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Preface

This volume is one of a series of short biographies
derived from The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians (London, 1980). In their original form, the
texts were written in the mid-1970s, and finalized at the
end of that decade. For this reprint, they have been re-
read and modified by their original authors and correc-
tions and changes have been made; in particular,
the Tchaikovsky text has been supplemented in the light
of recent research. The bibliographies have been brought
up to date.

The fact that the texts of the books in the series
originated as dictionary articles inevitably gives them a
character somewhat different from that of books con-
ceived as such. They are designed, first of all, to accom-
modate a very great deal of information in a manner
that makes reference quick and easy. Their first concern
is with fact rather than opinion, and this leads to a larger
than usual proportion of the texts being devoted to bio-
graphy than to critical discussion. The nature of a refer-
ence work gives it a particular obligation to convey
received knowledge and to treat of composers’ lives and
works in an encyclopedic fashion, with proper acknow-
ledgment of sources and due care to reflect different
standpoints, rather than to embody imaginative or specu-
lative writing about a composer’s character or his music.
It is hoped that the comprehensive work-lists and
extended bibliographies, indicative of the origins of the
books in a reference work, will be valuable to the reader
who is eager for full and accurate reference information
and who may not have ready access to The New Grove
Dictionary or who may prefer to have it in this more

compact form.
S.S.
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CHAPTER ONE

1804 -34

I Early years

Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka was the father of the 19th-
century Russian nationalist school of composers, and
exerted a profound and freely acknowledged influence
upon Balakirev and his circle and upon Tchaikovsky.
He was born in Novospasskoye (now Glinka), near
Smolensk, on 1 June 1804.

It is possible that the Glinkas were Polish in origin,
though a branch of the family had been established in the
Smolensk region for over 150 years before Mikhail’s birth.
They were landowners who had developed some broad
cultural interests, and Glinka’s uncle, who lived only
10 km from Novospasskoye, had his own serf orchestra
which included in its repertory some of the overtures
and symphonies of Haydn, Mozart, and even Beethoven.
Initially Glinka was excluded from such experiences, for
immediately after his birth his paternal grandmother
took him into her charge, virtually incarcerating him in
her own overheated room for the first six years of his
life. Thus, besides undermining his constitution and
laying the foundations of his lifelong hypochondria, she
effectively cut him off from all music except for the
folksongs sung in abundance by his nurse, the chant he
heard in the village church, and the strident church bell
music for which the Smolensk region was famous. The last
particularly attracted him, and his earliest ‘composi-
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Glinka

tions’ were imitations of such bell music on copper
basins. The importance of this initial and exclusive
musical diet was fundamental: the folksongs sank deep
into Glinka’s mind so that later he could effortlessly
incorporate their shapes into his own melodic invention.
At the same time his ear became accustomed to a higher
norm of dissonance than contemporary western
European composers would have found acceptable,
partly through the bell music, and partly through the
familiarity he must have acquired in later childhood
with the rough podgolosok harmonizations which
Russian peasants habitually improvised to their folk-
songs.

On his grandmother’s death in 1810, Glinka passed
into the care of his parents, and at last began to hear
other music. But it was another four or five years before
a clarinet quartet by Bernard Crusell suddenly aroused
in him a passion for Western music. His interests now
shifted primarily to this field, and he was able to
broaden his experiences further after 1817, when he was
sent to school in St Petersburg. There he excelled at
languages, adoring also the natural sciences and any
subject that elicited an imaginative response. In general,
though, his musical education was thoroughly un-
systematic, and, despite the fact that Caterino Cavos,
who was to conduct the premiére of A Life for the Tsar,
was responsible for music at his school, Glinka gained
most of his musical experience outside school in St
Petersburg. During his schooldays he had three piano
lessons from John Field, and he met and favourably
impressed Hummel when the latter was visiting Russia.
On leaving school in 1822 he resisted his father’s pres-
sures to enter the foreign service, and settled into the life
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Early years

of a musical dilettante in the world of the St Petersburg
drawing rooms to which his sociability and skill, both as
singer and pianist, readily gained him access.

Glinka had a lifelong attraction towards remote and,
to him, exotic places, and in 1823 he persuaded his
father to allow him to visit the Caucasus, -ostensibly to
take the waters at Pyatigorsk and Kislovodsk. The
medical results of this treatment were disastrous, but
Glinka was deeply impressed both by the scenic won-
ders of the region and by its festivals and customs. On
returning in the autumn, he spent some six months at
Novospasskoye; during this time he was able to rehearse
his uncle’s orchestra, gaining invaluable insights into the
craft of orchestration. However, when he returned to St
Petersburg in 1824, he settled again into an undirected
existence, hindered only by his undemanding employ-
ment as an under-secretary in the office of the Council
of Communications (1824-8) and by the constant ill-
nesses, real and imaginary, which are diligently chron-
icled in his Zapiski (‘Memoirs’). Otherwise he engaged
in pleasant, sometimes frivolous, musical pastimes with
an ever widening circle of acquaintances, from time to
time furnishing these activities with simple com-
positions. He associated with Pushkin, Griboyedov,
Del’vig and other important figures of this very active
period of Russian literature, though he seems to have
been quite unmoved by the cultural and social ideas that
motivated most of them. The only event to disturb his
empty life was the shock of falling under suspicion of
sheltering his former tutor, Wilhelm Kiichelbecker, who
had taken part in the abortive Decembrist revolt of
1825. Glinka, who never engaged in politics, retired to
the country until the upheaval subsided.



Glinka

During the 1820s he composed a fair amount of
music, even though he had had no formal musical
grounding. On leaving school he had received the
greatest help from Karl Mayer, a St Petersburg
musician whose leisurely but intelligent guidance he
declared was of immense value. He inherited no
tradition of sophisticated composition, and there was as
yet no sign of distinctive national character in his more
extended pieces. But the rich cultural life of St
Petersburg, comparable with that of any large western
European city, provided him with models upon which
he could base his early works. During his youth and 20s
he was able to make acquaintance with, notably, the
operas of the French school and of Rossini, and with a
selection of the orchestral and choral masterpieces of
Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven. He also constantly at-
tended informal musical gatherings, and throughout his
creative life his piano dances and variations reflected
this world in their trite melodies or brilliant but empty
figuration.

Far more serious intentions are revealed in his
orchestral and ensemble music of the 1820s. Here he
attempted symphonic composition, soon managing to
synthesize conventional sonata structures of no distinc-
tion with tame, even banal, melodic material. The
achievement of his later music is foreshadowed only in
his sometimes deft contrapuntal combinations and
decorative counterpoints, and in the skill with which
he handled his chosen instrumental forces. Glinka’s
‘Classical’ phase closed with the String Quartet in F. It
was a line of development that was unsuitable for him;
in any case, in the late 1820s his attention was focus-
sing increasingly upon the styles and techniques of
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Italy and Berlin

Italian opera; before leaving for Italy in 1830 he had
composed numerous pieces with Italian texts, though
they are stiff and sometimes stylistically insecure.

The most accomplished of Glinka’s early com-
positions are to be found among his songs with piano
accompaniment. A few are feeble, and in most the nar-
row confines of a drawing-room aesthetic cramp the
invention and expressive scope, but in Razocharovaniye
(‘Disenchantment”) - which, like Pamyat’ serdtsa
(‘Heart’s memory’), contains some striking yet appar-
ently inexplicable premonitions of Schumann - Glinka
explores deeper feelings which find even more cogent
expression in Golos s tovo sveta (‘A voice from the other
world’), written, it seems, for his sister Pelageya’s hus-
band after her death in 1828. Apart from these songs,
Glinka’s most noteworthy compositions of the 1820s
are his six folksong stylizations, miniatures in which the
very simple piano accompaniments are usually exactly
right for the pseudo-folk melodies which he could so
readily invent.

II Italy and Berlin

In May 1830 Glinka left Russia for Italy with Nikolay
Ivanov, a tenor of the imperial chapel. After travel-
ling through Germany and taking the waters at Ems and
Aachen, they proceeded through Switzerland to Milan,
which was to be Glinka’s base for the next three years.
There Glinka took some lessons in composition from
Francesco Basili, who was the director of the Milan
Conservatory, but these he soon discontinued because
of their academic aridity. He derived more benefit from
his acquaintance with Bellini and Donizetti, and he also
established a certain local fame as a pianist. To main-
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