passed by. We know that at one of their early lessons they played Beethoven’s Second Symphony. Later Balakirev introduced Musorgsky to the symphonies of Schumann; in one of Modest’s first letters to Nizhny-Novgorod in July he reports that he and his brother have been playing the first two symphonies, and, as we saw, he would later regale Borodin with the Third Symphony, a work at that time less than ten years old. We can take it, finally, that his condescending attitude to Mendelssohn on that occasion was likewise a deep bow in the direction of Balakirev.


These so-called lessons must have been astonishing sessions from a musical point of view. Musorgsky, we know, was a talented pianist and an excellent sight reader; Balakirev was an authentic virtuoso. It was just at this time, in February 1858, that he played Beethoven’s “Emperor” Concerto for Tsar Alexander II and his brother Grand Duke Constantine at the so-called Petersburg Concert Society. But as to what Balakirev said about the music, we are reduced to speculation. His teaching method is described somewhat satirically by Rimsky-Korsakov in his memoirs (we have to bear in mind that by this time Rimsky-Korsakov had himself been a conservatory professor for more than thirty-five years):




At that time, under the influence of Schumann’s works, the gift for melody was in disfavour…. Nearly all the basic ideas of Beethoven’s symphonies were considered weak; Chopin’s melodies, sweet and lady-like; Mendelssohn’s, sour and bourgeois. However, the themes of Bach’s fugues were undoubtedly respected…. In the majority of cases a piece was judged by its separate elements: it would be said: the first four bars were excellent, the next eight weak, the ensuing melody good for nothing, the transition from it to the next phrase beautiful, and so on. A work was never considered as a whole in its aesthetic significance.16





Balakirev himself later told Calvocoressi that he “explained to [Musorgsky] the various forms of composition.” But this would have been strictly impossible without the theoretical knowledge he denied possessing. Classical form depends on a subtle and complex interaction between harmony, counterpoint, rhythm, and phrase structure. It cannot simply be described in terms of this brick, then that brick, as one might describe a wall while ignoring the gravitational mechanics that hold it together or push it apart. Balakirev may have pointed out thematic connections; or he may simply have drawn attention to remarkable details and tried to explain why they were remarkable. Why is the E-flat-major chord that opens the “Emperor” Concerto different from the E-flat chords that open the “Eroica” Symphony or the ones that introduce Schumann’s “Rhenish” Symphony? Fussing about such details can seem terribly pedantic to the layman in search of a quick program-note; but it lies at the core of the process whereby the genius constantly renews a seemingly outworn musical language. Or did Balakirev justify his prejudices on the basis of generalities? Beethoven: a revolutionary in the scale and grandeur of his writing; Mendelssohn: weak, effeminate, academic; Berlioz: uninhibited by textbook rules; Liszt: empty bravura but an instinctive innovator; Wagner: a German gasbag. His teaching seems to have been a strange blend of pedantry and sweeping generalization, leavened, one might suppose, with sharp perceptions of the sort that only the intensely musical mind is capable of making.


The pedantry comes out in the tasks he sets Musorgsky by way of homework. First of all he has to compose an allegro, presumably for piano two or four hands, and evidently in sonata form. This is a project not at all to Musorgsky’s liking, and by the end of February he is in open revolt and talking about “this allegro that’s boring me sick.” Later, Balakirev sets him to arrange the Persian chorus from act 3 of Ruslan and Lyudmila for piano duet. This takes him four or five days, after which he spends a couple of days orchestrating his own song “Where Art Thou, Little Star?” In between he thinks of writing incidental music for Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, and by early July has actually composed all or part of an overture. Yet there remains something desultory about these projects. César Cui, who, having finished his first opera, is already planning his second, jokes to Balakirev that “Modest probably, as usual, thinks for half the day about what he will do tomorrow and the other half about what he did yesterday.”17 Modest’s own word for this tendency is “distractedness” (rasseyannost’)—an inability to concentrate on one thing at a time.18 With Mily out of the way in Moscow and Nizhny-Novgorod, he writes two more songs in the romance style of Gurilyov: “Tell Me Why, Dearest Maiden” (“Otchego, skazhi, dusha devitsa”) and “The Heart’s Desire” (“Zhelaniye serdtsa”—a Russian setting of Heine’s poem “Meines Herzens Sehnsucht”); he starts, and perhaps completes, a piano sonata in E-flat, and starts, but probably does not complete, another in F-sharp minor. Not a scrap of either sonata survives (unless, of course, they were plundered for subsequent works), apart from three themes of the E-flat that Musorgsky wrote into his August letter to Balakirev. Finally, in the autumn, he composes two more scherzos, one (in B-flat) for orchestra, the other (in C-sharp minor) for piano, and makes a transcription of Glinka’s Souvenir d’une nuit d’été à Madrid for piano duet.


These works, such as survive, show talent but little individuality. The series of scherzos (there was one in the E-flat sonata as well) suggests that Balakirev was urging him to write quick music, or at least music with a consistent impulse. The songs are restrained in tempo but are kept moving by rhythmic ostinatos: “Tell Me Why” is a slow waltz with a running quaver accompaniment; “The Heart’s Desire” is in duple time, also with even quavers, but with a middle section in the style of a slow pavane. One might suppose that Balakirev gave him models. “Tell Me Why,” as Taruskin has pointed out, is probably modelled on a song by Gurilyov, “A Maiden’s Sorrow” (“Grust’ devushki”), which starts with the same words and is also a slowish waltz. The C-sharp-minor scherzo, likewise, sounds like a take on Schubert’s F-minor Moment musical. Balakirev probably made more specific contributions as well. The C-sharp-minor piece exists in two versions, both dated 1858, the second of which looks very much like a piano arrangement of an orchestral score. So Balakirev perhaps instructed Musorgsky to orchestrate the original, and at the same time indicated the need for revisions, including notably the addition of a coda based on the music of the middle section. Balakirev’s biographer Edward Garden has suggested that the master himself may have written all or some of this coda himself. In any case, the revision certainly reflects his sense of formal balance and growth. In the first version the A-B-A form ends crudely with an exact replica of the first A section; the second version modifies the repeat and then adds the slow coda, which clinches the piece in an unexpected but organic way. The thinking is classical, of course, and Musorgsky never organized his mature forms in anything like this fashion. But he did learn the lesson that good form is not something preplanned but an end product: a result, not an ingredient.


None of these works would be seriously worth discussing if it were not for the light they shed on Musorgsky’s early development out of practically nothing, and for what they tell us (or at least imply) about Balakirev’s teaching. The whole process has an extremely creaky look to anyone who has studied music at all systematically. But it worked for Musorgsky. Balakirev could not remedy the defects in his pupil’s character, but he could confront him with works of genius, and Musorgsky was quick to understand what he needed, and to reject what he did not. In his teacher’s absence, but no doubt at his behest, he studied Gluck’s reform operas, Mozart’s Requiem, and various Beethoven sonatas that were new to him (including one or both of the op. 27 sonatas “Quasi una fantasia”). Balakirev’s precepts did not stop with music. It was probably at his suggestion that they read Byron’s Manfred together, and perhaps also Herzen’s novel Who Is to Blame? (Kto vinovat?). “How I would like to be Manfred!” Musorgsky had blurted out one day as they walked together down Sadovaya Ulitsa. “I was a complete child at the time,” he later confessed, “and it seems that fate was kind enough to fulfil my wish—I was literally ‘manfredized,’ my soul slew my body. Now I have to take every kind of antidote.”19 Since “manfredization”—self-identification with Byron’s guilt-wracked but unrepentant Romantic hero—was more or less epidemic among Russian writers and artists of the period, it is as easy to understand why the nineteen-year-old Musorgsky would be infected as it is to understand why his (almost) twenty-one-year-old self would see the need of an antidote. But one still cannot tell from his music what form he thought it would take.
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