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PREFACE.





The success of my collection of “Studies in Russian Music” encourages me to issue this supplementary, or rather complementary, volume. In the earlier book Glinka and Balakirev were dismissed with a chapter apiece; here I have devoted separate studies to Glinka’s two operas, to Balakirev’s Symphonies, to his Piano Sonata and to his “King Lear” music. The Borodin and Dargomïzhsky chapters are supplementary in the same way, the essay on the history of “Prince Igor” providing an (I hope) illuminating pendant to the analysis of its musical texture in the earlier book, while the chapters on “Mlada” and “Tsar Saltan” complete the series of studies of Rimsky-Korsakov’s really important operas. The rest of the book deals mainly with various general aspects of Russian music, though I have still limited myself to the period 1836–1910.


Most of these essays have appeared in slightly different forms in “Music and Letters,” “Musical Opinion,” “The Musical Times,” “The Monthly Musical Record,” “The Radio Times,” “The Sackbut” and “The Contemporary Review,” and I offer my grateful thanks to the respective editors for permission to reprint them.


G. A.



















ON RUSSIAN MUSIC






















I.—“A LIFE FOR THE TSAR.”





Everyone who knows anything at all about Russian music “knows” that Glinka’s “Life for the Tsar” was “the first Russian opera.” Like a good many other well-known facts of musical history, it happens to be not quite correct. “A Life for the Tsar” was neither the first opera composed on a Russian subject or to a Russian text, the first opera by a Russian composer, nor (in the opinion of the present writer) the opera that really laid the foundation-stone of modern Russian music. True, it happens to be the first of the only two operas written by the first Russian composer of any importance; but, even so, it is not—historically considered—a beginning of anything. Rather it is an end, a summing-up, the best and almost the last blossom produced by a rather sickly plant. The true foundation stone of Russian opera, as the world knows it, was the work that followed “A Life for the Tsar”—“Ruslan and Lyudmila.” Still, “A Life for the Tsar” contains too much living music and enjoys too great a history-book reputation to be curtly dismissed as a mere relic of an earlier age. Without knowing it, one cannot properly recognise the enormous importance, the daring of “Ruslan.” And, in turn, one cannot truly appreciate “A Life for the Tsar” without at least a rough idea of its predecessors.


The first opera written to a Russian text was “Cephalos and Procris,” by Francesco Araja, the Empress Elizabeth’s maestro di cappella. It was performed on February 27-March 11, 1755, at the Court Theatre, Petersburg, by an all-Russian cast—also an innovation. The next year we hear of another work that has been claimed as “the first opera by a Russian composer.” This was the operetta “Tanyusha,” of which the music is said to have been “arranged” by Fyodor Volkov. But Volkov was not a composer but an actor, the “first Court actor” of the Imperial Russian Theatre which was established the same year (1756). As for “Tanyusha,” even the libretto has disappeared; we know nothing at all about it. The first opera definitely composed by a Russian was Fomin’s “Anyuta” (first performance: August 26-September 7, 1772), but even of this only the libretto survives. And the next operas by Russian musicians of which we hear were settings of Italian texts, written and produced in Italy: Maxim Berezovsky’s “Demofonte” (Leghorn, 1773), and Bortnyansky’s “Creonte” (Venice, 1776).


That is symptomatic. Of the five native composers who were writing Russian operas in the seventies and eighties of the eighteenth century—Fomin (1741–1800), Matinsky (died 1820), Berezovsky (1745–77), Bortnyansky (1751–1825), and Pashkevich (? - ?)—the first four all studied in Italy. Another symptom: Fomin and Matinsky* were both liberated serfs and both were at first purely self-taught musicians. It seems probable, though we do not know for certain, that they too, like Berezovsky and Bortnyansky, began their careers as operatic composers in Italy. As for the court composer, Pashkevich, if he never studied in Italy, he produced several works in collaboration with the foreign composers in favour at the Court of Catherine the Great (who was herself their librettist)—with Sarti, Carlo Canobbio, and Vincente Martin y Soler.


These composers, even the foreigners, appreciated the flavour of the national folk-music more than might have been expected. Fomin used folk-tunes, or good imitations of them, in several of his operas. Findeisen† considers this passage from the overture to his best work, “The Miller” (1781), which kept the stage for more than seventy years, “more or less Russian in character”:—
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The chief theme of the overture to Matinsky’s “Bazaar at St. Petersburg” (1779):—
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is much more definitely Russian; it is even a faint anticipation of Olga’s theme in Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Pskovityanka.” And Canobbio in the Prelude to Act III of “The Early Reign of Oleg” (1790; in collaboration with Pashkevich and Sarti) introduces the famous “Kamarinskaya,” the indecent tsigane dance appearing under a mask of propriety in the disguise of a thoroughly respectable minuet:—
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But these were only oases in the desert of Italian or quasi-Italian music produced at the Imperial Court. Some of the foreign Court composers—e.g., Paesiello, never even attempted to set Russian texts; others, such as the Neapolitan, Catterino Cavos (1776–1840), definitely Russianised themselves, wrote operas based on Russian legends and episodes from Russian history, and tried to catch the inflections of popular melody. Cavos actually anticipated the subject of “A Life for the Tsar” in his “Ivan Susanin” (1815). And the native amateur strain lived on in figures like Verstovsky (1799–1862), Alyabiev (1787–1851), and the brothers Titov (Alexey, 1769–1827, and Sergey, born 1770). Thus Russian opera for more than half-a-century was composed by through-and-through Italians, by superficially Russianised Italians, by Italian trained Russians, and by Russian amateurs who took this Italo-Russian music as their model. Of these the Italians were at least competent technicians, but the Russians—even those who had studied abroad—seem to have been as weak in technique as in inspiration. Apart from its historical interest, their collective output (as far as one can judge from the specimens obtainable) is an insipid pot-pourri of the musical platitudes of the day, faintly flavoured with native condiments.


Nevertheless, it is to this genre that “A Life for the Tsar” belongs. Its composer, too, was a wealthy dilettante who had studied only desultorily, who had just spent a three years’ holiday in Italy, and who was full of admiration for the Italian opera of his day—writing rondos “on a theme from ‘Montecchi e Capuletti,’” serenades “on themes from ‘Anna Bolena,’” and similar artistic atrocities. And he wrote his first opera in this Russian-flavoured Italian idiom.‡ But with these differences: that the native flavouring was stronger and that he himself had a genuine creative gift denied to his predecessors.


Even before he left Italy in 1833, at the age of twenty-nine, Glinka had seen that “the Italian sentimento brilliante is the result of an organism happily developed under the beneficent influence of southern sunshine. We dwellers in the North feel differently: impressions either leave us altogether untouched or penetrate deeply into the soul—with us it is a matter of either frantic merriment or bitter tears. With us, love is always linked with sadness.” He had tried to make an Italian of himself, but had failed. “Homesickness gradually led me to the idea of writing in Russian.” And on his leisurely way home from Italy he composed, à propos of nothing in particular, several themes which he was afterwards able to use in his first opera: in Vienna the clarinet theme of the Krakoviak, in Berlin (where he studied with Siegfried Dehn for four or five months) the melody of Vanya’s song at the beginning of Act III (i.e., the second Allegro subject of the Overture), and the theme of the finale of the same act (i.e., the first subject of the Allegro of the Overture).


From Berlin he wrote in January, 1834: “I have a scheme in my head, an idea …. Perhaps this isn’t the moment to make a complete confession; perhaps if I told you everything I should be afraid of detecting signs of incredulity in your face. And yet I ought to warn you that you will find me somewhat changed; I’m sure you’ll be astonished to find much more in me than you could have believed at the time when I was living in Petersburg. Must I tell you? Well, I fancy that I, even I, have the ability to give our stage a work on a large scale. It won’t be a masterpiece, as I am the first to admit, but all the same it won’t be so bad! What do you say to this? The main thing is to choose the subject well. It will be absolutely national in every respect. And not only the subject but the music; I want my fellow-countrymen to feel absolutely at home in it, and I don’t want to be considered abroad as a vainglorious jay decked out in borrowed plumage.” Six months later he had still not found a suitable libretto. “But the idea of ‘Marina Grove’§ kept revolving in my head, and I played on the piano several fragments of scenes which afterwards partly served me for ‘A Life for the Tsar.’”


Curiously enough, it was the author of “Marina Grove” himself, poet, critic and former tutor to the Tsarevich, who set him on the right track. I give the story as Glinka himself tells it in his Memoirs:


“When I avowed my wish to write a Russian opera, Zhukovsky [who was anxious to create an artistic nimbus about the throne] sincerely approved my intention, and suggested to me the subject of ‘Ivan Susanin.’¶ The scene in the forest [with the Poles in Act IV] deeply impressed itself on my imagination. I found in it much that was original and typically Russian. Zhukovsky wanted to write the words himself, and as a specimen wrote some lines used for the trio with chorus in the Epilogue. His affairs prevented his carrying out his intention, so he put me in touch with Baron Rosen, an industrious German man of letters, who was at


that time secretary to H.I.H. the Tsarevich. My imagination, however, forestalled the industrious German: as if by magic both the plan of the whole opera and the idea of the antithesis of Russian and Polish music, as well as many of the themes and even details of the working-out—all this flashed into my head at one stroke.|| I began to work, and from the wrong end; for I began with the part that others write last—the overture, which I wrote for piano four hands, with indications of the scoring. In the published version for four hands, the Overture is preserved just as I wrote it then, except the Adagio, which I afterwards changed. Themes for different parts of the opera, often with indications of contrapuntal treatment, were written down in notebooks as I invented them…. During the spring—i.e., in March and April, 1835—Rosen prepared the libretto of Acts I and II according to my plan. This gave him more than a little trouble, for a great part, not only of the themes but of the working-out of the numbers, was already done; and he had to fit the words to the music, which sometimes demanded the strangest metres. But Rosen was a splendid fellow at this: you only had to ask for so many lines in such-and-such a metre. It was all the same to him: you came back next day, and there they were.”


The composer was on the eve of his marriage, and he tells us that “the thought of the well-known Trio” in Act I “was the consequence of my insane love: a minute without my fiancée seemed to me intolerable, and I really felt the lover’s impatience expressed in the Adagio or Andante, ‘Do not make us suffer, father,’ which I had written in the country during the summer.” He took the libretto of the first two acts with him on his honeymoon:—


“And I remember that somewhere beyond Novgorod I composed the ‘Bridal Chorus’ in 5–4 time in the carriage. The details of our life in the country have escaped my memory: I only know that I worked diligently. Every morning I sat at the table of the big, cheerful drawing-room in our house at Novospasskoe. It was our favourite room: sisters, mother, wife—in fact, the whole family—swarmed there, and the more noisily they laughed and chattered the quicker went my work. The weather was lovely, and I often worked with the door open into the garden, drinking in the pure fragrant air. I first wrote the Trio in 2–4 time and in A minor, but reflected that I had already got a lot of duple time in the first act—viz., the Introduction, Antonida’s aria, and Susanin’s recitative; so rewrote the melody in 6–8 and in B flat minor, which far better expressed the languor of love.”


It was much the same when the newly married pair returned to St. Petersburg:—


“Work went well. Every morning I sat at the table and wrote half-a-dozen or so pages of score….. The scene of Susanin in the forest with the Poles was written during the winter. I frequently read the whole of this scene aloud before I began the composition, and so vividly imagined myself in the position of my hero that my hair stood on end and I felt frozen with fear.”


Even before it was finished, the new opera was tried out piecemeal at private houses during the winter. For instance, the first act was given at Prince Yusupov’s, with his rather mediocre private orchestra. Some of the artists of the Imperial Opera (among them the famous bass, Petrov, and his wife) took part; and at another such rehearsal at Count Vielhorsky’s, A. M. Gedeonov, the director of the Imperial theatres, was present. Everybody was ready with advice. Vielhorsky made two suggestions:—


“The Introduction had no coda, and on his advice I added one. In No. 3, in the scene with Susanin (the chief theme of which is taken from a Russian song I heard near the town of Luga) before the arrival of the bridegroom, there was no chorus on the stage, but only behind the scenes. The Count advised me to add the chorus on the stage crescendo and end it ff, which I did successfully, and the appearance of the bridegroom [Sobinin] was made incomparably more brilliant. In the course of the work, I was not a little indebted to the advice of Prince Odoevsky, and somewhat to that of Charles Mayer [Glinka’s old piano teacher]. Odoevsky was extraordinary pleased with the theme I had taken from the Luga coachman’s song:—
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“He advised me to bring in a reminiscence of this scene (with which Susanin’s part opens) in the last scene in the forest with the Poles. I managed to do this: at the words ‘Here I have brought you—to weariness, fear, death and the judgment of God!’ occurs a progression based on a fragment from the theme given me by the coachman. In the composition of the beginning of Susanin’s replies, I had in mind our well-known robbers’ song, ‘Down by Mother Volga,’ using its beginning in doubled time as an accompaniment figure**:
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“I sometimes consulted Charles Mayer on the scoring, particularly in ff. I remember also that he suggested an effective accompaniment figure in the mazurka [the rhythmic pedal on horn, oboe, etc.].


“At the end of the summer, I wrote the trio with chorus, ‘Ah, not to me, poor wretched one,’ in the Epilogue, inspired by the talent of Madame Vorobieva [Petrov’s wife, the celebrated contralto, who created the rôle of Vanya in this opera; she died as recently as 1901]. I wrote this trio (from which I constructed the Adagio of the Overture) in an hour of merriment. I remember, as if it were now, that there were fifteen of us fellows at Kukolnik’s flat, and that I wrote, or more correctly composed, this touching scene amid the noise and conversation of my carousing friends.”††


The official rehearsals had begun before this, under the direction of that same Neapolitan, Cavos, who had composed an opera on the same subject twenty years before, and who, from first to last, showed a commendable freedom from jealousy. The Emperor himself appeared at one of the rehearsals and not only expressed his approval but was graciously pleased to accept the dedication of the opera. It was forthwith re-named “A Life for the Tsar.” (Since the Revolution, it has discreetly reverted to its original title, “Ivan Susanin,” but it is still frequently performed.) The whole of the Imperial family were present at the first performance (November 27-December 9, 1836); the composer was summoned to the Imperial box, and rewarded a few days later with a four thousand ruble ring. Glinka found himself recognised as “the first composer in Russia.” It became a patriotic duty to attend his opera; the “Slavsya” was adopted as a sort of secondary national anthem; and “A Life for the Tsar” was thus given a factitious importance which inflated its artistic value, considerable as that is.


To what does this “artistic value” really amount? The opera is so unequal that it is difficult to appraise it as a whole. The very first page of the first act is typical. A male chorus, led by a soloist in true Russian folk-song style, sings an unaccompanied quasi-folk-song amateurishly harmonised:—
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each stanza being rounded off by a snatch of very banal orchestral ritornello. The music is a little more genuinely Russian in flavour than the work of Fomin and Matinsky; though not much. But this chorus, very square in construction though it is, improves as it goes on. A women’s chorus enters with a fresh theme, and the two subjects are combined in naïve but very effective counterpoint. There are finer and more truly national things in the score than this: the unison chorus accompanying Sobinin’s arrival, with its racy pizzicato accompaniment (anticipating the Scherzo of Tchaïkovsky’s Fourth Symphony) in imitation of balalaikas:—
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and the lovely Bridal Chorus in Act III:—
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But, on the whole, the national flavour is seldom stronger than in Ex. 6, and frequently a great deal weaker. The fault, as with all the dilettante school, is more harmonic than melodic; even when Glinka writes a modal melody, as he not infrequently does, he accompanies it diatonically. Again and again a bit of melodic line, needing only the merest suspicion of characteristic harmonic spice (such as the G sharp in bar 3 of Ex. 8) to bring out its essential Russian flavour, is reduced to insipidity by the most banal harmonisation. Nothing could be more striking than the contrast between the almost unrelieved harmonic tameness of “A Life for the Tsar” and the harmonic daring of “Ruslan.”


But, in one respect, other than purely musical quality, Glinka’s first opera does stand far in advance not only of all earlier Russian operas, but of all contemporary (and even many later) operas whatsoever. As Serov and others have proudly pointed out, Glinka was a pioneer in the use of the leitmotive—or rather of theme-quotation for dramatic purposes. Such quotation is far more extensive in “A Life for the Tsar” than in anything by Weber or any other pre-Wagnerian composer. The very first phrase of the opera (Ex. 6) is quoted in Act III, when Susanin fearlessly bares his breast to the Poles and cries that he does not fear to die for his Tsar and for Russia; and the same theme is effectively woven into the entr’acte before the Epilogue, in contrast with the mazurka theme symbolising the Poles.


Glinka’s own account of the use of Susanin’s first song again in his last scene has already been quoted. But nearly all the dramatic value of Susanin’s last monologue as he awaits the dawn—a fine and moving passage—depends on its calling up of one theme after another, half-a-dozen of them, heard earlier in the opera and firmly associated with Antonida, Sobinin and Vanya. The theme of the massive “Slavsya” chorus of the Epilogue, glorifying the Tsar, is several times subtly hinted at previously in the score; Susanin sings the opening phrase of it in his first scene with the Poles (Act III):—
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As for the Poles themselves, they exist musically in nothing but leitmotives. We accept the polonaise and mazurka of Act II (the Polish festival) as pleasant, undistinguished ballet music, nothing more. But when the Poles break in, in Act III, we find that they bring the polonaise and mazurka themes with them as national emblems and have no musical existence apart from these emblems.


This naïve characterisation of the Poles by national dance-rhythms, which has irritated some critics by its crudity as much as it has won praise from others for its theatrical effectiveness, inevitably  makes one think of “Boris” with its Polish act. The polonaise of “Boris” is not without a recollection of that in “A Life for the Tsar,” though it must be admitted that the Polish acts of both works are by far their weakest parts.


But the prototype of many a better known number of later Russian opera may be found in this first work of Glinka’s. The brisk, crisp overture obviously set the pattern for those of “Prince Igor” and “The Tsar’s Bride.” Antonida’s cavatina, with voice (unaccompanied or very lightly accompanied) echoing long-drawn arabesque phrases on clarinet or flute, must have been the direct model for Konchakovna’s cavatina in “Igor” and half-a-dozen similar songs in Rimsky-Korsakov’s operas (e.g., Oxana’s mirror aria in “Christmas Eve”), just as the modal chorus of peasants in Act III, with its charmingly transparent orchestral accompaniment, full of bright clear tints, is the prototype of a good many passages in Rimsky-Korsakov’s opera scores.


The most curious of all the marks stamped on later and greater Russian works by “A Life for the Tsar” is of quite a different nature, however. It is an identity of a phrase, in a part of the work that one would hardly expect to have exercised much influence of any kind (the trio in Act I), with an extremely well-known theme in a Russian work that one hardly connects in one’s mind with Glinka at all: Tchaïkovsky’s Fifth Symphony. As far as I am aware, the coincidence has never been observed even by Russian critics. But it is undeniable that the motto-theme of the symphony is practically identical with Sobinin’s phrase, “Do not turn to sorrow (the hour of our re-union)”:—
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We know from Tchaïkovsky’s diary that he had been thinking much of “A Life for the Tsar” at the very time he began the Symphony (June, 1888), and the words suggest that the coincidence was due to no mere accident or trick of his memory. The melody is identical in intervals and (practically) in rhythm, though not in tonal function—it begins on the dominant instead of on the mediant—with the minor form of Tchaïkovsky’s theme. And the harmonies are identical with Tchaïkovsky’s harmonisation of the major form of his theme in the finale of the Symphony.




* Whom one English writer on Russian music has taken to be an opera by Fomin!


† In his study of “The Earliest Russian Operas,” translated by Calvocoressi in “The Musical Quarterly,” July, 1933.


‡ Cui’s dictum that “in the whole of the opera there is hardly a single musical phrase having closer affinity with the music of Western Europe than with the Slavs” is a gross exaggeration. It is unfortunate that Cui’s association with the “mighty handful” has armed him with apparent authority as a critic, and that his book, “La Musique en Russie,” has laid the foundation of so many Western judgments of Russian music. Cui was no better critic than he was composer. The majority of his judgments, on friend and foe alike, are very wide of the mark.


§ A sentimental story by Zhukovsky, which was enjoying considerable popularity at that time.


¶ The very simple plot is based on an historical incident of doubtful authenticity. A peasant, Susanin, is said to have saved the life of the young Tsar Michael (about 1612–13) at the cost of his own by leading a body of Polish troops into a marshy forest from which they were unable to escape. Susanin’s daughter, Antonida, and a young peasant, Bogdan Sobinin, provide the “love interest” of the opera; his adopted son, Vanya, is the principal contralto rôle.


|| According to his friend, Prince Odoevsky, however, “Glinka’s first idea was to write not an opera, but something in the way of a picture, as he said, or scenic oratorio. As far as I can remember he wanted to confine himself to only three tableaux: the village scene, the Polish scene, and the final triumph.” But the first draft of the first three acts has been preserved, and it agrees fairly closely with the final scenario.


** In these quotations I have used a manuscript version made by an anonymous translator for the British National Opera Company.


†† In August, 1837, at Petrov’s request, Glinka added a new scene, No. 19, for Vanya. It replaces No. 18. The words were written by Kukolnik, and Glinka composed the whole scene in one day.






















II.—“RUSLAN AND LYUDMILA.”





If all the Russian music, other than folk-songs, written before Glinka’s “Ruslan and Lyudmila” were wiped out of existence, the world would not be very much the poorer. There are some beautiful things in “A Life for the Tsar,” but, as we have just seen. Glinka’s first opera is of little more than historic interest. “Ruslan” is a different matter. Despite the dreamlike incoherence of its action, despite its occasional patches of weak and conventional music, it is a genuine masterpiece. “A Life for the Tsar” takes only a few timid steps into the “new world” of nineteenth century Russian music. “Ruslan” marches boldly into it.


“Two new elements contribute to the musical beauty of ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila,’” says Calvocoressi.* “The archaism of the old Russian heroic style, introduced in music for the first time and which was later to be exploited by Balakirev, Mussorgsky and Borodin in ‘Russia,’ ‘Khovanshchina,’ ‘Prince Igor’ and the B minor Symphony; and the orientalism which was to penetrate the whole of Russian music. A third, for which Glinka was no doubt indebted to Weber,† and which is of the highest importance, is the magical romanticism so favourable to the free development of the musical imagination.”


This deepening and intensification of the national element in Glinka’s music can hardly be attributed to the influence of the youthful poem of Pushkin’s on which the opera is based. Writing of Pushkin’s “Ruslan,” D. S. Mirsky says‡ that “what is really most conspicuous in the poem is that bracing cold of eighteenth century frivolous sensuality which refuses to take life solemnly and uses everything to build up a romantic (if you like) but fantastic, unreal ballet-like decoration. The poetry of ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila’ is closely akin to the poetry of the classical ballet, and it is not irrelevant to compare it to the splendid ballets of Didelot, which were then the most popular show in Petersburg and of which Pushkin wrote a little later with such enthusiasm. It was, in fact, before long turned into a ballet and was popular on the stage for many years in this form, until Glinka made it the libretto for his opera. On its appearance [in 1820] the poem was greeted by some and condemned by others for its romanticism and excess of ‘national colour.’ It is difficult now to understand this impression. Of course the style is distantly related to that of Ariosto, but it is permeated with the atmosphere of the eighteenth century and not very much more romantic than ‘Zadig’ or ‘La Princesse de Babylone.’ … The ‘national’ element is even less conspicuous. It amounts to a few names and a few very modified and ‘frenchified’ situations…. The names of Kiev and Vladimir [who in Glinka’s opera is called Svetozar] were suggested by the old epic folk-songs published in 1804 (and again in 1818), but of the spirit of either romance or folk-epic there is nothing in Pushkin’s poem. It is a highly elaborate and artistic toy…. There is no ‘significance’ or ‘symbolism’ behind the gallant adventures of ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila.’ It is just an agreeable poetic pageant.”


There, of course, Mirsky is perfectly right. Nevertheless it is amusing to note that Dostoevsky with characteristic misplaced ingenuity contrived to read into Glinka’s opera a symbolic meaning congenial to his Slavophile political views. His daughter Lyubov tells us§ that when he took his children to the opera “he always chose ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila.’ … My father seems to have wished to engrave the legend on our childish hearts. It is indeed very curious; it is a political allegory, prefiguring the destiny of the Slav nations. Lyudmila, the daughter of Prince Vladimir, represents the Western Slavs. Chernomor, an Oriental magician, a hideous dwarf with a long beard, who personifies Turkey, arrives at Kiev when a great festival is in progress, plunges everyone into a magic sleep, and carries off the fair Lyudmila to his castle. Two knights, Ruslan (Russia) and Farlaf (Austria), pursue the dwarf, and after many adventures arrive at Chernomor’s castle,” and so on. This fantastic interpretation conveniently overlooks the amiable oriental prince Ratmir. But it is hardly necessary to point out that the alleged symbolism throws light on nothing but Dostoevsky’s mind and only a confusing shadow on Pushkin’s poem and Glinka’s opera.


Pushkin himself in later years was dissatisfied with his youthful work. Glinka tells us in his memoirs that “at one of Zhukovsky’s evenings Pushkin, speaking of his poem ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila,’ said he would like to make many alterations in it; I wanted to learn from him just what changes he proposed to make, but his untimely end prevented me from doing so.” Elsewhere he says, “I had hoped to draw up the scenario under Pushkin’s guidance, but was prevented by his untimely end.” Pushkin’s tragic death (on January 29-February 10, 1837) was a serious blow to Glinka; as we shall see, he was obliged to fall back on what amounted almost to a committee of librettists, who between them contrived to reduce a tale, already fantastic and inconsequent, to complete incoherence.


“The first thought of ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila’ was given me by our well-known humourist, Prince Shakhovsky,” Glinka tells us. “According to him, the rôle of Chernomor ought to have been written for Vorobieva” [the celebrated contralto, wife of the bass Petrov, who actually took the part of Ratmir with enormous success]. “Ayvazovsky [the marine painter] gave me three Tatar melodies, two of which I used for the lezginka and the third for the Andante of Ratmir’s scena in Act III of the opera.”¶ Even long before this, he had picked up two other exotic melodies that could now be woven into the score. During a holiday in Finland in 1829 “one of the Finnish postillions sang a song that greatly pleased me; I made him repeat it over and over again and, having fixed it in my memory, used it subsequently as the chief theme of Finn’s ballad in ‘Ruslan and Lyudmila.’ … In the autumn of the same year, at Shterich’s, I heard a Persian song, sung by a secretary of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Khozrev Mirza. This motive served me for the Persian chorus in ‘Ruslan.’” Still earlier, in 1827, he had written an Aria in A flat for baritone, to words by A. Y. Rimsky-Korsakov, “the adagio of which I was able to use for the canon in the finale of Act I,” one of the finest things in the whole opera.


In December, 1837, eleven months after Pushkin’s death, Glinka told his mother that all his thoughts were “centred on the new opera.” And he must have begun the music during the next few months, for during the summer he was sent to the Ukraine on official business and while staying with his friend Tarnovsky, who maintained a private orchestra on his estate at Kachenovka, “I found in my portfolio a couple of numbers written (I don’t know when) for ‘Ruslan’: the Persian Chorus and Chernomor’s March; I heard both these pieces for the first time at Kachenovka—played very well; in Chernomor’s March we substituted wine-glasses for the glockenspiel.” During the same visit (June, 1838) “my old school-friend, N. A. Markovich [poet and historian] helped me with [the words of] Finn’s ballad, shortening it and imitating [Pushkin’s style in] as many verses as were necessary to round off the piece…. When the ballad was finished, I sang it time after time with the orchestra.”


The next two numbers to be composed were Gorislava’s cavatina (by November, 1838) and Lyudmila’s cavatina in Act I (by the spring of 1839). And at this stage in the work Glinka at last began to turn his attention to the not unimportant matter of the libreto. Hitherto he had simply been writing music for points in the action that appealed to him, trusting that they could be fitted into the whole later, and adapting or imitating Pushkin’s verses to suit his purpose. But an unrhymed narrative poem, not even divided into stanzas, is very far from being a practicable libretto, and so far Glinka had not even sketched out a rough dramatic scenario.


The almost incredible history of the scenario and libretto is extraordinarily confused, owing to the discrepancies between Glinka’s memoirs and letters and his friend Kukolnik’s diary. (Neither memoirs nor diary is a completely reliable document.) Glinka tells us in his memoirs that he had been introduced to a certain Staff-Captain Shirkov “as a person quite capable of writing a libretto for my new opera. He was indeed a very cultured and talented fellow; he sketched beautifully and wrote verses with great facility. At my request he wrote, by way of trial, Gorislava’s cavatina [in Act III] and part of the first act. The trial was very satisfactory, but instead of thinking out the whole plan and action of the piece beforehand, I at once set to work at the cavatinas of Lyudmila and Gorislava, not bothering at all about the dramatic action, but supposing that all this could be settled afterwards.” In the postscript of a letter to N. A. Markovich, dated September 20-October 2, 1838, he says, “My poet has finished the first act and begun the second very successfully.” Then, some seven weeks after this, occurred a picturesque incident narrated by both Kukolnik and the composer, when the poetaster Bakhturin “undertook to draw up the plan of the opera and, alhough drunk, did so in a quarter of an hour.”


But a love-affair, domestic troubles, ill-health and a lifelong tendency to indolence interfered sadly with the progress of the opera. We hear nothing more of it till August, 1840, when Glinka writes to Shirkov: “I have never written so much and never yet felt such inspiration. I implore you, write the fourth act in accordance with the programme sent you; while I am in the country I will go into it with you in still more detail.” A fortnight later he does write again from the country (Novospasskoe), begging Shirkov to “set to work first of all with the fifth act, particularly with the duet and with the finale. According to my reckoning, I’ve still got two months’ work in the writing out of what is already composed; if you can then let me have the fifth act, the thing will go with a swing.” And he encloses a “programme” explaining that “except the march and dances” there is as yet no music for Act IV, “so the poet has carte blanche,” describing what he wants for the finale of that act, and specifying the numbers required for Act V.


Glinka also tells us in his memoirs that, during his stay in the country he wrote the Introduction to “Ruslan” in three weeks||, and that on the way back to Petersburg in one feverish night he devised the finale of the opera. During the greater part of September and October he temporarily abandoned his opera to write incidental music for Kukolnik’s “Prince Kholmsky.” In November he was ill. It was not till December that he took up “Ruslan” again, writing the scene of Lyudmila in Chernomor’s castle (Act IV), the chorus of flowers, etc., and on February 18-March 2 (1841) he sent Shirkov, with the scenario of Act V, the following account of the state of affairs:—


“Already written: (Act I) 1. Introduction, 2. Lyudmila’s aria: (Act II). 3. Finn’s ballad, 4. Ruslan’s aria: (Act III). 5. Persian chorus. 6. Gorislava’s cavatina: (Act IV). 7. Fragments from Lyudmila’s scene, viz., the chorus of flowers and the andante [later marked adagio in the score]. 8. Chernomor’s march: (Act V). 9. Ratmir’s romance. In preparation: (a) Finale of first act. (b) Scene of the head (second act), (c) Dances (third act). (d) Lyudmila’s scene and dances (fourth act). (e) Final chorus of the fifth act. Not begun: 1. Farlaf’s scene with Naina (second act). 2. Ratmir’s aria. 3. Finale (third act). 4. Fight and finale (fourth act). 5. Sleep scene. 6. Scene of the killing. 7. Duet. 8. Beginning of the finale (fifth act)…. The overture and entr’actes can wait till last.”**


It would be wearisome and purposeless to follow the further course of the composition during the rest of the year, described in detail in Glinka’s letters to Shirkov.†† Work was interrupted by the beginning of divorce proceedings against the composer’s wife, but the score was completed during the winter and spring, and sent in April, 1842, to A. M. Gedeonov, Director of the Imperial Theatres.


Gedeonov’s son, Michael, was a friend of the composer’s and the work was dedicated to him. We learn from a letter to Shirkov that “Misha” Gedeonov had altered Glinka’s scenario, before the work was completed, in accordance with his father’s taste and to make it more practicable scenically.‡‡ And from a passage in Glinka’s memoirs we see that he even became part-librettist: “Shirkov having gone to the Ukraine, Kukolnik and Gedeonov undertook [in September, 1841] to help in the difficult task of making a whole out of the heterogeneous separate parts of my opera. Kukolnik wrote verses§§ for the finale of the opera and Ratmir’s aria in the third act. Gedeonov wrote the little duet between Finn and Ruslan that follows Finn’s ballad, Finn’s recitative in the third act, and the four-part prayer with which the third act ends. And I myself wrote the scene of Farlaf with Naina and Farlaf’s Rondo, as well as the beginning of the finale of the third act. Thus the verses of the libretto, in addition to those taken from Pushkin’s poem, were written by Markovich, V. F. Shirkov, Kukolnik, Misha Gedeonov and me.”


It is obvious from the foregoing account that the resultant work—performed for the first time on November 27-December 9, 1842, the sixth anniversary of the première of “A Life for the Tsar”—is hardly to be judged as a drama. If we can accept it as a still living opera, it is only because the word “opera” is wide enough to cover sins against every canon of Aristotle—and perhaps for the same reason that we do not object to “Kubla Khan” on the ground that it is nonsense. “Ruslan” is a sort of “Kubla Khan” among operas. The magic saves it, and the magic all lies in the music. So let us look a little more closely into the music, this music which is the true foundation-stone of the whole Russian school. On almost every page we shall find indications of what was to follow.


Not so much in the slightly Weberian overture, crisp, sparkling little masterpiece though it is, except in the famous descending whole-tone scale near the end. But the opening of the first act, the scene at Svetozar’s court, plunges at once into the characeristic atmosphere of “Prince Igor,” “Tsar Saltan” and a dozen other Russian masterpieces. It is not only that the song of the bard (bayan) and the answering choruses are in “the old Russian heroic style,” as Calvocoressi says. (And it must be emphasised that Glinka was the creator rather than the reviver of this broad diatonic style; the bayan’s song is not very close to the genuine old bïlini, and Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin owed more to the first scene of “Ruslan” than to the bïlini themselves.) Nor is it of much importance that Glinka’s use of piano and harp to suggest the gusli later became an accepted convention in “Snegurochka” and other of Korsakov’s operas. Or that there are modal touches. The importance of the bayan’s song is much profounder than this. Some of its phrases seem to contain the germ of all later Russian expression of lyrical emotion, of all the melodious passages where Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov forget for a moment the accent of folk-song, open their chests, and sing a piena voce “from the soul.” Take the phrase to which the bayan sings of “the flower of love, of springtime”:




[image: ]





Both melodically and harmonically it contains the essence of some of Borodin’s most characteristic pages. The slightly facile lyricism of the melody, the simple, delicately tinted harmony, and the transparent, effortless but perfectly effective part-writing seem to have been models for every Russian composer for fifty years after. Or take another passage (“And the token of joy, child of rain and light”):
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The chromatic effect of the flattened submediant (sharpened dominant) was the common property of all nineteenth century musicians; but, used as Glinka uses it here, it gave a peculiar cachet to Russian harmony. It is not easy to determine why the minor triad on the subdominant in the third bar of Ex. 12 has an effect here so different from its effect in, say, Schubert. Yet the difference is hardly deniable. (Perhaps it is because the harmony is only a passing sigh; Schubert would have leaned on it for at least a couple of bars.) And it was certainly from Glinka that later Russian composers learned its voluptuous, half-oriental melancholy.


Lyudmila’s cavatina, flawed by pointless bravura passages, though full of character and amusingly pert in the part addressed to Farlaf, is rather disappointing. But the finale of the act is as full of “model” passages as its opening. Comparatively uninspired though it is, the opening of the finale—the half melodic recitatives of Svetozar, Ruslan and Lyudmila in turn, the treatment of the orchestral accompaniment, the melodic outlines and contrapuntal handling of the following ensemble—has served as the pattern for similar passages in nearly every later Russian opera. As for the B major chorus in 5–4 in honour of Lel, the Love God, which follows, it has left the mark of its blazing trills, its rich, curiously hard sonorities:
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on any number of Russian compositions in the same key, from the finale of Borodin’s Second Symphony to the finale of Stravinsky’s “Firebird.”


The passing clashes of seconds produced by these inverted pedals seem to have fascinated Glinka and suggested to him the still more daring music of Lyudmila’s abduction:
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a passage that, on Rimsky-Korsakov’s own admission, served as the model for Sadko’s descent. Indeed a great deal of Korsakov’s “fantastic” music is based on such regular, ruthlessly mathematical patterns as this—its bass descending in whole tones, its upper part in major thirds—and (like the passage leading to the canon of the princes) consists of out-of-the-way chord-progressions pivoting about a single note.


Act II contains some memorable music: Finn’s ballad (an even earlier exammple than “Kamarinskaya” of Glinka’s favourite “changing background” type of variation, later adopted by Russian composers in general), Ruslan’s big aria (part of it familiar as the second subject of the Overture), as Russian and Glinkaesque as Farlaf’s buffo rondo is Italian and Rossinian, the strikingly conceived scene of the giant head. But as a whole this act has had a less remarkable posterity than the others. Only the scene between Farlaf and the witch Naina seems harmonically (as in Exs. 80 and 81b) and in figuration to anticipate some of Rimsky-Korsakov’s dabblings in magic, e.g., in “Christmas Eve” and the “Baba Yaga’s hut” theme of his orchestral “Skazka.”
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