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ABSTRACT 

 

This document examines Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74 of Aleksandr 

Konstantinovich Glazunov (1865-1936) and illustrates the incorporated Russian musical 

elements. The study has the twofold purpose of firstly defining musical elements 

idiomatic of Russian folk song, Russian Orthodox Church music and the Mighty Five; 

and secondly finding their representation in Glazunov’s piano sonata. The introductory 

chapter describes the purpose of this study and the need for identifying the idioms of 

musical Russianness. The second chapter provides a historical background and explores 

characteristics of Russian folk music and Russian Church music, which are intrinsic to 

Russian musical culture. The third chapter discusses the historical background of Russian 

nationalism in music, the establishment of the Saint Petersburg Conservatory, and the 

contributions of the Mighty Five to the rise of a truly Russian national style as opposed to 

the Western traditions. Chapter four provides biographical information about Aleksandr 

Glazunov. The first part of chapter five presents historical background of Sonata No. 1 

for Piano, Op. 74. The second part of this chapter discusses the composition within the 

context of Russian musical elements as identified in chapters two and three. The 

concluding chapter six summarizes the observations of the author. It was the premise of 

this study that the compilation of historical and analytical evidence would lead to an 

identification of the idioms of musical Russianness and of their use by Aleksandr 

Glazunov. The analysis performed here captures the musical elements of Russianness and 
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offers a deeper understanding of Glazunov’s achievement in integrating them with 

traditional Western compositional techniques. 
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The intent of this study is to examine Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74 of Aleksandr 

Konstantinovich Glazunov1 (1865-1936) and to focus on Glazunov’s role in the history 

and the development of Russian piano music. The study will attempt to illustrate Russian 

musical elements and nationalistic aspects that have been incorporated in his Sonata 

No.1, composed in 1901 at the peak of his career. 

Glazunov was a greatly admired composer and conductor during his lifetime. 

Anton Rubinstein said about him: “Remember that name. Glazunoff is destined to be the 

greatest composer in Russia.”2 In Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov’s view, he was the finest 

composer among the young generation of composers, not only in Russia, but in all of 

Europe.3 After meeting Glazunov, Franz Liszt said: “Of this composer the entire world 

will speak.”4 

                                                
1 This spelling of the composer’s name, based on the entry in The New Grove 

Dictionary of Music and Musicians, will be used by the present author, who considers it 
to be the most faithful transliteration. Variants (Alexander Konstantinovitch/ 
Constantinovich Glazounov/ Glazounow/ Glazounof(f)/ Glasunow) will be used in quotes 
and bibliographical citations only. The correct pronunciation is Glazunóv – very often 
English speakers stress on the wrong syllable (Glázunov). 
 

2 Isidor Phillipp, “Three Russian Giants: Glimpses of Tchaikovsky, Rubinstein 
and Glazunoff,” Journal of the American Liszt Society 8 (1980): 61. 
 

3 Vasiliy Vasil’evich Yastrebtsev, Reminiscences of Rimsky-Korsakov, ed. and 
trans. Florence Jonas (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 78.  
 

4 Donald J. Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works (Delphos: Aero 
Printing, 1992), 9.  
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In the 1860s, Mily Balakirev and Anton Rubinstein dominated the musical life of 

Saint Petersburg. These individuals came to symbolize the competing directions of 

Russian “high” art. Both men wished to raise a generation of Russian composers and 

performers who would conquer the world, but while “Rubinstein looked westwards for 

his models, Balakirev looked east and south.”5 While Rubinstein founded the first 

Conservatory in Russia, Balakirev united the most emblematic group of Russian 

composers known as the “Moguchaya Kuchka” or “The Mighty Five.”6 Aleksandr 

Borodin (1833-1887), César Cui (1835-1918), Mily Balakirev (1837-1910), Modest 

Musorgsky (1839-1881), and Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908) were the leaders of 

the Russian Nationalistic movement in music in the 1860s. It was Balakirev who 

conducted the premiere of Glazunov’s Symphony No. 1 in E Major, Op. 5 in 1882 and 

Anton Rubinstein who brought Glazunov out on stage after the premiere of his String 

Quartet No. 1 in D Major, Op. 1. Although born a generation after the Mighty Five and 

under their guidance and influence,7 Glazunov inherited the bequest of Anton Rubinstein 

as Director of the Saint Petersburg Conservatory. 

                                                
 

5 Simon Mundy, Alexander Glazunov: Russia’s Great Musical Conciliator 
(London: Thames Publishing, 1987), 10. 
 

6 “The Mighty Five” or “Moguchaya Kuchka” (also “the New Russian School” or 
“the Russian Five”) drew inspiration from Russian folk songs and church chants, while 
portraying images from Russian history and fairy-tales in their predominantly 
programmatic compositions. The Mighty Five’s proclaimed goal was the development 
and popularization of Russian national music.  
 

7 Glazunov studied with Balakirev and Rimsky- Korsakov. After Borodin’s death, 
Glazunov and Rimsky-Korsakov completed his opera Prince Igor.  
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Glazunov’s music elicits controversy when regarded in the context of nineteenth 

century Russian nationalism, especially because of his presumed role as its rightful scion. 

Vladimir Stasov, a well-known critic and the most fervent supporter of the Mighty Five, 

believed that Glazunov would become their most natural successor. Rimsky-Korsakov 

described Glazunov as “the last of us.”8 Andrey Kryukov noted that Glazunov’s 

symphonies are strong in national color – he described his music as that of a Russian 

composer who tells stories about Russian life.9 Quite the opposite view is held by Leonid 

Sabaneev, who observed that no other Russian composer had as many non-Russian 

features – “Glazunov’s music is clothed in European dress.”10 Simon Mundy sums up the 

effect of the controversy: “It was this strange pedigree, that of a cosmopolitan composer 

brought up by nationalists, that was to shape Glazunov’s independent style and place him 

in a peculiar position in the music of his country.”11 

What were Glazunov’s place and role in the development and recognition of 

Russian national music as such? What makes the sound of his works “Russian,” despite 

the opinion that he was a “Westerner?” This study will attempt to answer these questions 

based on a discussion of his Sonata No. 1 for Piano. The author will attempt to 
                                                
 

8 Maria Alekseevna Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i 
tvorchestvo (Moscow: Muzyka, 1961), 34. 
 

9 Andrey Nikolaevich Kryukov, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov (Moscow: 
Muzyka, 1982), 65. 
 

10 Leonid Sabaneev, “Glazounov,” trans. S.W. Ring, The Musical Times 77, No. 
1119 (May, 1936): 413. 
 

11 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 15. 
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demonstrate the manner in which Glazunov assimilated elements of “Russianness”12 into 

his individual style. The study will consider Glazunov’s place within the nationalist 

context of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Russian music, while examining his sonata 

in search of the applied musical idioms that are Russian-specific in character.  

Gerard McBurney wrote: 

What makes Russian music sound the way it does? Why do we recognize it easily 
and why do we let it so enchant us … we sense the Russianness of all this music 
and as we listen it seems clear to us. But as it fades away, so often we are no 
wiser as to what makes it sound this way. We think we know what Russian music 
is, but time and time again it will surprise us. And the secret element of 
Russianness, the magical ingredient that draws us back, seems, like the will-o'-
the-wisp, to dance and flicker in the music but always to stay just beyond our 
grasp.13 
 
In the same vein, a century earlier, Anatoly Lyadov (1855-1914), a friend and 

colleague of Glazunov said:  

What is Russian in Russian music is something that makes you sense it is Russian 
when you hear it played, but nothing that can be put into words. It is something 
only music can convey, what should be called the soul of music.14  
 

                                                
12 The quality or characteristic of being Russian. The author, rather than 

“Russianism” will favor “Russianness,” as a more familiar term. Marina Frolova-Walker, 
“On Ruslan and Russianness,” Cambridge Opera Journal 9 (1997): 21-45. Sarah 
Hudspith, Dostoevsky and the Idea of Russianness: A New Perspective on Unity and 
Brotherhood (London and New York: Routledge Curzon, 2004). Philip Truman, “An 
Aspect of Stravinsky’s Russianism: Ritual,” Revue belge de Musicologie/Belgisch 
Tijdschrift voor Muziekwetenschap 46 (1992): 225-246. 

13 Gerard McBurney, “The Elusive Soul of Russian Music,” Saint Paul Sunday 
Radio (January 2001) 
http://saintpaulsunday.publicradio.org/features/0101_russianmusic/elusivesoul.shtml 
(accessed March 3, 2012) 

14 Quoted by Yaeko Sasaki, “On This Anthology of Liadov’s Piano Works,” 
Liadov Piano Works (Tokyo: Zen-On Music, 1988), 7. 
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Some scholars have attempted to identify “the essence of Russian music”15 and 

some have endeavored to demolish its “myth of otherness:”16  

In 1939 Stravinsky asked, at the beginning of his lecture on “The Avatars of 
Russian Music,” “Why do we always hear Russian music spoken of in terms of 
Russianness rather than simply in terms of music?” The question remains relevant 
four-and-a-half decades later, though of course Stravinsky’s use of the word 
“simply” is objectionable. It is precisely because it’s easy that we talk about 
Russian music in terms of its Russianness; and as we all know, nothing is harder 
than to talk about music in terms of music. I’m not at all sure we even want to do 
that, if the result is going to be the kind of blinkered, a historical and jargon-
ridden discourse that often passes for “theory” or “analysis” – but that, of course, 
is another story.17 
 
It is the present author’s opinion that it is necessary to determine what the “terms 

of Russianness” are. Since it has been often argued that a mere acknowledgement of a 

quotation or an arrangement of a folk song could not be a true criterion for the presence 

or lack of Russianness, a more detailed consideration of the national language and its 

idioms is required. The present author then will attempt to discuss Aleksandr Glazunov’s 

Sonata No. 1 “in terms of Russianness” within the “terms of music.”  

 

                                                
 

15 Gerald Abraham, “The Essence of Russian Music,” in Studies In Russian 
Music: Critical Essays on the Most Important of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Operas, Borodin’s 
‘Prince Igor,’ Dargomizhsky’s ‘Stone Guest,’ etc., with Chapters on Glinka, Mussorgsky, 
Balakirev and Tchaikovsky (London: William Reeves, 1935), 2-20. 
 

16 Richard Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically: Historical and Hermeneutical 
Essays (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), xiv. 
 

17 Richard Taruskin, “Some Thoughts on the History and Historiography of 
Russian Music” The Journal of Musicology 3, No. 4 (Autumn, 1984): 323. The quote of 
Igor Stravinsky is from Igor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons, 
trans. Arthur Knodel and Ingolf Dahl (New York: Vintage Books, 1959), 95. 
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CHAPTER II. RUSSIAN MUSICAL TRADITION AND ITS NATIONAL IDIOMS 

 
The smell of the Russian earth is different … and such things are impossible to 
forget.  

                                       Igor Stravinsky18 
 

Musical Characteristics of Russian Folk Songs 

 In order to define the national idioms of the Russian musical tradition, it is 

necessary to consider two principal factors – the Russian folklore with its songs and the 

musical culture of the Russian Orthodox Church. Throughout the centuries they 

considerably influenced each other and their continuous merging developed a diversified 

tradition. 

Keith Dwayne Wilcox pointed out that it took centuries to create this “subtle 

blend of ingredients” that we call Russian folk music. Although the music and customs 

differed because of the vast territory, the common song genres served as a bond between 

the different regions.19 Contrary to that, Izaly Zemtsovsky argued that it is not possible to 

define general characteristics in terms of structures, performance styles, and texts of 

Russian folk songs because there were many varying forms and styles at local levels. 

Zemtsovsky claimed that these styles were so diverse that they never became integrated 

                                                
18 A quote from a speech by Igor Stravinsky, delivered before the Soviet Minister 

of Culture on October 1, 1962. Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Dialogues and A Diary 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1968), 292-293. 
 

19 Keith Dwayne Wilcox, “Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music: A 
Multicultural Text for High Schools and Colleges” (D.M.A. diss., University of Missouri 
– Kansas City, 1998), 141. 
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into one national style.20 Vadim Prokhorov has also acknowledged the problems, which 

would undoubtedly be encountered in any attempt to generalize. According to him, not 

only the geographic dimensions of Russia, but also the complexity of its history and 

ethnography contributed to the immense variety of regional traditions. Prokhorov 

suggested classifying Russian folk songs in categories and groups, instead of genres, 

since the last do not encompass the musical and poetic diversity and linkage between the 

groups of songs.21 Prokhorov also defined three periods within the evolution of the 

musical aspects of Russian folk songs. The most ancient stage continued until the 

fourteenth century;22 the second took place during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; 

the third – during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

At a time when Russia was attempting to assume its appropriate place in the 

European cultural map and define its own identity, the prevailing opinion was that the 

                                                
 

20 Izaly Zemtsovsky, “Russia,” in Europe, ed. Timothy Rice, James Porter, and 
Chris Goertzen, vol. 8 of The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music (New York and 
London: Garland Publishing, 2000), 754.  
 

21 Vadim Prokhorov, Russian Folk Songs: Musical Genres and History (Lanham, 
Maryland, and London: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2002), 2.  
 

22 In 1888, Pyotr Petrovich Sokalsky, in his book Russian Folk Music in Its 
Melodic and Rhythmic Structure, summarized the following as the essential 
characteristics of ancient Russian folk songs: the melodic motion of the songs is 
predominantly descending; the range of folk modes may be as narrow as a fourth, but 
occasionally is as wide as an octave and a fourth; the older the song, the narrower the 
range; the intervals of the fourth and fifth determine the modulation to the new keys; in 
ancient Russian folk music, only three tones are used – a whole tone, and a tone and a 
half, adding up to the interval of a fourth. Nicolas Slonimsky, Writings On Music, 
Volume Two: Russian and Soviet Music and Composers, ed. Electra Slonimsky Yourke 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 3. 
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national uniqueness should be nurtured by the preservation of the folk tradition. The rich 

variety of genres, forms and styles only enhanced the multitude of the available means. 

 Organized efforts to collect and notate folk songs began in the eighteenth century. 

The Westernization of Russian society, initiated by Peter the Great (1672-1725, reigned 

1682-1725), served as the stressor that prompted musicians and non-musicians to realize 

that the ancient heritage of Russia could be lost and forgotten. As a result of the efforts by 

various collectors – scholars and musicians – the first folk song collections began to 

appear during the reign of Empress Catherine the Great (1729-1796, reigned 1762-1796). 

Although subjected to criticism for altered melodies and overtly Western European 

accompaniments, the Russian folk song anthologies have significant historical value.23 

As mentioned earlier, an attempt to describe in general terms and to unify under 

the same denominator the vast folklore repertory is not realistic due to the variety of 

genres and the enormous geographical area. Controversial opinions exist regarding the  

                                                
23 Collections from the last quarter of the eighteenth century until the beginning of 

the twentieth century present a significant number of Russian folk songs, which were 
collected and/or arranged for publication by Vasily Fyodorovich Trutovsky (1776, 1778, 
1779, 1795), Nikolay Aleksandrovich L’vov and Ivan Prach (1790), Ivan Alekseyevich 
Rupin (1831,1833), Daniil Nikitich Kashin (1833-1834), Mikhail Aleksandrovich  
Stakhovich (1851-1854), Konstantin Petrovich Vil’boa  (1860), Mily Alekseyevich 
Balakirev (1866 and 1901), Pyotr Il’yich Chaikovsky (1869), Vasily Pavlovich Prokunin 
and Pyotr Chaikovsky (1872-1873), Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov (1877, 
1882), Yuliy Nikolaevich Mel’gunov (1879, 1885), Pyotr Petrovich Sokalsky (1888), 
Nikolay Yevgen'evich Pal'chikov (1888), Aleksandr Sergeyevich Famintsïn (1888), 
Nikolay M. Lopatin and Vasily P. Prokunin (1889), Fyodor Mikhailovich Istomin and 
Georgy Ottonovich Dyutch (1894), Anatoly Konstantinovich Lyadov (1898 and 1901), 
Fyodor Istomin and Sergey Mikhaylovich Lyapunov (1899), Yevgeniya Linyova (1879-
1900, 1901,  1903, 1905-1912).  
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question of the homophonic or polyphonic essence of the Russian song.24 However, 

scholars have tried to identify distinguishing features that are more or less idiomatic for 

the Russian folk vocabulary. 

Russian peasants not acquainted with “equal temperament” sang in “just 

intonation.”25 As a result, the variation of pitch and the produced ambiguity of intervals 

(more specifically fluctuations between major and minor intervals in Russian folk music), 

resemble “a wavering between major and minor in the Western sense.”26  

The Russian folk songs are predominantly diatonic and the consecutive half steps 

of Western chromaticism are unusual for the melody. However, another type of 

chromaticism is intrinsic to the Russian melody as it allows for notes of the chromatic 

scale to “crop up in the course of the melody, but not successively.”27 This peculiar 

coloring of the scale degrees in the melody requires that the raised or lowered note will 

appear only after at least one intermediate note.  

                                                
 

24 Slonimsky, Writings On Music, 21. 
 

25 Alfred J. Swan, “The Nature of the Russian Folk-Song,” The Musical Quarterly 
29, No. 4 (1943): 503.  
 

26 Thomas Lee Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music as Seen in the 
Literature of Mussorgsky, Rachmaninov, Scriabin and Prokofiev” (D.M.A. thesis, 
University of Southern California, 1959), 29.  
 

27 Aleksandr Dmitrievich Kastal’sky (1856-1926) called this type of chromaticism 
khromatizm vrazbivku or polukhrom. Daniel' Vladimirovich Zhitomirsky, “Idei i iskaniya 
A. D. Kastal’skogo,” in A. D. Kastal’sky: Stat’i, vospominaniya, materialy, ed. Daniel’ 
Zhitomirsky (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Muzykal’noe Izdatel’stvo, 1960), 59. The 
Russian polukhrom was literally translated as “semi-chrome” by Alfred J. Swan. See 
Swan, “The Nature of the Russian Folk-Song,” 504. 
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Along with the Ionian mode and the Aeolian mode, a large group of Russian folk 

songs employ the Mixolydian, Dorian, Phrygian, and Lydian modes. The pentatonic scale 

is also found in Russian folk songs. When this scale is used, the mediant (III) is 

emphasized to a greater extent than the tonic.28 The Russian liturgical scale, or the 

obihodnïy zvukoryad, is found in Russian folk music as evidence of the continuous 

interaction between sacred and folk music. Peculiar to this scale is the appearance of a 

major third in the lower octave and a minor third in the upper octave. 

In songs that are based on the major scale, a preference for the notes of the 

supertonic triad is accentuated and the implications of a ii – I chord progression are found 

at the cadence. In the songs sung in minor keys, prominence of the VII – i chord 

progression is evident.29 If this type of cadential approach appears repeatedly, it creates 

the effect of equilibrium between two tonics, sometimes taken to such an extent that the 

melody ends on the second tonic.  This particular emphasis on scale degrees, and the 

tonal ambiguity or oscillation that this special stress creates, differ significantly from the 

Western tradition. It is referred to in the analytical literature as peremennost’ –  

“mutability.”30  

The unsuccessful efforts of song collectors to capture the essence of Russian folk 

songs were due in large part to the unique texture of these songs. Their melodies were 
                                                
 

28 Wilcox, “Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music,” 138. 
 

29 Ibid. 
 

30 Richard Taruskin, “’Little Star’: An Etude in the Folk Style,” in Musorgsky: 
Eight Essays and an Epilogue (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), 
40.  
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incompatible with the Western style of harmonization to which the collectors and editors 

subjected them. Alfred Swan defined the indigenous Russian style of heterophony as “a 

principal melody improvised simultaneously by several singers, retaining its main outline 

in each voice, yet showing enough independence to result in places in 2- and 3- and even 

4-part harmony.”31 In this specific heterophonic texture, several vocal parts are 

improvised on the main melody and its contours are partially dissolved in the improvising 

parts. They retain the basic outline of the melody but the independent improvisations 

create occasional moments of harmony. The term applied to the melodic variants in this 

folk heterophony is podgoloski – “undervoices.”32 The process of contracting and 

expanding voice parts, which results in frequent unisons throughout the song, is a feature 

of this type of texture and of folk polyphony in general. The voices almost always move 

toward unison at the ending of a song.33 The freedom of voice movement in the peculiar 

Russian heterophony leads to unresolved dissonances, as well as to parallel motion in a 

wide variety of intervals. The most commonly found are parallel thirds, which are 

sometimes doubled at the octave.34 Fifths also occur in parallel motion, either open or 

filled with a third to produce a triad in which the third is often part of the melodic line. 

                                                
 

31 Swan, “The Nature of the Russian Folk-Song,” 509.  
 

32 The word podgoloski was introduced into the scholarly literature by Yuliy 
Nikolaevich Mel’gunov (1846-1893) in 1879. Mel’gunov was the first scholar who 
transcribed the unique heterophonic texture of Russian folk songs. 
 

33 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 28. 
 

34 Ibid. 
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Not more than two consecutive fifths are found at a time. Parallel fourths appear 

frequently. The use of parallel sixths is rare.  

Instead of a strong feeling of I – IV – V progression, the independence of voices 

in the heterophonic texture leads to unusual cadences. Chords based on VII, II, or even III 

are substituted for the dominant chord and usually the conclusion is on a unison or 

octave.35  

 According to César Cui, the complete freedom of rhythmic pulse formed the most 

significant single aspect of folk music in Russia.36 Irregular meters such as 5/4 or 7/4 

prevail, along with frequent shifts of meter. The rhythmic patterns of Russian folk dances 

are more regular. 

Other significant traits of Russian folk songs as observed by collectors and 

scholars include falling cadential figurations in the melody;37 an opening ornamental 

falling fifth to the tonic, often preceded by an initial upward leap;38 and an ascending  

 

 
                                                

35 Wilcox, “Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music,” 140.  
 

36 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 32. 
 

37 Ibid. 
 

38 It is considered to be a trademark of a particular type of Russian folk songs – 
the protyazhnaya (literally translated as “protracted” or “drawn-out” – very lyrical and 
melismatic kind of folk song). Izaly Zemtsovsky called the opening ornamental falling 
fifth to the tonic “the intonational thesis,” while Glinka identified it as “the soul of 
Russian music.” Richard Taruskin, “’Little Star’: An Etude in the Folk Style” in 
Musorgsky: Eight Essays and an Epilogue (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1993), 40. 
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octave leap appearing after39 the cadence as a decoration of the final tonic note.40   

The first scholar, to research the harmony of Russian folk songs was Aleksandr 

Dmitrievich Kastal’sky (1856-1926).41 Among the specific chords emerging from folk 

scales and melodic formulas, he identified the kvartovïy septakord (two harmonic fourths, 

which form a seventh chord) and its inversion, the kvintovïy nonakord (two harmonic 

fifths, forming a ninth chord), as well as a harmonic fourth with an added second.42 This 

further reinforces the importance of the interval of a fourth in Russian folk music, in 

addition to the previously mentioned frequent parallel fourths. 

Musical Example 1. Specific chords from folk music according to Aleksandr 
Kastal’sky.43 
 

 

                                                
39 Marina Frolova-Walker’s italics. 

 
40 Marina Frolova-Walker does not demonstrate a musical example of a Russian 

folk song, but she presents musical examples form Mikhail Glinka’s opera A Life for the 
Tsar and from Aleksey Verstovsky’s opera Askold’s Tomb. Marina Frolova-Walker, 
Russian Music and Nationalism: From Glinka to Stalin (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2007), 82. 
 

41 A student of Pyotr Il’ich Chaikovsky, after several years of teaching piano and 
directing church choirs in Moscow, Kastal’sky became Professor of Piano at the Moscow 
Synodal School of Church Singing, and was assigned to the Moscow Synodal Choir. 
Renowned as a church composer and researcher, after the October Revolution in 1917, he 
focused predominantly on folk music and became a leading scholar in the field.  
 

42 Zhitomirskiy, “Idei i iskaniya A. D. Kastal’skogo,” 61. 
 
43 Ibid. 
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Scholars of Russian music often consider the bïtovoy romans (“domestic 

romance”) as not being “truly” Russian. Many regard it as “polluted” by Western waltz 

rhythm and sentimental melodic style along with the exoticism of popular Gypsy songs. 

However, according to other scholars, the romansï were simply urban folk songs, the 

town counterparts of the rural folk songs.44 The romans is related to a type of a sacred 

part song from the middle of the seventeenth century – the kant. In the beginning of the 

nineteenth century its more secular version, the lyrical kant, evolved into the Russian 

romans.45 Many romansï were anonymous; they were transmitted orally and appeared in 

different variants. A characteristic of the bïtovoy romans is the ascending leap of a 

sixth.46 

 

 

                                                
44 Chaikovsky incorporated into his music Russian urban folklore and the bïtovoy 

romans. His Russian critics regarded these sources as “corrupted” because both genres 
were affected by non-Russian influences, while his Western critics were not familiar with 
the Russian urban folklore and art songs. Anatole Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy 
to Theosophy: Reflections of Other Worlds in the Piano Music of Rachmaninov and 
Scriabin,” in Voicing the Ineffable: Musical Representations of Religious Experience, ed. 
Siglind Bruhn (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002), 38. 
 

45 Kant (pl. kantï) is a sacred part song. Although not belonging to the liturgical 
repertory, it influenced the genres of sacred concerto and trio, as well as the style of chant 
harmonization in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The lyrical kant often revolved 
around unrequited love. Vladimir Morosan, “One Thousand Years of Russian Church 
Music: An Introduction,” in The Monuments of Russian sacred music. One Thousand 
years of Russian Church Music: 988-1988, ed. Vladimir Morosan (Washington, DC: 
Musica Russica, 1991), xlvii. 
  

46 Richard Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 45. 
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Russian Church Music and Its Influence 

In Russia, the word for Christian47 and peasant48 is nearly the same, and any sense 
of opposition between folk and church music is more imaginary than real. Sacred 
and secular music coexisted in the same person, who could sing in both contexts. 
Even melodic structure, in which one textual syllable corresponds to a musical 
phrase, is known to both traditions and bears nearly the same name: rospev for 
religious chant and raspev for long-drawn-out secular songs. From common roots, 
folk and religious musics have been marked by mutual influence, and both have 
affected and been affected by the history of professional art music.49 
 
In 988, Grand Prince Vladimir I Sviatoslavich of Kiev (c. 956-1015, reigned 980-

1015) accepted the Byzantine Orthodox form of Christianity and it subsequently was 

established as the official state religion of Kievan Rus’. It took a long time for the new 

religion to be established throughout the large territory. The Byzantine and Bulgarian 

priests who entered the country introduced the elaborate liturgy and chant in the form that 

was practiced at the time in Byzantium, their singing already influenced by the fact that 

many liturgical books were transcribed into the Slavonic language. The Russian religious 

life was then formed as a complex blend of the new traditions of the Orthodoxy, the 

existing pagan traditions, and Eastern mysticism.50 According to the writings of the 

German chronicler, Thietmar of Merseburg (975-1018), churches began to flourish and in 

Kiev alone within a thirty year period over four hundred churches were built.51 For many 

                                                
47 Христианин (khristianin) 

 
48 Kрестьянин (krest’yánin) 

 
49 Zemtsovsky, “Russia,” 779. 

 
50 Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 28. 

 
51 Nicholas P. Brill, History of Russian Church Music, 988-1917, 2nd ed. 

(Bloomington, Illinois: Nicholas P. Brill, 1982), 13. 
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centuries after Grand Prince Vladimir introduced the Byzantine liturgy to Russia, the 

presence of musical instruments in the church was not allowed in the Russian Orthodox 

Church and the only accompaniment permitted for the traditional service was the sound 

of the bells. 

Based originally on Byzantine models, the chant of the Russian Church gradually 

evolved during the next few centuries. The earliest known source of liturgical singing is 

the Ostromirov Gospel, dating from 1056-1057. The neumes in the early manuscripts are 

close to two Palaeo-Byzantine kinds of notation (Chartres and Coislin), which 

contributed to the creation of two types of notation in the Russian sources, respectively 

kondakarian and znamenny. The term znamennïy rospev or znamenny chant, derived 

from the Russian word znamya (pl. znamena, pronounced “znamyona” – sign, signs), 

refers to the staffless neumatic notation that was used. The znamenny chant was the 

liturgical singing used on most occasions, while the kondakarian singing was used only 

for certain hymns and disappeared soon after the beginning of the thirteenth century.52 

The Russian liturgy was based on the znamenny chant in two forms: malïy znamennïy 

rospev (little znamenny chant), which was primarily syllabic and bol’shoy znamennïy 

rospev (great znamenny chant), which was more melodically developed. Later 

manuscripts also contained putevoy rospev and demestvennïy rospev, along with new 

                                                                                                                                            
 

52 Johan von Gardner, Russian Church Singing Vol. 2 History from the Origins 
too the Mid-Seventeenth Century, trans. and ed. Vladimir Morosan (United States of 
America: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2000), 104. Alfred J. Swan, “The Znamenny 
Chant of the Russian Church – Part III” The Musical Quarterly 26, No. 4 (1940): 532. 
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chants that appeared in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries - the Kiyevskiy 

(Kievan), Bolgarskiy (Bulgarian), and Grecheskiy (Greek) chants.  

The chants of the Russian Church were organized into eight glásï (or “tones”).53 

These glásï were derived from the Byzantine system of eight echoi (Oktoechos) and 

known by the Slavonic cognate Osmoglasie.54 The Russian glásï were distinguished by 

characteristic melodic formulas or turns of varying length, called popevki, which could be 

grouped into three categories: intonations, reciting tones and cadences.55 Each glás 

consisted of a number of popevki from each of these categories, typical for or prevalent in 

this glás. Often two popevki are linked together progressing in conjunct motion with very 

few leaps, rarely exceeding the interval of a third.56 Each motivic element of the glás 

system exists in many melodic and rhythmic variants, which can be heard either within 

one chant or recognized in different ones.57 Alfred J. Swan described this phenomenon: 

                                                
53 Glás (pl. glásï) – “tone” or “voice.” There are different interpretations of glás – 

it is considered to be the sum of popevki or a modal scale of defined structure with 
prevailing and final tones. Svetlana Zvereva, Aleksander Kastalsky: His Life and Music, 
trans. Stuart Campbell (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 277. 
 

54 The demestvennïy chant did not follow the system of Osmoglasie and had a 
more independent melodic vocabulary.  
 

55 Popevka (pl. popevki) – characteristic melodic formula, turn, or motif, typical 
for a particular glás in the chants of the Russian Orthodox Church. The term was later 
borrowed by the scholars of Russian folk music to indicate the typical melodic motifs of 
the folk songs. Zemtsovsky, “Russia,” 756. Carolyn C. Dunlop, The Russian Court 
Chapel Choir 1796-1917, Music Archive Publications, Series F, vol. 1 (Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands: Hartwood Academic Publishers, 2000), 60.  
 

56 Brill, History of Russian Church Music, 14-15. 
 

57 Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 33. 
 



 31 

The Russian glás is comparable to a more or less numerous family, the separate 
members of which are endowed with their own individuality, but combinedly 
yield the physiognomy of the whole tribe. Little matter that this or that formula 
may occur in different glássy: each glás has its own succession of formulae – and 
what an infinite variety of them – that determines its character.58 
 

The combinations of varying number of popevki created predominantly diatonic 

melodies, due to the facts that the znamenny chant was related to the diatonic Byzantine 

tradition, and that the Russians were influenced by their own folk songs, also diatonically 

conceived. Successions of intervals and melodic fragments of the chants were 

occasionally similar to Russian folk song intonations. 

The obihodnïy zvukoryad, or the Russian liturgical scale, is considered to be the 

basis of the znamenny chant. The series of sounds is divided into four adjacent trichords 

called soglássiya (accordances59 or registers), each of which consists of two whole steps. 

The accordances are separated from one another by a half step (for example, if built on G, 

the obihodnïy zvukoryad will include B in the lowest accordance, and B!' in the highest 

accordance – G-A-B-C'-D'-E'-F'-G'-A'-B!'-C''-D'').  

Besides the employment of diatonic melodies, the characteristic features of the 

znamenny chant include conjunct melodic contour within a narrow range, with leaps 

rarely larger than the interval of a fifth; slow and stately rhythmic motion with free, 

                                                
58 Alfred J. Swan, “The Znamenny Chant of the Russian Church – Part I” The 

Musical Quarterly 26, No. 2 (1940): 241. 
 

59 Alfred Swan translated the Russian word soglássiya (pl.) as “accordances,” 
“domains” and “registers.” Alfred J. Swan, “The Znamenny Chant of the Russian Church 
– Part II” The Musical Quarterly 26, No. 3 (1940): 366. The literal translation of the 
singular word soglassiye is “accordance, agreement.” 

 



 32 

unstressed rhythm; great significance of the religious texts with rare liberties in the 

prosody.60 

The Mongolian invasion, which started in 1237, brought destruction to the 

country and slowed down its cultural progress as the yoke lasted for almost two hundred 

and fifty years. During the reign of Great Prince Ivan III Vasil’evich (1440-1505, reigned 

1462-1505), the Mongolian invaders were defeated and the 1480 liberation opened a path 

for a creative renaissance within the Russian culture. Schools for training of ensemble 

singing were established, with the schools of Novgorod becoming most famous 

throughout the country for their skilled church singers and chant composers.61 Many of 

them were brought to Moscow in 1557 during the reign of Tsar Ivan IV Vasil’evich “the 

Terrible” (1530-1584, Great Prince of Moscow 1533-1584, first Tsar of Russia 1547-

1584), and the musical traditions of Novgorod flourished in the capital. 

From Novgorod came the first printed reference to a polyphonic performance – a 

book from the Cathedral of St. Sofia dating from the 1540s.62 It is generally accepted 

                                                
60 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 40. 

 
61 Alfred J. Swan even dubbed the period in the Russian church music from 1480 

to 1564 “Novgorod period,” after the famous school. Alfred J. Swan, “Harmonizations of 
the Old Russian Chants,” Journal of the American Musicological Society, Vol. 2, No. 2 
(1949): 83. 
 

62 Vladimir Morosan, Choral Performance in Pre-Revolutionary Russia (Ann 
Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1986), 26. According to Joan L. Roccasalvo,  
early polyphony or strochnoye penie, written in neumatic notation, appeared around 
1550. Joan L. Roccasalvo, “The Znamenny Chant” The Musical Quarterly 74, No. 2 
(1990): 222. In later research, Morosan stated that the earliest manuscript evidence of 
polyphonic strochnoe singing was traced back to the turn of the sixteenth century. He 
stipulated that in the oral tradition the origins of liturgical polyphony may be placed in 
the fifteenth century. Morosan, “One Thousand Years of Russian Church Music,” xlvi. 
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among scholars that the polyphonic singing in Russia started in the oral tradition earlier 

than the documented reference to it. The early Russian polyphony was named strochnoe 

penie (“linear singing”) – it consisted of two to four parts, and its complex texture 

resembled the Russian folk heterophony with its variations on the main folk line. The 

lines sometimes came together in unison but often crossed and led to dissonances 

between the lines. These dissonances included sequences of parallel seconds, fourths and 

sevenths, which created dissonant chords. Initially the texture of early liturgical 

polyphony was similar to the texture of Russian folk heterophony, but gradually different 

types of textures appeared leading to the emergence of chordal polyphony in which 

traceable functional divisions among the voices are found.63  

The seventeenth century was both a transitional and pivotal period in the history 

of Russian liturgical music, as fundamental changes in terms of notation and style took 

place. Transformations of the Russian chant tradition during the reign of Tsar Aleksey 

Mikhailovich (1629-1676, reigned 1645-1676) were initiated by Patriarch Nikon (1605-

1681, Metropolitan of Novgorod 1649-1652, Patriarch of Moscow 1652-1658). The 

program of reforms was carried through between 1653 and 1656 and changed the 

liturgical texts, rituals, and the notational system of the musical manuscripts. The 

Nikonian reforms64 simplified and truncated the chant; melismas disappeared; melodies 

                                                                                                                                            
 

63 Ibid. 
 

64 Many Russian Christians did not accept the reforms introduced by Nikon in the 
second half of the seventeenth century, and wanted to protect the ancient traditions. The 
Staroverï or Staroobryadtsï  (Old Believers) resisted the innovations, vigorously 
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were divided into measures and given symmetrical rhythms;65 the dissonant linear 

polyphony was banned.66 The ancient notation systems were replaced by the new Kievan 

square notation, which used the five-line staff. The new style of singing, officially 

approved in 1668, was termed partesnoye penie (from the Latin partes, indicating part-

singing or polyphony) and it had a more vertical structural foundation than the native 

Russian polyphony.67 The style of partesnoye penie represented an adaptation of Western 

European polyphony to the Russian Orthodox liturgy. Besides mastery of the new style of 

notation and more advanced vocal skills, the new style of polyphonic church music 

required knowledge of a new style of composition, one which usually involved four parts 

but harmonizations in three, five and six parts were also common, even reaching up to 

twenty-four voices.68  

Marina Ritzarev summarized the impact of partesnoye penie: 

                                                                                                                                            
defended the old notation, rejected the use of polyphony, and maintained as many of the 
old ways of performing religious music as possible.  
 

65 Roccasalvo, “The Znamenny Chant,” 230. 
 

66 Marina Ritzarev, Eighteenth-Century Russian Music (Aldershot, England and 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 25. 
 

67 Vladimir Morosan stated that part-singing was performed from part books 
instead of from a single multi-voiced score as in the case of strochny singing. Morosan, 
“One Thousand Years of Russian Church Music,” xlvi. According to Ellon D. Carpenter, 
the Polish-trained composer and theorist Nikolay Diletsky (c. 1630-1690) brought 
partesnoe penie to Russia in the 1670s. Ellon D. Carpenter, “Russian Music Theory: A 
Conspectus,” in Russian Theoretical Thought in Music, Russian Music Studies, 10, ed. 
Gordon D. McQuere (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1983), 2. 
 

68 Morosan, “One Thousand Years of Russian Church Music,” xlvi. Wilcox, 
“Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music,” 45. 
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Thus, after centuries of the musicians’ struggle, it was the Russian Church itself, 
through its own political intentions and reforms, that officially introduced 
Western polyphony organized in the ready-made form of partes-singing 
(partesnoe penie). The introduction of this music presented the most 
revolutionary changes in the course of Russian music history, including the 
acceptance of the five-line (though square) notation and the major-minor 
harmonic concept, though still with a strong prevailing tendency toward 
modality.69 
 
In the last decades of the seventeenth and the early decades of the eighteenth 

centuries, the reforms in the Russian church continued and the music of the Russian 

church changed due to increased Western influences. Peter the Great found the new 

Russian capital, Saint Petersburg, on the Neva River in 1703. Many of Peter I’s changes 

were directed towards the development of a new and modern country with its own unique 

personality, equal in finesse to the Western world that he had seen. During the reign of 

the first Russian Emperor, the dominance of the church was diminished as in 1721 he 

eliminated the Russian Patriarchate70 and replaced it with the Holy Governing Synod, 

which was indirectly under his own governance. This marked the first time in history 

when the Russian church was controlled by a secular authority. 

In the 1730s Italian opera was introduced to the Imperial court. The Russians 

accepted new idioms and techniques and succumbed to an extended period of strong 

Italian influences even in sacred music. The Western European composers and 

performers who were invited by the rulers profoundly influenced Russian music, not only 

through their own composition, but also through the number of Russian students they 
                                                

69 Ritzarev, Eighteenth-Century Russian Music, 25-26. 
 

70 The Russian Patriarchate had been formally established in 1589 under Tsar 
Feodor I Iovannovich (1557-1598, reigned 1584-1598). Gardner, Russian Church Singing 
Vol. 2, 254. 



 36 

trained. In an attempt to diminish the Western influences on the liturgy, Emperor Pavel I 

(1754-1801, reigned 1796-1801) ordered only Russian works to be performed in the 

churches.71 Almost twenty years later, an imperial decree issued by Emperor Aleksandr I 

(1777-1825, reigned 1801-1825) forbade the use of manuscripts and performance of 

works not composed by or printed with the approval of the Director of the Imperial Court 

Chapel Choir, Dmitry Stepanovich Bortnyansky (1751-1825, Director 1796-1825). A 

renewed interest in the ancient chants flourished and Bortnyansky himself sought to 

develop a stricter style of church music, one which glorified the old liturgical tradition. 

Aleksey Fedorovich L’vov (1798-1870, Director 1836-1861) played a key role among the 

Directors of the Imperial Court Chapel. Following Emperor Nikolay I’s (1796-1855, 

reigned 1825-1855) orders, L’vov harmonized the entire yearly cycle of chants as sung at 

the Imperial Court Chapel. L’vov’s style was imbued with devices from the German 

Romanticism – excessive use of the dominant seventh chord, chromaticism, dissonance 

in the harmony, and expressive dynamic effects.72 Although L’vov modified the chants, 

he also rediscovered and employed an important principle of Russian liturgical music: the 

text is declaimed homorhythmically, reflecting the natural inflections of the liturgical 

                                                
 

71 N. Lindsay Norden, “A Brief Study of the Russian Liturgy and Its Music” The 
Musical Quarterly 5 (1919): 428.  

 
72 Brill, History of Russian Church Music, 104. Morosan, “One Thousand Years 

of Russian Church Music,” l.  
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prose.73 The harmonized chants were abbreviated in comparison to the original traditional 

chants.74 

In the midst of popular ethnographic studies during the late nineteenth-century 

century in church chants and folk songs, the Russian musicologist and church organist, 

Stepan Vasil’evich Smolensky (1848-1909)75 contributed important liturgical music 

research. Smolensky gathered manuscripts encompassing the period from the fifteenth 

century until the early seventeenth century from the Old Believers.76 He investigated the 

ancient chants for their historical significance.77 Aleksandr Dmitrievich Kastal’sky also 

became one of the leading figures in the search for a national music style. He subjected 

the melodies of the ancient unison chants to polyphonic treatment, which resembled the 

podgoloski of the Russian folk songs’ heterophonic texture. All independent voices that 

complemented the melody derived from the chant tune and their fusion resulted in 

homorhythmic polyphony – “all voices relate rhythmically and sometimes melodically to 

the main melody (the chant), while displaying a high degree of self-standing melodic 

                                                
73 Morosan, “One Thousand Years of Russian Church Music,” l. 

 
74 Swan, “The Znamenny Chant of the Russian Church – Part I,” 238. 

 
75 Smolensky taught church music at the Moscow Conservatory. He was Director 

of the Moscow Synodal School of Church Singing and the Moscow Synodal Choir. He 
was also maestro di cappella of the Imperial Chapel Choir in St. Petersburg during 1901-
1903.  

 
76 See footnote 64 on pages 33-34. 

 
77 Wilcox, “Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music,” 53. 
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interest.”78 The rich texture expanded and contracted from unison to as many as eight 

voices and back. Pedal points and octave doublings were used profusely. Along with 

clearing the harmony of dominant seventh chords, the main concerns were to restore the 

melodic elements and preserve the modal character of the chant. As a result, most of the 

harmonies were modal and diatonic.79 During this time of revival for Russian church 

music, several stylistic features of the chant were predominant: a consistent use of the 

modes, particularly the Dorian; part writing with occasional parallel fifths; free, oratorical 

rhythm; a more significant bass line, which often remained on one tone for extended 

periods of time.80  

The influence of sacred music involves more that the incorporation of Russian 

medieval melodies, the sound of bells and the programmatic character scenes that imitate 

the Orthodox liturgy. The harmonic language of Russian composers has been strongly 

influenced by important and specific features of Russian liturgical music.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
78 Morosan, “One Thousand Years of Russian Church Music,” lv. 

 
79 Wilcox, “Russian Sacred Choral and Folk Music,” 54. 

 
80 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 41. 
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Andrey Myasoyedov’s81 Study of Russian Harmony 

In his discussion of Russian Chants, Alfred J. Swan as early as in 1949 wrote that  

Russia was “a country where harmony was as old as the folk song itself.”82 A detailed 

study of Russian harmony by the theorist Andrey Myasoyedov discussed its connection 

to Russian liturgical music, and at the same time addressed the harmonic events that were 

in contrast to Western procedures. He posited that characteristic features of Russian 

harmony evolved through five periods. The first period included events that took place 

from the conversion to Christianity until the reforms of Nikon; Myasoyedov defined it as 

the period of pragarmoniya (“protoharmony”).83 Significant to the second period was the 

official establishment of multi-voiced singing in the Russian church from the reforms of 

Patriarch Nikon until the eighteenth century. The third period occurred during the reign 

of Peter the Great and was characterized by strengthened European influences. The fourth 

period, which continued from the last third of the eighteenth century until the creative 

work of Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka (1804-1857), brought an active resistance to the 

Westernization of Russian music. The fifth period was defined by Glinka's creative work. 

Myasoyedov argued that the most common diatonic structure in Russian liturgical 

chants consists of four tones built on the perfect-fifth relationship – C, G, D, A for 
                                                

81 Andrey Nikolaevich Myasoyedov (b. 1929) – Russian musicologist and 
theorist, taught at the Moscow Conservatory from 1960 to 2009. His research on national 
specificity of the Russian harmony was published in 1998 – O garmonii russkoy muzïki: 
korni natzional’noy spetzifiki (Moscow: Prest, 1998). 
 

82 Swan, “Harmonization of Russian Chants,” 84. 
 

83 This is the literal translation of Myаsoyedov’s term and it is used by Anatole 
Leikin. Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 36. 
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example – each of which could function as a temporary “tonic.” In the multi-voiced 

arrangements of the liturgical chants, each of the four triads built on these four notes 

intermittently serves as a temporary “tonic.” Myasoyedov called this junction of four 

equal triads pragarmoniya, protoharmony. The protoharmony does not have only one 

unifying center, because each member of it tends to be equal. The four main “tonic” 

triads are I, ii, V, vi in the conditional major, and i, III, iv, VII in the conditional minor.84 

Transpositions of the protoharmony a perfect fourth up or down, which Myasoyedov 

related to the obihodnïy zvukoryad and claimed typical for Russian liturgical music, 

created a fuller diatonic system based on the protoharmony. This explains the ladovaya 

peremennost’ (“modal mutability”) in Russian music. 

In a typical modulation in Russian multi-voiced church music, a new tonic 

initially appears as a triad of the first key and after that gradually acquires its secondary 

chords. This harmonic process is in contrast to the Western modulatory procedure in 

which secondary chords precede the new tonic.85  

The modal mutability based on the protoharmony negates the prevalence of the 

dominant, typical of Western music. The chords of the subdominant group (chords in 

                                                
84 Andrey Nikolaevich Myasoyedov, O garmonii russkoy muzïki: korni 

natzional’noy spetzifiki (Moscow: Prest, 1998), 18-21. Leikin, “From Paganism to 
Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 36. Myasoyedov warned that his conclusions do not imply 
that the whole harmony of Russian music is based only on these triads, or that an attempt 
has been made to diminish the meaning of the primary triads of Western European music. 
The triads which were described above as main in Russian music are its characteristic 
features, and when combined with the Western laws of harmony, the foundation of these 
triads creates a unique sound for which Russian music is recognized. 
 

85 Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 38. 
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which the sixth scale degree is a root, third, or fifth) are far more frequent in Russian 

music than the dominant chords, especially in the natural minor. As a result, the 

progressions in which the dominant is followed by the subdominant are not limited to 

deceptive cadences such as V – VI/vi only, but commonly occur in different harmonic 

contexts and ramifications.86 The prevailing plagality, which originated from the ancient 

protoharmony, is highly characteristic of the Russian national style.87  

Other influences and specifics of Russian harmony88 explored by Myasoyedov 

include:  

- the tendency to use the dominant chord without the leading tone.89  

- plagal progressions: I – IV – I;90 VI – I, most characteristic in major (vi – I);91  

ii – I;92 plagal progressions with altered subdominant chords.93 

                                                
86 Myasoyedov, 43, 58. 

 
87 Rachmaninov “plagalized” the leading tone seventh chord by using prominently 

the second inversion of the seventh chord, thus emphasizing the subdominant in the bass, 
and resolved it directly into the tonic triad (e.g., G – B! – C" – E or F in D minor). In 
Russia, the chord G – B! – C" – F in D minor is called the “Rachmaninov chord.” Leikin, 
“From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 37. Myasoyedov, O garmonii russkoy 
muzïki, 116. 
 

88 From the typical melodic intonations, Myasoyedov pointed out the ascending 
interval of a sixth build on the first scale degree. Myasoyedov, O garmonii russkoy 
muzïki, 38. 
 

89 Ibid., 43. 
 

90 Ibid., 67. 
 

91 Ibid., 76. 
 
92 Ibid., 73-76. 
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- characteristic modulations from a major key to the tonality of the third scale 

degree. Although the modulation from a minor key to the tonality of the third scale 

degree (the relative major) is very characteristic for Russian music as well,94 it is amply 

characteristic for Western European harmony too.95 

- the importance of the chords on third and sixth scale degrees (III in minor, vi in 

Major).96 The progression III – VI itself is extremely important and reflects the fourth-

relationships of the obihodnïy zvukoryad's scale degrees.97 

- the specific role of the pedal point, especially on the third scale degree 

(particularly in minor)98 and on the sixth scale degree. 

- diversion to the tonality of the sixth scale degree, when the modulating chord 

appears not before but after the final tonic. 

- “Glinka variations” as a principle of harmonic variation.99 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
93 Ibid., 76. 

 
94 III in minor is one of the main scale degrees in protoharmony. 

 
95 Myasoyedov, O garmonii russkoy muzïki, 44. 

 
96 Ibid., 57. 

 
97 Ibid., 57-58. 

 
98 Ibid., 58.  

 
99 Ibid., 55, 58. A more detailed account on “Glinka variations” follows in 

Chapter III. 
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CHAPTER III. THE CREATION OF RUSSIAN NATIONAL MUSIC 

 
Passions are not national, therefore there can be no national music; attempts to 
compose it spell failure. 
                                 Anton Rubinstein100  

 

Historical Background 

Beginning with the end of the fifteenth century, Russian rulers profoundly 

influenced the musical culture of the country by inviting Western musicians to their 

courts. Great Prince Ivan III initiated this practice in 1490 and within the ensuing one 

hundred and seventy years, especially during the reign of Tsar Aleksey, the number of 

German musicians in Russia increased significantly. European influences became even 

more pronounced during the reign of Alexey’s son, Peter the Great. Peter favored 

German culture and this preference included music as well.101 In 1720 the first chamber 

music ensemble, imported by Duke Karl Ulrick Holstein-Gottorp, Peter’s future son-in-

law, arrived at the Russian court. For two hundred years, the court orchestra was 

comprised mostly of German musicians.102 Peter I’s niece, Empress Anna (1693-1740, 

reigned 1730-1740) brought an Italian “exotic and irrational divertissement”103 to her 

                                                
100 A quote from an article by Anton Rubinstein, which was published in 

Germany in 1855. Quoted in Olga Bennigsen, “The Brothers Rubinstein and Their 
Circle,” The Musical Quarterly 25, No. 4 (1939): 408. 
 

101 Ritzarev, Eighteenth-Century Russian Music, 35. 
 

102 Ibid., 36. 
 

103 Eero Tarasti, “An Essay on Russian Music,” Slavica Helsingiensia 31 (2007): 
174. Tarasti’s italics. 
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court when she invited Francesco Araja (1709-1770, remained in Russia 1735-1762), 

along with an Italian opera company. The Empress charged Araja with establishing an 

opera company at the court and he subsequently became the composer of the first opera 

with a Russian text. After the death of Empress Anna, Elizabeth (1709-1761), the second 

daughter of Peter the Great, rose to power (reigned 1741-1761). She was very fond of 

both Italian and French instrumental and vocal music. In addition to the Italian opera 

company, Elizabeth also established a company of native Russian singers.104 Peter 

Fedorovich (1728-1762, reigned 1761-1762), son of Peter the Great’s daughter Anna, 

ascended to the throne after the death of his aunt Elizabeth and ruled the country for half 

a year, until he was cruelly assassinated. His wife and the new Empress Catherine the 

Great admired French culture and the invitation of a French opera company to the court 

was presumably “one of her first acts on the assumption of the throne.”105 During her 

thirty-four year reign, not only was the Russian court’s opera company among the best in 

Europe, but also Russian-born composers were encouraged and supported. Although their 

music was based on the Italian model, folk melodies began to make first appearances in 

Russian art music. During the reigns of the aforementioned and later Russian rulers, most 

of the composers who were appointed at the Imperial Court came from Italy – Vincenzo 

                                                
104 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 8. 

 
105 Orlando Figes, Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia (New York: 

Picador, 2003), 41. According to Marina Ritzarev, Catherine the Great ordered the 
reinstatement of the former French opera troupe, which her husband had closed. Ritzarev, 
Eighteenth-Century Russian Music, 80. An early article by Grace O’Brien stated that 
Aleksandr I introduced French opera. Grace O’Brien, “The National Element in Music. 
III. The Music of Russia” Irish Monthly 43, No. 509 (November 1915): 705. 
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Manfredini (1737-1799, worked in Russia 1758-1769 and again 1798-1799); Baldassare 

Galuppi (1706-1785, remained in Russia 1765-1768); Tommaso Traetta (1727-1779, 

worked in Russia 1768-1775); Giovanni Paisiello (1740-1816, remained in Russia 1776-

1783?4); Giuseppe Sarti (1729-1802, lived in Russia 1784-1801); Domenico Cimarosa 

(1749-1801, remained in Russia 1787-1791). The Russian court also appointed the 

German virtuoso harpsichordist Hermann Raupach (1728-1778, arrived in Russia 1755), 

the prominent Spanish composer Vicente Martín y Soler (1754-1806, worked in Russia 

1788-1794), and later the French François-Adrien Boieldieu (1775-1834, remained in 

Russia 1803-1811). 

During the reign of Aleksandr I, French music continued to flourish, although the 

dominant influences of the Italian opera were unequivocal. This changed abruptly at the 

beginning of the nineteenth-century, when the concept of a defined national character 

began to take root in Russia. Russian artists attempted to portray the essence of what 

made Russia unique and to articulate their ideas about “Russianness.” The stressors for 

this focused attention on national identity were diverse: “from within” – the realization 

that the Westernization promoted by Peter the Great had gained too much strength, and 

“from without” – Napoleon’s invasion in 1812 and the patriotic upsurge that the war with 

France provoked. The creative work of Aleksandr Pushkin (1799-1837) was idolized and 

he was hailed as the writer who established Russian as a literary language. His poetry and 

prose inspired other authors to search for elucidation of the Russian national identity. A 

landmark event in this regard was the publication of Nikolay Karamzin’s History of the 



 46 

Russian State in twelve volumes (1818-1826) – it was the first history of the country 

written by a Russian.106  

The search for musical “Russianness” in the nineteenth century gained 

momentum before culminating in a historical event – “the first truly Russian opera,”107 A 

Life for the Tsar. It premiered on December 9 (November 27), 1836108 and its creator, 

Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka is credited with initiating the Russian style. Glinka was widely 

hailed as the founding father of Russian national music. He made a determined attempt to 

blend the technical mastery of Western European composers with the native idiom. If his 

operas marked a watershed in the history of Russian opera and Russian music in general, 

Glinka’s Capriccio on Russian themes for piano – four hands established the new 

                                                
106 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 130. 

 
107 Philip Ewell, “Anton Rubinstein, Alexander Serov, and Vladimir Stasov: The 

struggle for a national musical identity in nineteenth-century Russia” Germano Slavica 
16 (2007): 41+. General OneFile.  
http://find.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.usf.edu/gtx/start.do?prodId=ITOF&userGroupNam
e=tamp59176 (accessed December 6, 2009). 
 

108 The Julian calendar was introduced into Russia by Peter the Great in 1699 and 
remained in use until February 1, 1918, at which time the Gregorian calendar was 
adopted. Dates quoted from the Julian calendar are behind those of the Gregorian 
calendar by eleven days in the eighteenth century, twelve days in the nineteenth century 
and thirteen days in the twentieth century. The New Style dates in this document are 
followed by the Old Style dates. The author has attempted to provide the correct 
chronology of the events with consideration of both styles whenever possible. Since 
occasional alternations in the referenced works have been challenging, in isolated cases 
only one date is provided. In such circumstances, the author has speculated whether the 
New/Old Style has been recorded in the source according to where the event took place 
(in Russia or abroad).    
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national style in piano writing.109 In this work, he attempted to introduce the principles of 

the Russian podgoloski into his piano writing.  

The most liberal Emperor, Aleksandr II (1855-1881) and his politics provided a 

milieu for social metamorphoses and cultural evolution, culminating in the emancipation 

of the peasants from serfdom on March 3 (February 19), 1861.110 A major factor in this 

decision was the fact that the Emperor’s former tutor, the liberal poet Vasily Zhukovsky, 

had freed the serfs on his estate in 1822, nearly forty years before the decree of his royal 

student.111 The 1860s were vital for the evolution of Russian music and are usually 

associated with the zenith of nationalism. 

 

Nationalism and Russia 

The interpretation of nationalism as a phenomenon has many facets and has been 

subjected to diverse arguments and controversial conclusions. Rey M. Longyear’s initial 

statements on the topic convey to some extent the many existing points concerning 

nationalism: 
                                                

109 Mstislav Anatol’evich Smirnov, Fortepianniie proizvedeniya kompozitorov 
Moguchej Kuchki. (The Piano Works of the Composers of the Moguchaya Kuchka). 
(Moskva: Izdatel’stvo Muzyka, 1971), 20. 
 

110 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 145. In the New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, Robert W. Oldani indicates March 1 (February 17), 1861 but the information 
from most sources agrees with Figes that the manifesto was signed on March 3 (February 
19). Robert W. Oldani, "Musorgsky, Modest Petrovich," in Grove Music Online. Oxford 
Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove
/music/19468 (accessed February 14, 2012). 
 

111 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 144. 
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 Nationalism is a term which is better described than defined. It includes a 
feeling of political or cultural inferiority, a seeking of identity among the folk arts 
of the common people and especially the “unspoiled” peasants, and a search for 
particular national means of expression different from the cultural norms of the 
dominant group.112 
 

Stephen M. Norris’ interpretation of nationalism stands in contrast to Longyear’s:   

Russian nationalism expressed in the arts contained a multitude of ideas. For 
some, “Russia” represented a European state that had developed its own sense of 
identity since Peter the Great. For others, “Russia” had produced a unique culture 
that blended East with West. Although no consensus on Russian national identity 
existed, Russian cultural figures from Pushkin to Tolstoy to Mussorgsky all strove 
to define it in their own way and all left important manifestations of Russianness 
in their works.113 
 

Philip Ewell also acknowledged that nationalism in Russia took a different path from the 

Western European models:  

Whereas nationalism in most parts of Western Europe manifested itself in 
political and economic change, nationalism in Slavic Russia manifested itself in 
cultural institutions. … Thus artists, not political figures, acted as the main 
instigators of nationalism in Russia. 114  
 
In order to understand how important the establishment of institutions was as a 

step toward the establishment of the native musical culture, it is important to consider 

                                                
112 Rey M. Longyear, Nineteenth-Century Romanticism in Music (Englewood 

Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), 154.  
 

113 Stephen M. Norris, "Nationalism in the Arts," in Encyclopedia of Russian 
History. The Gale Group Inc., 2004. http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-
3404100885.html (accessed February 14, 2012). 
 

114 Ewell, “Anton Rubinstein, Alexander Serov, and Vladimir Stasov.”  
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what national music essentially is. Benjamin Curtis115 defines the constituents in the 

following way: 

... the program for creating a national music has three components. First, 
nationalist artists react against a perceived decline in the taste and artistic 
standards of the public. The decline prevents the public from recognizing both 
good art and their own true national art. Therefore, nationalist artists demand 
education for the populace. This is education into the standards of good art and 
ultimately into the values of the new national culture. The second component is 
institution building: it is part of the education directive in that new, specifically 
national institutions such as a theater must be formed in order to enlighten the 
public. These institutions will also help to establish the national style and to 
secure glory for the national culture. Thirdly, … composers assigned to 
themselves the task of producing music that would address the previous two 
needs, i.e., they would create works of highest artistic quality that would serve as 
beacons of the national style.116 

 

Education and Institution Building 
 

Until the 1860s, Russia did not acknowledge its musicians as professionals.  

From the time of the establishment of the Academy of Arts in Saint Petersburg in 1757, 

painters, sculptors, and actors who were trained there earned the title of a “free artist,” but 

musicians in Russia did not receive the privileges and the social prestige that 

accompanied that title. 

The Cadet Corps, founded in 1732, was the first secular school to offer a course in 

music. In the Academy of the Arts music classes were first offered in 1764. In the late 

1780s, during the reign of Catherine the Great, her favorite, Prince Grigoriy 
                                                

115 In his study of nationalism and music, Benjamin Curtis focused on Wagner, 
Smetana and Grieg, while discussing their role in the creation of national music of their 
countries.  
 

116 Benjamin Curtis, Music Makes the Nation: Nationalist Composers and Nation 
Building in Nineteenth-Century Europe. (Amherst, New York: Cambria Press, 2008), 42. 
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Aleksandrovich Potemkin, planned the establishment of a Russian Music Academy with 

Giuseppe Sarti as its Director, but this project did not come into existence. In the late 

1830s, the school of the Court Capella initiated classes in orchestral instruments, piano 

and composition, but these courses were offered only until the 1850s.  

The brothers Anton117 and Nikolay Rubinstein118 were the first Russian pianists to 

triumph on the world stage and with them Russian pianism made decisive steps toward 

the decline of amateur salon playing. Anton Rubinstein was not only concerned with the 

fact that it was not possible for a Russian to “earn his daily bread”119 as a musician, but 

also with the musician’s lack of education and marginalized social status. A virtuoso 

pianist, Anton Rubinstein was one of the most influential figures in the history of 

nineteenth-century Russian music. After initial piano lessons with his mother, Anton’s 

only piano teacher was Alexander Villuan,120 who brought his eleven-year-old student on 

a tour of Europe between 1840 and 1843. While in Paris, Rubinstein played before Liszt 

and Chopin. In Berlin, where he resided between 1844 and 1846, he studied theory of 

music, harmony and counterpoint with Siegfried Dehn, who a decade earlier taught 

Glinka. Beginning in 1854, Rubinstein achieved success as a virtuoso pianist and entered 

                                                
117 Anton Grigor’evich Rubinstein (November 28 (16), 1829 – November 20 (8), 

1894) 
 

118 Nikolay Grigor’evich Rubinstein (June 14 (2) 1835 – March 23 (11) 1881). 
 

119 Ewell, “Anton Rubinstein, Alexander Serov, and Vladimir Stasov.”  
 

120 Alexander Ivanovich Villuan (Villoing) (1804-1878), a respected music 
teacher in Moscow. 
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into an active concert career.121 During his travels abroad, he became aware of the 

different standard of musical training in European cities such as Paris, Vienna and Berlin. 

In Russia at that time, musicians ranked on the lower steps of the societal ladder. 

Rubinstein was determined to convince as many Russians as possible of the necessity for 

a more intensive cultural life and an institution that would provide higher education in 

music, one modeled on Western European examples. He prepared a proposal for such an 

institution in 1852, a proposal that would become a reality within a decade. On his 

initiative, the Russian Musical Society was officially approved in 1859.122 The elected 

members included Rubinstein, Count Matvey Wielhorsky, Vasiliy Kologrivov, Dmitry 

Kashin, and Dmitry Stasov.123 The instrumentalists of the Society’s orchestra were 

selected from among the best instrumentalists who played in the Russian and Italian 

opera theaters. The first concert of the Society took place on Monday, December 5 

(November 23), 1859. Throughout the first season ten symphonic concerts were 

presented – all of them included at least one composition by a Russian composer. The 

                                                
121 Edward Garden, "Rubinstein, Anton," in Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 

Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove
/music/24053 (accessed February 14, 2012). 
 

122 In 1869 it was renamed as Imperial Russian Musical Society. 
 

123 Dmitry Vasil’evich Stasov (1828-1918) was a lawyer, brother of the famous 
art and music critic Vladimir Stasov (1824-1906), and a close friend of Rubinstein. 
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Society “provided the capital with regular, professional symphonic and chamber concerts, 

comparable in quality and repertory to the best that Western Europe had to offer.”124 

A few weeks after the first concerts, the directors of the Society decided to offer 

free music classes. The first classes in singing were offered in the spring of 1860 and in 

the fall of the same year, Grand Duchess Elena Pavlovna125 offered a wing of her 

Mikhailovsky Palace as a teaching space. 

In October 1861 the government approved Russia’s first advanced school of 

music, directed by the Russian Musical Society. In the fall of the following year, the 

Saint Petersburg Conservatory officially started classes and opened its doors with a 

speech by Anton Rubinstein, the first Director. The newly founded institution awarded its 

graduates the diploma of “free musical artist.” Rubinstein worked hard for the prosperity 

of the conservatory system and in September 1866, the Moscow Conservatory was 

established under the direction of his younger brother, Nikolay Rubinstein.  

Anton’s first term as a director lasted five years as he resigned in 1867 to embark 

on a concert tour of Europe. He performed with violinist Henryk Wieniawski (1835-

1880) throughout North America in 1872-1873 to huge acclaim. In just over eight 

months, they gave 215 concerts, sometimes two or three in different towns in a single 

                                                
124 Robert C. Ridenour, Nationalism, Modernism, and Personal Rivalry in 

Nineteenth-Century Russian Music (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1981), 
36. 
 

125 Grand Duchess Elena Pavlovna (1807-1873) was born Princess Friederike 
Charlotte Marie of Württemberg in Stuttgart, Germany. She converted to Russian Eastern 
Orthodoxy when she married Grand Duke Michael Pavlovich and received the name 
Elena Pavlovna. Her marriage made her sister-in-law to two successive Emperors and 
aunt of the third.  She was an influential patron of Russian art.  
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day.126  Rubinstein was one of the most legendary pianists of the time - his playing was 

compared to Liszt’s “to the disadvantage of neither.”127 Rubinstein perfected his sound to 

such a degree that people were known to examine his piano after performances, 

convinced that hidden pipes were responsible for the prolonged singing tone.128 When 

questioned about his technique, Rubinstein replied:  

One of the secrets of my touch is my outstanding strength, the other is assiduous 
work in my youth. I spent hours at the piano endeavoring to imitate the voice of 
Rubini.129 The artist attains perfection only through hard work and tears more 
bitter than death.130 
 
In the 1885-1886 season, Rubinstein toured Europe and Russia with a series of 

seven historical concerts, presenting an immense variety of repertoire. A year later, in 

1887, he undertook the directorship of the Saint Petersburg Conservatory again, refusing 

to accept any salary. The “King of pianists”131 performed his last concert in the fall of 

1893. He died of heart-failure a few days later, on November 20 (8). 

 While Rubinstein’s Conservatory was established in order to train professional 

musicians and provide the long overdue improvement of their status in the Russian 
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society, another institution was spreading its wings. The Free Music School was 

established in accordance with the notion that “nationalist artists demand education for 

the populace.”132 Unlike the Conservatory whose charge was training professional 

musicians, the Free Music School was intended to teach the fundamentals of music to 

those who were musically illiterate. Between the date of government approval and the 

beginning of classes at the Conservatory, Gavriil Lomakin (1812-1885) created the Free 

Music School. Lomakin was a distinguished choral conductor in the mid-nineteenth 

century and was convinced that choral singing was the best path towards the musical 

awakening of Russia. Lomakin found a supporter in Mily Balakirev who embraced the 

idea of establishing a music school similar to the popular schools, at which adults were 

taught by volunteer teachers on Sundays. In January 1862, a petition was submitted for 

government permission and the Free Music School officially opened on March 30 (18), 

1862, almost half a year before the opening ceremony of the Conservatory. The first 

public concert took place with great success in February 1863 and was followed shortly 

by a second successful performance. This established a concert series that the Free Music 

School presented for many years. Nineteen years later, Aleksandr Glazunov’s Symphony 

No. 1 in E Major, Op. 5 would be premiered at one of these annual concerts of the school.  

 

 

 

                                                
132 See footnote 116 on page 49 for full quotation. Benjamin Curtis, Music Makes 

the Nation, 42.  
 



 55 

The Mighty Five 

Although opposed to the Saint Petersburg Conservatory because of its 

“Germanness,” Mily Balakirev, an outstanding pianist himself, aimed for the same result 

as its founder Rubinstein – the establishment and recognition of the Russian musician in 

Russia and abroad. Balakirev led a group of composers who attempted to create a 

national musical identity. Following in the footsteps of Glinka, five composers aimed for 

the creation of a national school founded on musical and literary Russian native materials 

and topics. The Mighty Five: Mily Balakirev, César Cui, Aleksandr Borodin, Modest 

Musorgsky, and Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, governed many aspects of the Russian 

musical scene during the reign of Alexander II. 

Balakirev133 studied piano with his mother, and later with Aleksandr Dubuque and 

Karl Eisrich. In the late fall of 1855, when Balakirev was almost nineteen-years old, his 

patron, Aleksandr Ulïbïshev, introduced him to Glinka. Balakirev’s skills as a composer 

and pianist were impressive, which prompted Glinka to tell his sister that the young man 

would become “the second Glinka:” “Balakirev is the first person in whom I have found 

views so similar to my own in all things concerning music.”134 Balakirev mastered a 

diverse repertoire and possessed an extremely expressive tone.135 After quickly winning 
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recognition as a brilliant pianist and a promising composer in Saint Petersburg, he met a 

young army officer – César Cui.136 

Before his enrollment at the Engineering School and later at the Academy of 

Military Engineering in Saint Petersburg, César Cui had studied theory and composition 

for seven months with Stanislaw Moniuszko.137 When Cui met Balakirev, he was a 

recently commissioned officer in the Engineering Corps of the Russian army.138 Upon 

graduating from the Academy in 1857 he was appointed lecturer, and in 1879 

professor.139 Beginning in 1864, he wrote critical articles on music for many journals and 

newspapers, both in Russian and in French. 

Modest Musorgsky140 studied piano with his mother and with the well-known 

pedagogue, Anton Herke. After graduating from the Cadet School of the Guards in 1856, 

Musorgsky entered the prestigious Preobrazhensky Regiment, “the foremost regiment of 

the Russian Imperial Guard, founded by Peter the Great and traditionally led by the tsar 
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himself.”141 In 1857, the young officer met Cui and was soon introduced to Balakirev, 

from whom he started taking lessons in composition shortly after.  

Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov142 attended the Naval College in St. Petersburg. He 

was on his way to a brilliant career in the Russian navy, preordained by his older brother, 

a distinguished naval officer. Nikolay’s predilection for music developed gradually and 

his piano teacher Fedor Kanille143 introduced him to Balakirev in November 1861. 

Lessons in music theory and composition with the latter began but were soon interrupted 

by Rimsky-Korsakov’s tour as a midshipman on Almaz from 1862 to 1865. During the 

tour, Rimsky-Korsakov saw London, Niagara Falls and Rio de Janeiro, and in his free 

time dedicated himself to the study of music, in particular Berlioz’s treatise on 

orchestration.144  

Although he had met Mussorgsky in 1856, Aleksandr Borodin145 was the final 

member of the group to meet Balakirev. Borodin graduated from the Saint Petersburg 

                                                
141 Oldani, "Musorgsky, Modest Petrovich," in Grove Music Online. 

 
142 Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov (March 18 (6), 1844 – June 21 (8), 

1908) 
 

143 Fedor (Fyodor) Andreyevich Kanille (1836-1900) was invited as a piano 
teacher at the Court Capella in 1861. Rimsky-Korsakov dedicated his Symphony No. 1 to 
him.  
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Medico-Surgical Academy at the age of twenty-three “with exceptional distinction”146 

and two years later was awarded the degree of Doctor of Medicine. Borodin left Russia in 

1859 and spent nearly three years studying abroad, primarily in Heidelberg. Borodin 

traveled extensively in Germany, Switzerland, Italy and France. Because of his three-year 

residence in Germany, he was familiar with German music in general and with Wagner’s 

operas in particular; he had the distinct advantage of hearing many of them. Borodin 

received a teaching position at the Medico-Surgical Academy in Saint Petersburg, with 

the title of assistant professor of chemistry in 1862 and later as a full professor and chair 

of chemistry in 1864.147 An internationally known chemist with significant published 

works, he nevertheless passionately composed and played chamber music.  

With Borodin, “Balakirev’s circle” was complete – it had taken six years to 

assemble these diverse individuals and only five more years to acquire the “sobriquet”148 

that would make them world-known. These five composers became recognized as “the 

Moguchaya Kuchka,” (Mighty Handful) a name first used by Vladimir Stasov in an 

article dedicated to a Saint Petersburg concert conducted by Mily Balakirev on May 24 

(12), 1867. Through the writings of César Cui, the composers also became known as the 

“New Russian School” but most often they are referred to as “the Mighty Five” or just 
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“the Five.” Both Stasov and Cui were very influential in promoting the music and the 

ideals of the Mighty Five through their critical works.  

The Mighty Five incorporated elements from the history, legends, and fairy tales 

of their country, set music to Russian texts, and relied on folk intonations. Their work 

was frequently and in many ways collective, but each of them also contributed novel 

elements to the Russian musical vocabulary. Their main efforts were dedicated toward 

creating a distinctively Russian art music that would be recognized by the world as a 

product of their nation’s great culture. Opponents of the Mighty Five argued that they 

were amateurs and did not have the necessary technical knowledge in composition. In 

light of this opposition, it is ironic that Rimsky-Korsakov was appointed a professor at 

the Saint Petersburg Conservatory, occupied many leading positions in the musical life of 

the capital, and wrote significant texts on harmony149 and orchestration.150 In July 1871, 

Rimsky-Korsakov received a formal invitation from Director Michail Pavlovich 

Azanchevsky to teach “the theory of composition and orchestration” at the Saint 

Petersburg Conservatory.151 Coming from his particular background, during his tenure as 

a professor, Rimsky-Korsakov influenced his students through a distinct method that 
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synthesized the innovative harmonies and Russian picturesqueness of Balakirev and the 

academic principles and training of Rubinstein:  

…the Russian style developed … to a great extent through Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
efforts. The students of Professor Rimsky-Korsakov were schooled in his polished 
style and took for granted the combination of textbook perfection with the now 
common “Russian” idioms. This was all very distant from the origin of the 
Russian style in the Kuchka’s workshop, where textbook composition was not 
simply ignored, but seen as a baneful Western influence that would prevent the 
emergence of any true Russian national music. But a generation later, Rimsky-
Korsakov’s student, Glazunov, saw no contradiction in combining the Kuchka’s 
national idioms with the polished technique of his teacher, and an additional 
mastery of thematic development in the manner of the German symphonists. The 
result was often attractive, and always expertly crafted…152  

 

Rivals or Allies? 

 It is a common perception that the Mighty Five and Anton Rubinstein were at 

opposing poles of the musical sphere at the time and that their paths were never destined 

to intertwine in the professional music world of Russia. However, Rubinstein was not 

entirely academic and cosmopolitan, and the “New Russian School” did not thrive solely 

on the ideas of nationalism and folk melodies. The poles, as opposed as they were, 

exhibited properties of magnetism. Rimsky-Korsakov’s appointment at the Conservatory 

affected the composer’s viewpoint and consequently his students’. Later in his life, the 

former member of the Moguchaya Kuchka wrote: 

In my opinion, a distinctly “Russian music” does not exist. Both harmony and 
counterpoint are pan-European. Russian songs introduce into counterpoint a few 
new technical devices, but to form a new, unique kind of music: this they cannot 
do. And even the number of these devices is probably limited. Russian traits – and 
national traits in general – are acquired not by writing according to specific rules, 
but rather by removing from the common language of music those devices which 
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are inappropriate to the Russian spirit….To create a characteristically Russian 
style I avoid some devices, for a Spanish style others, and for a German style 
others again.”153 
 

Balakirev probably would have never forgiven his student and colleague for these words. 

They strangely echoed the ones written by Rubinstein in 1855…154 

A few years before Rimsky-Korsakov embarked on his academic appointment, 

Balakirev was appointed a conductor of the Russian Musical Society concerts in Saint 

Petersburg. He was not only the leading conductor for the Society he had disdained less 

than a decade earlier, but he was also the central figure who oversaw the two principal  

orchestral concert series in Saint Petersburg.155 A highly respected professor at the 

Conservatory, Rimsky-Korsakov also worked at Balakirev’s Free School of Music from 

1874 to 1881.156 At the turn of the century, from 1896 to1904, Cui served as a director of 

the Russian Music Society in Saint Petersburg.157 And to complete the cycle, during his 

second term as Director of the Conservatory Anton Rubinstein actively championed 
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Russian opera and Russian music in general;158 surprisingly he became “a strong 

defender of all things Russian in music.”159  

 

Russian Musical Elements and the Contributions of the Mighty Five: “Beacons of the 

National Style”160 

… in the middle of the past [nineteenth] century, when Russian national music 
was born and was developing, influences coming from western Europe played an 
important role in its development. Intercourse with western music increased 
significantly around the turn of the century, but by then there was no longer any 
question of influence, but, rather, of cultural exchange. In the nineteenth century 
Russian national music was born, developed, and matured, and in the twentieth it 
became an accepted equal member which could no longer be disdainfully 
dismissed.161 

 
The reign of Aleksandr II marked the beginning of a flourishing period for the 

many intellectuals who strove to create a national cultural distinctiveness. The 1860s 

were years during which the composers of the Balakirev Circle chose to build upon the 

principles of Glinka: 

Russian composers had incorporated folk tunes in their works long before Glinka 
but in an essentially superficial manner, grafting the tunes on the established 
forms of Western music. Glinka, however, attempted to create an original musical 
language from authentic folk music or, more often, invented themes that 
mimicked the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic idiosyncrasies of Russian popular 
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song. In doing so, he pushed beyond the conventional boundaries of harmony and 
form that the most advanced Western composers of his day were just beginning to 
expand and created a personal style marked by daring harmonies, dynamic and 
flexible rhythms, and bright, pure orchestral colors. This was the innovative style 
Balakirev accepted as the hallmark of authentic Russian national music.162 

 
 As a result, the “Russianness” with which Balakirev imbued his disciples, was in 

reality a peculiar amalgam of traditional idioms and the compositional methods of 

Glinka. The Mighty Five gradually fused into that amalgam their own inventive 

mannerisms derived from the Russian musical vocabulary. Of the five composers in the 

group, Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov were the most involved in collecting and 

arranging Russian folk songs. Among the next generation of composers, Anatoly Lyadov 

(1855-1914) and Sergey Lyapunov (1859-1824) also contributed to the increasing 

number of available collections. Although Glazunov’s attachment did not lead to a 

substantial collection, there is evidence that he did enjoy transcribing the folk music of 

not only Russia but other nationalities as well. In most cases, the songs were incorporated 

into a Western framework, an approach derived from Balakirev’s harmonizations. Also 

these harmonizations further influenced the accompaniment style of Russian piano music 

in general: “… accompaniment is not simply a tapestry upon which the melody or theme 

is laid, but rather a strongly connected entity which relates to the basic motives and 

themes.”163  
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Although not directly connected to the Mighty Five, an aspect of Russian music 

contributes to a strong emotional response from the listener:  

An investigation into what is generally considered to be the intense, depressive 
pathos of many Russian composers also helps to define what makes these 
composers and their compositions so unique. … Russian melody, with its long, 
extended phrases that are so close to folk-song, is probably the most important 
aspect of Russian pathos. This, in addition to a Wagnerian chromaticism that 
always resolves, and huge climaxes that rise from lengthy preparation.164 
 

But as Thomas Fritz has pointed out, a discovery of a characteristic emotion in Russian 

music would be difficult to declare – any attempt to do so would be overtly subjective: 

“Maurice Baring feels that ultimately the hostility of the Russian climate has produced a 

unique blend of qualities in what he calls the Russian emotional nature. These qualities 

he defines as roughness and good-nature, kindness and brutal insensibility.”165 After 

quoting Baring in his book, Montagu-Nathan adds exuberance to the list of 

abovementioned qualities.166  

Cui’s music is generally considered the least “Russian” for its lack of nationalistic 

idioms; however, an in-depth analysis reveals his incorporation of Russian elements.167 

His intimate character pieces influence the evolution of the piano miniature in Russian 
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piano music and especially the work of Anatoly Lyadov (1855-1914) and Aleksandr 

Glazunov. Cui’s most significant contributions to Russian music are his articles and his 

book, La Musique in Russie, published in France in 1880.168 In this book he identifies 

elements characteristic of Russian folk music such as freedom of rhythm and phrase 

structures, frequent use of church modes, plagal cadences, static harmony and short 

themes within a limited range, often no more than a fifth or a sixth. Cui also comments 

on the peculiar manner of modulation of Russian melodies – they pass through different 

modes, very often from minor to relative major and back.169 

Cui’s book was the first major text written by a member of the Mighty Five and 

introduced Russian music and composers to the West. Rimsky-Korsakov’s diaries 

provide some of the most valuable pieces of information about the lives, compositions, 

and thoughts of not only the Mighty Five but also of their contemporaries and successors. 

The memoirs of his students and friends further complement Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

insightful observations. Vasiliy Yastrebtsev’s Reminiscences are the second closest to the 

source account on the ideas of the eminent mentor and friend of Glazunov. Yastebtsev 

recounts his meetings and conversations with Rimsky-Korsakov. The outcome of one of 

these meetings is particularly enlightening and often quoted; it outlines, in detail, favored 

idioms of the Mighty Five: 
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(1) tritones; (2) the juxtaposition of tonalities in augmented-fourth (diminished 
fifth) relationship; (3) parallel fifths thrown about lavishly even where they are 
inappropriate and where, consequently, they serve no artistic purpose whatsoever 
….; (4) Borodin’s epic parallel seconds; and  (5) Balakirev’s keys of B minor and 
D-flat major,170 which were so brilliantly and, obviously, deliberately introduced 
into the early works of the Russian school and without doubt left a deep imprint 
on all the latest Russian music, partly from force of habit, partly also because D 
flat sounds especially grateful, beautiful, and mellow in orchestration.171 
 

This list of characteristics unequivocally demonstrates the fact that the Mighty Five were 

aware of the individual idioms within the collective style. Their regular discussions 

brought to light other favorite devices such as Borodin’s free use of diatonic 

dissonance,172 Musorgsky’s naturalistic speech rhythms,173 Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

chromatic “fantastic style,”174 and Balakirev’s style of harmonization. The latter’s 

collection of transcribed folk songs with accompaniments was an attempt to preserve the 

following significant aspects of Russian folk music: 

– its ‘tonal mutability’: a tune seems to shift quite naturally from one tonic centre 
to another, often ending up in a different key (usually a second lower or higher) 
from the one in which the piece began. The effect is to produce a feeling of 
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elusiveness, a lack of definition or of logical progression in the harmony, which 
even in its stylized kuchkist form makes Russian music very different from the 
tonal structures of the West. 
– its heterophony: a melody divides into several dissonant voices, each with its 
own variation of the theme, which is improvised by the individual singers until 
the end, when the song reverts to a single line. 
– its use of parallel fifths, fourths and thirds. The effect is to give to Russian 
music a quality of raw sonority that is entirely missing in the polished harmony of 
Western music.175 

 
Within the aforementioned peremennost’ or mutability, the harmonic settings 

could easily fluctuate between a minor key and its relative major, adding a characteristic 

color effect heard as unmistakable Russian folk style.176 Although the second scale 

degree in major and the seventh scale degree in minor are cited as the common choices 

for cadential resolutions, the ramifications of mutability are not limited to these scale 

degrees only.  

 Aside from discovering the tendency of folk melodies to fluctuate between a 

major key and its relative minor or even the !vii key, Balakirev’s work in collecting and 

arranging folk songs led him to the discovery of frequently used modes (particularly the 

Dorian, which Balakirev called “the Russian minor”) and the tendency to accentuate 

notes not belonging to the dominant harmony.177 This last discovery was crucial for 

understanding the Mighty Five’s emphasis on plagality. Modal cadences were common 

as well.  
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 According to Orlando Figes, Balakirev managed to preserve the heterophonic 

texture of Russian folk songs and to transcribe the podgoloski. However, many scholars 

argue that the Mighty Five did not acknowledge this aspect of folk music until long after 

the publication of the collection of Russian songs by Yuliy Nikolayevich Mel’gunov 

(1846-1893).178 Regardless, the texture of the Mighty Five still bears a distinctive 

peculiarity: 

One of the unique characteristics of the Kuchka’s compositions was their 
approach to texture. The musical context typically employed in their compositions 
consists of several layers that feature a sustained pedal point in the bass line, a 
harmonically functioning middle voice, and the melody. The upper and middle 
voices are interchangeable. One of the upper lines that functions harmonically 
often can become a second harmonic pedal point. A layered linear context of such 
textures provides a possibility for prolonged harmonic motion without frequent 
cadential stops and starts.179 

  
Whether the favored pedal points are a textural element that influenced the 

harmony, or a harmonic procedure that influenced the texture, the final result is a peculiar 

symbiosis that contributes to the distinct sonority of Russian piano music: 

Harmonic functions are attenuated or disappear, and in their place, the burden of 
integration is placed upon pedal notes, a kind of large-scale pedal technique 
emerges in the linking of 3rd-related and other more distant keys by means of 
emphasizing a common note throughout.180 
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If tritones were typical of the Mighty Five in general, Musorgsky’s affection for 

juxtaposed tritones with picturesque or structural significance was considered to be his 

significant trait.181 Borodin followed with his “most personal mannerism” of combined 

melodic major and minor thirds above the tonic.182 It is reasonable to suggest that this 

was his interpretation of the characteristic “just intonation” effect found in folk music. 

Borodin’s treatment brings this concept to a new level, a structural one that incorporates 

the interplay between major and minor third in the key relationships of his themes.  

The bells held special significance for the Russian people as the ringing was 

connected not only with liturgical celebrations and services, but also with secular events.  

One of the most characteristic features of the Russian style was the use of bell sonorities, 

especially ones modeled after the celebrated bells in Musorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov. 

Musorgsky’s bells became emblematic – two alternating major-minor seventh chords, 

their root notes being a tritone apart (D7 and A!7 chords in Boris Godunov). Borodin 

frequently used bells with a Musorgskian flavor in his orchestral works, but in the first 

piece of his Petite Suite (1884),183 Borodin’s pianistic representation of the sound of the 

bells is different. Instead of the dense textures of alternating chords in close positions, 

Borodin used the wide spacing of chords in open positions in the right hand. Borodin still 

succeeded in incorporating major-minor seventh chords while depicting the bell tolling 
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(G"6
5 and B6

5 in mm. 1, 3, 5, and 7). The open positions in the right hand are descending 

against an ascending line in the middle voice that is emphasized by accents. This contrary 

motion of seventh chords and triads in their first inversions (G"6
5, A6, B6

5, C"m6), is 

juxtaposed with an unvarying bass – C"  in the lowest register of the piano, – and is 

blended with that bass through the unifying pedal.  
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Musical Example 2. Aleksandr Borodin, Petite Suite: Au Couvent (In the Monastery), 
mm. 1-21. A depiction of church bells in piano texture. 
 

 
 
FROM: Alexander Borodin, Petite Suite, Copyright © (1930, renewed 1958) by C.F. 
Peters Corporation Used by permission. 
 

Fritz pointed out that throughout Musorgsky’s music the leading tone and the 

lowered leading tone are equally stressed, with the motion being in the inner voices rather 
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than in the melody.184 Fritz observed other characteristics in his music: a preference for 

descending cadential formulas, for melodies utilizing intervals of the fourth and the fifth, 

omitted thirds from chords at critical points and most idiomatic for Musorgsky, 

juxtapositions of simple and complex chord structures. Musorgsky used ninth chords in 

root position and various inversions abundantly.185 This proclivity is later observed in the 

music of Sergey Rachmaninov (1873-1943) and Aleksandr Glazunov. 

The term “Glinka variations” or “variations with changing backgrounds” 

described infinite possibilities for manipulation of the thematic material through 

continuous variation in the accompaniment pattern, harmony and register.186 This 

technique of Glinka became a favored tool of the Mighty Five.  

Among the invented “Russian” characteristics are often included the whole-tone 

scale,187 which was used by Glinka in his opera Ruslan and Ludmila (1842); and the 

octatonic scale,188 which was used by Rimsky-Korsakov in his symphonic suite Sadko 

                                                
184 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 92. 

 
185 Ibid., 89-93.  

 
186 Humphreys and Frolova-Walker, "Rimsky-Korsakov," in Grove Music Online. 

Campbell, "Balakirev, Mily Alekseyevich," in Grove Music Online. Fritz, “The 
Development of Russian Piano Music,” 105. 
  

187 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 180. Oldani, "Musorgsky, Modest Petrovich," in 
Grove Music Online. 
 

188 Figes, Natasha’s Dance, 181.  
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(1867). The former became the “Russian” sound for “spookiness and evil,” the latter for 

“magic and menace.”189  

The last device identified by Figes focuses on a modulation technique established 

by Russian composers:    

[T]he modular rotation in sequences of thirds: a device of Liszt’s which the 
Russians made their own as the basis of their loose symphonic-poem type of 
structure that avoids the rigid (German) laws of modulation in sonata form. 
Instead of the usual progression to the relative minor in the development section 
of the sonata form (e.g. C major to A minor), the Russians established a tonic 
centre in the opening section (say, C major) and then progressed through 
sequences of thirds (A flat major, F major, D flat major, and so on) in subsequent 
sections. The effect is to break away from the Western laws of development, 
enabling the form of a composition to be shaped entirely by the ‘content’ of the 
music (its programmatic statements and visual descriptions) rather than by formal 
laws of symmetry.190 

 
In the 1930s, Gerald Abraham pointed out the importance of abrupt modulations and 

sudden shifts in the harmonic language of Russian composers.191  

Borodin was the first Russian composer to demonstrate a strong affinity for 

chamber music – a genre in which the others did not succeed and were not particularly 

interested.192 Borodin’s productive creative work in the genre is remarkably extensive, 

especially considering the limited number of his completed works. Glazunov was the first 

Russian composer to follow in his footsteps, subsequently writing remarkable works in 

that genre.  
                                                

189 Ibid., 180-181. 
 

190 Ibid., 181. 
 

191 Abraham, “The Essence of Russian Music,” 18-19.  
 

192 Oldani, "Borodin, Aleksandr Porfir′yevich," in Grove Music Online. 
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The aforementioned characteristics of the Mighty Five’s compositional 

vocabulary will be explored in Aleksandr Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1, Op. 74 in Chapter VI 

of the present document. 
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CHAPTER IV. ALEKSANDR GLAZUNOV: MAN AND MUSICIAN 

 

Biography 

The roots of Glazunov’s family tree are traceable through written documents back 

to the time of Tsar Fyodor Alekseevich (1661-1682), who reigned from 1676 to 1682.193 

The book-publishing firm of Matvey and Ivan Glazunovï was established in 1782 in 

Moscow and shortly after that opened a branch in Saint Petersburg. Ivan’s grandson, 

Konstantin  Il’ich Glazunov (1828-1914) entered the firm in 1849 and took over the 

running of the family business during the 1860s, when it was one of the most successful 

publishing houses in Saint Petersburg.194 Konstantin Il’ich had extensive interests, was a 

good violinist, and played the piano as well. In 1863, he married Elena Pavlovna Turïgina 

(1846-1925). She was an accomplished pianist and former student of Theodor 

Leschetizky. On August 10 (July 29), 1865, Aleksandr was born. The future composer 

began piano study at the age of nine in 1875195 with Nadezda Grigor’evna Holodkova, 

who gave him half hour lessons three times a week, starting with Ferdinand Beyer’s 

Preparatory Piano School, Op. 101. Aleksandr’s musical education began seriously in 
                                                

193 Aleksandr Vyacheslavovich Ossovsky, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: 
yego zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 1882-1907 (St. Petersburg: Kontzertov A. Ziloti, 1907), 11-12. 
 

194 The home of Glazunovï and their publishing house were located on 
Kazanskaya Street in one of the central areas of the city. The family publishing firm, 
which by 1907 had become the oldest in Russia, was well known for the publication of 
Russian classical literature. 
 

195 Kiralina Iosifovna Yuzhak, Fortepiannye sonatï A. K. Glazunova (Moscow: 
Gossudarstvennoe Muzykal’noe Izdatel’stvo, 1962), 4. Maria Alekseevna Ganina, 
Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo (Moscow: Muzyka, 1961), 11. 
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1877,196 when at the age of twelve he began to take piano lessons with Nartzis 

Nartzissovich Elenkovskiy. Elenkovskiy introduced his student to the fundamentals of 

harmony and played compositions for him by Chopin and Liszt, along with Balakirev’s 

Islamey which stimulated Glazunov’s interest in Russian music.197 After Elenkovskiy 

temporarily left Saint Petersburg in 1878,198 Elena Pavlovna took piano lessons from 

Balakirev and showed him the compositions of her son. Balakirev approved of 

Aleksandr’s attempts and recommended that “the little Glinka” continue his studies with 

Rimsky-Korsakov.  

Glazunov began weekly lessons with Rimsky-Korsakov on January 4, 1880 

(December 23, 1879)199 and “his musical development progressed not by the day but 

literally by the hour.”200 By the spring of 1881, they had succeeded in covering harmony, 

counterpoint, composition and instrumentation, and the teacher considered further 
                                                

196 Viktor Belyaev, Glazunov (Peterburg: Gossudarstvennaya Filarmoniya, 1922), 
23. Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 11. Venturini 
incorrectly stated 1873 as the year in which Aleksandr started lessons with Elenkovskiy. 
Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 5. 
 

197 Aleksandr was encouraged to play the viola and cello, which allowed the 
family to form a chamber ensemble. Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 13. When he was 
thirteen-years old, Aleksandr was already playing the violin, and soon after that the 
violoncello. Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 12. 
 

198 Belyaev, Glazunov, 26. Ossovsky, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: yego 
zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 19. Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 13. According to Kryukov and 
Venturini, Elenkovsky left in 1879. Kryukov, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov, 12. 
Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 5. 
 

199 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 13. 
 

200 Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov, My Musical Life, trans. Judah A. 
Joffe, ed. Carl Van Vechten (London: Eulenburg Books, 1974), 231. 
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instruction unnecessary. In April 1881, Aleksandr finished his Symphony No. 1 in E 

Major, Op. 5, which was dedicated to his mentor, Rimsky-Korsakov. Mily Balakirev 

conducted the premiere of Glazunov’s symphony in the 43rd concert of the Free Music 

School in the Hall of the Noble Assembly on March 29 (17), 1882.201 The performance 

was a triumph for the sixteen-year-old boy who accepted the applause dressed in his high 

school uniform. César Cui wrote: “Glazunov’s first symphony is an astonishing work, 

almost frightening in its precocious mastery.”202 Vladimir Stasov proclaimed him “our 

young Samson”203 and called him “Orel204 Konstantinovich.” 

Rimsky-Korsakov conducted Glazunov’s Symphony No. 1 in Moscow on 

September 3 (August 22) at a concert held as part of the national All-Russian Art and 

Industrial Exhibition. On November 25 (13), Glazunov’s String Quartet No. 1 in D 

Major, his official Opus 1, was performed at a concert of the Imperial Russian Music 

Society. Mikhail Glinka’s sister, Ludmila Ivanovna Shestakova, was present at the 

premiere and the quartet was dedicated to her. Anton Rubinstein brought Glazunov on 

stage and prophesied great things for the young composer. Glazunov’s Overture on Greek 

Themes No. 1 in G minor, Op. 3205 inspired Rubinstein and he conducted its performance 

                                                
201 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 6. 

202 Nicolas Slonimsky, “Alexander Glazunov: Keeper of Russian Tradition,” in 
Writings On Music, Volume Two: Russian and Soviet Music and Composers, 42. 
 

203 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 7. 

204 Orel – eagle. 
 

205 The Overture was based on tunes from Melodies populaires de Grece at 
d’Orient by the French composer and musicologist, professor at the Paris Conservatory, 
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in a “grand manner and with much enthusiasm”206 in 1883 at a concert of the Imperial 

Russian Music Society. Glazunov’s Overture on Greek Themes No. 2 in D Major, Op. 6 

followed two months later conducted by Balakirev at a concert of the Free Music School. 

In May 1883, Glazunov graduated from high school and began auditing classes in the 

history-philology department of the Saint Petersburg University.207 He did not neglect 

music, but developed proficiency in playing such instruments as the horn, trumpet, 

trombone, clarinet and percussion, and continued playing the piano and cello.  

The young composer’s talent captivated the attention of Mitrofan Petrovich 

Belyayev,208 a passionate amateur musician and millionaire. His infatuation with 

Glazunov’s music initiated a remarkable story of musical patronage. Belyayev was so 

enthusiastic about the Symphony No. 1 of Glazunov that he decided to help promote its 

performance in Europe. In the summer of 1883 he went to Germany, taking with him 

recommendation letters from Borodin, which he presented to Franz Liszt and Carl 

Riedel.209 Belyayev also organized a symphony concert of his protégé’s works on April 8 

                                                                                                                                            
Louis Bourgault-Ducoudray (1840-1910). These songs had been collected on a tour 
through Greece in 1874. 
 

206 Vladimir Derzhanovsky, A. K. Glazounov 1882-1922 (Moscow, 1922), 3. 
Quoted in Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 8. 

207 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 64. 
 

208 Mitrofan Petrovich Belyayev (1836–1904) – called by Montagu-Nathan “the 
wisest patron in the annals of music.” Montagu Montagu-Nathan, Contemporary Russian 
Composers (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1970.), 88 
 

209 Carl Riedel – a noted choral conductor, president of the Allgemeiner 
Deutscher Musikverein. 
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(March 27), 1884 in Saint Petersburg’s Great Hall of the Petropavlovskoe uchilishte 

(Petropavlosky School). Announced as a “rehearsal of Glazunov’s works,” the concert 

featured the Opera orchestra conducted by Rimsky-Korsakov and it served as the basis 

for the Russian Symphony Concerts established in 1885.210  

 Meanwhile Liszt had chosen Glazunov’s Symphony No. 1 to be performed at the 

gala concert of the Allgemeiner Deutscher Musikverein. Belyayev celebrated the occasion 

by making Weimar the first destination of a grand journey through Europe and the 

Mediterranean. He and Glazunov left Saint Petersburg on May 20 (8), 1884 and returned 

at the end of July. The first performance of Symphony No. 1 outside of Russia was 

performed on May 29 (17) under the direction of Karl Müller-Hartung (1834-1908). 

During the days prior to the concert, Glazunov played for Liszt and wrote in one of his 

letters:  

When I seated myself at the piano and apologised for playing badly, he remarked 
that that is as it should be. If a composer plays well or a pianist composes well, 
he, said, there is good reason to suspect that each is passing off someone else’s 
work as his own.211 

 
Glazunov’s journey with Belyayev continued through Germany, Switzerland, France, 

Spain and across to Morocco in North Africa. In Spain Glazunov said: “I am happy that 

                                                
210 Yuzhak, Fortepiannïe sonatï A. K. Glazunova, 6. The success encouraged 

Belyayev to consider expanding the idea from a single concert to a series of four for the 
1886 season. Over the following thirty years, numerous compositions were premiered at 
the Russian Symphony Concerts. 
 

211 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 22. Letter to Balakirev, from Lion, June 3 (May 
22), 1884. Maria Alekseevna Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, vospominaniya: 
izbrannoe. (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Muzykal’noe Izdatel’stvo, 1958), 56. 
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except folk music, I am not listening to any other.”212 In Tangier, he developed an interest 

in Arabic music. During the return home, he heard Wagner’s Parsifal in Bayreuth. 

Although the trip undoubtedly opened Glazunov’s eyes to his surroundings and made him 

aware of the contemporary musical climate, his idiom remained firmly rooted in the 

language of his first teachers.  

In Bayreuth, a landmark event for the composer’s career and for Russian musical 

culture took place. Encouraged by the brilliant beginnings of Glazunov’s career, 

Belyayev signed a contract with the composer for the publication of his works on July 4, 

1884. This contract marked the beginning of the future world-renowned music publishing 

firm M. P. Belaieff, Leipzig.213 This publishing house went on to support Russian 

symphonists through publication of their compositions and establishment of appropriate 

composer’s fee for their works.214  Alongside the promotion of Glazunov’s work and the 

founding of the Russian Symphonic Concerts, Belyayev also founded chamber music 

evenings and competitions for string quartets,215 and in the autumn of 1885 endowed the 

                                                
212 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 29. 

 
213 Glazunov, Rimsky-Korsakov and Lyadov constituted the firm’s editorial 

board. 
 

214 Yuliy Dmitrievich Engel’, “Glazunov as a Symphonist.” Published for the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of A. K. Glazunov’s career in music (1882-1907). Russian 
Musical Gazette, 1907, no. 1, cols. 1 – 8; no. 2, cols. 60 – 5; no. 3, cols. 89 – 95; no. 4, 
cols. 130 – 8; nos. 5 – 6, cols. 171 – 5. In Russians on Russian Music, 1880-1917: An 
Anthology, ed. and trans. by Stuart Campbell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 144f. 
 

215 Belyayev considered the chamber music to be the supreme form of musical art 
– it takes first place among all other arts. Symphonic music and opera followed. 
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Glinka Awards for Russian Music. Glazunov continued composing and arranging 

numerous works for the Friday evening chamber music gatherings at Belyayev’s home. 

Also, a new Glazunov work was performed in each of the Russian Symphony Concerts, 

which were usually six per season.216  

In 1887, Alexander Borodin died suddenly of heart failure, at the age of fifty-

three, leaving a great deal of music, including his opera Prince Igor, unfinished. 

Glazunov and Rimsky-Korsakov decided to complete the unfinished works and to 

prepare them for performance. An exceptional musical memory helped Glazunov in this 

task. He was able to write the Overture in the way he had heard it performed by Borodin 

on the piano. Act III he composed also by memory and from Borodin’s sketches.217 In 

addition to the opera, Glazunov finished and orchestrated two movements of the 

Symphony No. 3 from the author’s sketches and using material from Prince Igor.218 The 

intensive work on Borodin’s music was rewarding for Glazunov’s own development. Of 

the Mighty Five, he remained the closest to Borodin in terms of his compositional 

technique and his passion for symphonies and string quartets. Through his work on 

                                                
216 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 35. 

 
217 A detailed account on the completion and orchestration is found in Glazunov’s 

note in Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, vospominaniya: izbrannoe, 433-435. It 
was first published in Russkaya muzykal’naya gazeta (Russian Musical Journal) in 1896. 
 

218 Letter to Belyayev on May 11, 1888, mentions the First movement of 
Borodin’s unfinished Symphony No. 3, which Glazunov had written down from memory 
and orchestrated. Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 13. 
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Borodin’s sketches, Glazunov absorbed into his own writing the compositional style of 

the elder composer.219  

Glazunov’s debut as a conductor took place on October 22, 1888 at a Russian 

Symphony Concert. The twenty-three-year-old composer chose his Lyrical Poem for this 

first performance. Less then a year after this debut, he was conducting at the Exposition 

Universelle in Paris. Belyayev organized two Russian Symphony Concerts in the Palais 

du Trocadero and Glazunov’s works featured prominently in these concerts as the 

composer conducted his symphonic poem Stenka Razin, Op. 13 on June 22 (10) and his 

Symphony No. 2 in F" Major, Op. 16 on June 29 (17).220 

1889 was the year in which Glazunov discovered an appreciation for Wagnerian 

orchestration; both he and Rimsky-Korsakov were captivated by the Wagnerian 

approach. A year later, in April 1890, Glazunov wrote to Semen Kruglikov:221 “Through 

my last works I noticed that I have somehow changed my musical views and look at 

composing from a different point of view, staying faithful to the old one as well.”222 

While certain influences of Wagner’s music continued to be present throughout 

                                                
219 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 29. 

 
220 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 67. 

Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, vospominaniya, 121. Alex van Amerongen, 
“Glazounov Revalued.” Translated by Edda van der Heijden. Tempo New Series No. 33 
(Autumn 1954): 32. 
 

221 Semen Nikolaevich Kruglikov (1851-1910) – a music critic and professor at 
the Philharmonic School in Moscow. 

 
222 Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, vospominaniya, 150-151. Letter, 

April 1890. 
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Glazunov’s career, his writing also grew closer to the compositional styles of Borodin 

and Chaikovsky. 

In 1892 Glazunov was appointed second conductor of the Imperial Russian 

Musical Society orchestra. This was a result of his being invited by Anton Rubinstein to 

adjudicate at the Saint Petersburg Conservatory’s final exams during Rubinstein’s second 

directorship (1886-1891).223 Glazunov had become a powerful figure in the concert life 

of the Russian capital and his reputation had spread throughout Europe and across the 

Atlantic to the United States. Glazunov wrote a march for the opening of the World’s 

Columbian Exposition in Chicago on June 7, 1893, a celebration of the 400th anniversary 

of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the New World. Glazunov’s Triumphal March in E! 

Major, Op. 40, received high acclaim as “the most inspirational of all the music 

performed.”224 

The period from 1899 to 1906 is often considered to be Glazunov’s creative peak. 

At the age of thirty-four, he was a recognized master of orchestration, admired for his 

understanding of the orchestra as both composer and conductor. In the autumn of 1899 

Glazunov was appointed professor of score reading and instrumentation225 and began his 

                                                
 

223 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 18.  Seven years later, in 
1899, Glazunov was appointed to the Directorate of the Imperial Russian Music Society 
in St. Petersburg. 
 

224 Ibid. 
 

225 Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, vospominaniya, 205. Ganina,  
Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 162. There are different 
definitions of Glazunov’s initial appointment. Leonard and Mundy wrote “Professor of 
Instrumentation,” while Venturini wrote “Professor of Orchestration and Composition.” 
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pedagogical activities at the Saint Petersburg Conservatory. Glazunov would remain at 

the Conservatory for almost thirty years. From the extant adjudicator's notes it is evident 

that he was present at the examinations and evaluated students such as Sergey Prokofiev, 

Dmitry Shostakovich, Henrich Neuhaus and Valdimir Sofronitzkiy. Glazunov taught 

special instrumentation, harmony, counterpoint, chamber music ensemble, music 

literature, and conducting.226 Nicolai Malko remembered: “Glazounov had phenomenal 

inner pitch plus the ability to read music and see everything. Korsakov might sometimes 

overlook parallel fifths or octaves, but Glazounov never did.”227  

On January 10, 1904 (December 28, 1903), Belyayev died of heart failure. In his 

will, Belyayev appointed Glazunov, Lyadov, and Rimsky-Korsakov to run his publishing 

business and to direct the funds needed for the Russian Symphony Concerts and for a 

chamber music competition. Throughout 1904, for Glinka’s centenary, Glazunov and 

Rimsky-Korsakov, with help from Balakirev, revised and edited almost all works of the 

“founding father.”228  

After the defeat in the Japanese war of 1904, Russia suffered massive political 

upheavals. The revolutionary events of 1905 marked the commencement of a new phase 

                                                                                                                                            
Richard Anthony Leonard, A History of Russian Music (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 
1968), 208. Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 49. Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life 
and Works, 23. 
 

226 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 162. 
 

227 Nicolai Malko, A Certain Art (New York: William Morrow & Company), 48. 
Quoted in Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 28.  
 

228 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 167. 
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in Glazunov’s life. On January 22 (9), 1905, “the Bloody Sunday,” a strike was 

suppressed in front of the Saint Petersburg’s Winter Palace, with over a thousand 

demonstrating workers and students in attendance. The Director of the Saint Petersburg 

Conservatory, August Rudol’fovich Bernhard, closed the building, expelled over a 

hundred students, and discharged Rimsky-Korsakov. Glazunov immediately resigned 

from the Conservatory and the board of the Imperial Russian Musical Society. The 

Conservatory was closed, but Glazunov, Rimsky-Korsakov and other professors 

continued to give free lessons in their homes. The summer of 1905 was very difficult for 

Glazunov as he had become seriously ill in the beginning of June. An intractable 

infection left him exhausted, at the time leading to almost total deafness.229 Following 

Bernhard’s resignation, a program of reforms was initiated and the decision was made to 

ask Rimsky-Korsakov, Glazunov and Lyadov to return to the Conservatory. Through a 

secret vote, Glazunov was unanimously elected to the post of Director on January 1, 1906 

(December 14, 1905).230 The newly appointed Director of the Conservatory was a tall, 

forty-year old broad-shouldered man, who seldom raised his voice and was unceasingly 

preoccupied with his duties.  

                                                
229 Moisey Osipovich Yankovskiy, “Vehi zhiznennogo puti,” in Glazunov: 

Issledovaniya, materialï, publikatsi, pis’ma, Muzïkal’noe nasledie, vol. 1 (Leningrad: 
Muzgiz, 1959), 84. 
 

230 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 27. Venturini indicated 
January 1, 1906, while Mundy stated December 14, 1905. Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 
54. Boris Schwarts mentions December 16. Boris Schwarz. "Glazunov, Aleksandr 
Konstantinovich." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove
/music/11266 (accessed February 14, 2012). 
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Vladimir Stasov, who had called the composer “the eagle and hero of Russian 

music”, died in October of 1906. A critical writer, he had considered Glazunov to be the 

logical successor to the cause of the Mighty Five. He wrote about Glazunov glowingly 

and pointed out that the composer used both Russian and oriental elements.231 

Although March 30 (March 17), 1907, was the jubilee date that marked the 

twenty-fifth anniversary of the premiere of Glazunov’s Symphony No. 1, the celebrations 

began in January and continued throughout the winter. Later during the spring of 1907, 

Glazunov traveled to Paris. There, Sergey Diaghilev232 produced a series of five concerts 

of Russian music at the Paris Grand Opera in May with a program that included works of 

Russian composers from Glinka to Scriabin. Glazunov was in Paris to conduct the last 

concert and at a soiree in the home of Edouard Colonne,233 he met Richard Strauss. 

Soon after the concert, Glazunov left for England,234 where he was awarded 

Doctor of Music honoris causa from both Oxford and Cambridge. After the ceremonies, 

Glazunov visited the Royal College of Music and the Royal Academy of Music in 

London. He studied their curricula, seeking new ideas for the Saint Petersburg 

                                                
231 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 30. George (Yuri) 

Andrew Olkhovsky, “Vladimir Stasov and His Quest for Russian National Music,” 125.  
 

232 Sergey Diaghilev (1872-1929) – a Russian art critic and impresario. 
 

233 Edouard Colonne (1838-1910) – a French conductor and violinist. 
 

234 During his previous trip to England in 1897, Glazunov conducted his 
Symphony No. 4 in E! Major, Op. 48 and Symphony No. 5 in B! Major, Op. 55 with the 
London Philharmonic, and in the summer he was made an honorary member of the 
London Philharmonic society. 
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Conservatory. His meetings with Sir Hubert Parry235 and Sir Charles Stanford236 were 

very successful.237 Glazunov left England at the end of June238 and extended his trip to 

visit cities throughout Europe – Strasbourg, Brussels, Mannheim, Heidelberg, Kissingen, 

Berlin and Leipzig – before returning to St. Petersburg. 

The years from 1908 until 1914 were painful for Glazunov due to the loss of 

many who were dear to him  – in 1913 Glazunov’s brother Dmitry died, and a year later 

his father, Konstantin Il’ich as well. In addition, Glazunov mourned the loss of his 

colleagues and friends – Rimsky-Korsakov, Balakirev, Lyadov and Sergey Taneyev.239 

In 1914, the same year Glazunov was elected to the Academie des Beaux Arts in 

Paris, Russia entered into World War I. Nikolai II changed the name of Saint Petersburg 

to Petrograd in order to avoid the use of the German form that Peter the Great had given 

to the city. After the revolution and the collapse of the Romanov dynasty in 1917, a new 

government of the Soviet Union was established under Lenin. Based on Glazunov’s 

                                                
235 Sir Hubert Parry (1848-1918) – an English composer, professor of composition 

and history of music at the Royal College of Music and its Director, later became 
professor at Oxford University. He wrote articles for the first edition of Sir George 
Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians. 
 

236 Sir Charles Stanford (1852-1924) – an Irish composer, conductor, organist, and 
professor at the Royal College of Music. 
 

237 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 58. 
 

238 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 30. 
 
239 Sergey Ivanovich Taneyev (1856-1915) – Russian pianist and composer, 

student of Nikolay Rubinstein and Chaikovsky. Taneyev graduated from the Moscow 
Conservatory in 1875 and was the first student who received a gold medal for 
performance and composition. 
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outstanding reputation, the new leaders of the country entrusted him with leading the 

Conservatory. The composer conducted the first concert to take place in Soviet Petrograd 

– Glazunov’s Piano Concerto No. 2 in B Major, Op. 100 was premiered in the Small Hall 

of the Conservatory. 

While many of Russia’s greatest musicians chose to flee the country, Glazunov 

remained in St. Petersburg. In 1918 Lenin put the Conservatory under the authority of the 

Department of Education. The Commissar for Education, Anatoliy Lunacharskiy made 

certain that the Conservatory received immediate funding of 250,000 roubles from the 

government. Lunacharskiy also prevented the confiscation of Glazunov’s home on 

Kazanskaya Street. Maximilian Steinberg, Rimsky-Korsakov’s son-in-law and 

Glazunov’s colleague and friend, remembered the difficult circumstances: 

Glazunov, who all his life was used to living in a large flat with all conveniences, 
was now housed in one smallish room heated by a small stove. Here he worked, 
composed, slept. In the next room was his mother, almost eighty years old. In the 
other rooms the temperature was freezing; some time later other people moved 
in.240 
 
Steinberg remembered seeing the German conductor Hermann Abendroth (1883-

1956), Director of the Conservatory in Cologne, listening to Glazunov playing through 

his Piano Concerto No. 2, while both were wearing fur coats. The pianist Arthur 

Schnabel also visited the composer during these years of austerity. Sir Thomas Preston 

wrote that if Glazunov had accepted the persistent offers of the Soviet Government to 

write music for the October Revolution, this “would immediately place him in luxury.”241 

                                                
240 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 69. 

 
241 Ibid., 70. 
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Three years after the revolution, Glazunov was ill, depressed, and convinced that his 

usefulness as a composer was behind him. The novelist Herbert George Wells242 saw 

Glazunov in September of 1920:  

He used to be a big florid man, but now he is pallid and much fallen away so his 
clothes hang loosely on him… He told me he still composed, but that his stock of 
music paper was almost exhausted. “Then there will be no more.”243 

 
Ironically though, in this same year – during a trip abroad, Glazunov was to meet the 

young American composer George Gershwin, who remarked to him: “The dream of my 

whole life is to go to Russia and study orchestration with you.”244   

Glazunov replied to Sir Charles Stanford’s invitation to visit London:  “I don’t 

wish to speak of our monotonous life, but to go abroad, without any material guarantee, 

does not seem possible to me, since in today’s circumstances and with the fall in the 

exchange rate, I do not have the means for it.”245 In the same letter from April 22, 1921 

Glazunov shared: 

The hard and depressing life affects my work, and I compose little. I wrote a 
Fantasia in three movements for piano, some fugues and a second piano concerto. 
These are all in manuscript, because it is not possible to have them published 
anywhere. Art has survived in its own way. The opera functions, concerts are put 
on there, the performances are sometimes very bad they don’t want to rehearse so 

                                                                                                                                            
 

242 Herbert George Wells (1866-1946) - his most famous work was The Invisible 
Man. 
 

243 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 69. 
 

244 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 289. 
 

245 Natalya Yur’evna Tartakovskaya, “Some Autographs of Tchaikovsky, 
Glazunov, and Shostakovich in British Archives.” Fontes artis musicae 53, No. 3 (July-
September 2006): 223. 
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don’t take on complex works. Despite the cold in the conservatoire owing to bad 
heating studies do go on more or less regularly.246 
 
By contrast, the musical season of 1922-1923 was called “Glazunovian” in the 

press and forty years of the composer’s creative career were celebrated. In 1922, 

Glazunov was named People’s Artist of the Republic, the highest-ranking award given by 

the Soviet government.247  

A tragic personal loss in his life outweighed the difficult problems involved in his 

directorship during the dictatorship of Stalin – Glazunov’s mother died on September 6, 

1925. In a letter to the pianist Konstantin Nikolaevich Igumnov248 from the following 

year, Glazunov admits: 

Although the twentieth anniversary of my directorship of the Conservatoire has 
been celebrated and I am now in my twenty-first year there, I am conscious that 
the last few years will not count for much, as because of circumstances I do not 
have my earlier energy, nor interest in the work.249 
 
In 1928, the Schubert centenary in Vienna was celebrated with an international 

composition competition. Glazunov was appointed to the jury and was named the 
                                                
 

246 Ibid., 223. 
 

247 Venturini stated September 6, 1922 as the date of this honor. Venturini, 
Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 38. Yankovskiy stated November 6, 1922. 
Yankovskiy, “Vehi zhiznennogo puti,” 108. Leonard Steane incorrectly wrote 1928 as the 
date of this event. Leonard Steane, Glazounov: An Assesment of the Value of Glazounov’s 
Orchestral Music, With Tributes from Various Sources (Coventry: Parbury Bros. Ltd., 
n.d.), 7. 
 

248 Konstantin Nikolaevich Igumnov (1873-1948) – a distinguished Russian 
pianist and pedagogue. 
 

249 Glazunov: Issledovaniya, materialï, publikatsi, pis’ma, Muzïkal’noe nasledie, 
vol. 2 (Leningrad: Muzgiz, 1959-1960), 444-445. Tartakovskaya, “Some Autographs of 
Tchaikovsky, Glazunov, and Shostakovich,” 223. 
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committee chair of the competition in the Soviet Union. On June 15, 1928, he left 

Leningrad and traveled to Vienna for the competition.250 Subsequently, he visited Prague, 

Dresden, Leipzig, Weimar, Eisenach and Bonn. Despite his travels to these cities, 

Glazunov remained in ill health and was in sanatoriums in Wiesbaden and Wurttemberg. 

Through Schwarzwald and Strasbourg, he arrived in Paris by the middle of September. 

On December 19, 1928, he conducted a concert for an audience of 2,600 at the Pleyel 

Hall in Paris. Following this concert, Paul Dukas called Glazunov’s symphonic poem 

Stenka Razin “one of the best creations in Russian music.”251 After this success, in 

January 1929, Glazunov toured Portugal and Spain. In Lisbon, the famous pianist, 

composer, and director of the Conservatory, José Vianna da Motta welcomed Glazunov 

at the train station.252 During the summer of the same year, the composer conducted the 

Wireless Symphony Orchestra for the BBC in London and shortly after the broadcast he 

recorded The Seasons for Columbia Records.253  

Aleksandr Glazunov returned to France and in Paris, at the age of 63, married 

Olga Nikolaevna Gavrilova. Glazunov adopted Olga Nikolaevna’s daughter, Elena. She 

played his piano concertos under his direction in many European cities.  

                                                
 

250 The world prize was given to the Swedish composer Kurt Atterberg (1887-
1974). 
 

251 Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 41. 
 

252 Kryukov, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov, 128. 
 

253 Mundy, Alexander Glazunov, 48. Kryukov, Aleksandr Konstantinovich 
Glazunov, 129.  
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 A recollection of Isidor Philipp’s meeting with Leopold Godowsky254 and 

Glazunov testifies that Stalin wanted the composer to return to Russia:  

He requested Godowsky to tell Glazunoff that all his confiscated property would 
be returned to him and that he would be given a magnificent position. Stalin also 
said that he wanted an illustrious name to augment the prestige of Russian music. 
“Do what you can,” Stalin said to Godowsky, “to get him to come back.” 
Godowsky told me of his conversation with Stalin and asked me to accompany 
him to Glazunoff’s house. I knew Glazunoff was very ill… 
The Russian composer greeted us affectionately, happy to see Godowsky again, 
and listened attentively to Stalin’s message. Then he shook his head, claiming that 
he was feeble in health and discouraged in spirit. We urged him to follow Stalin’s 
orders. 
“No, my friends,” Glazunoff replied, “my days are numbered, I know.” 
“Come, come,” said Godowsky, “you have got to accept, my friend. This is a 
proposition worthy of your reputation. You can do a great deal of good for your 
country and for your art.” 
“It’s too late,” Glazunoff said sadly, “I will never return again.”255 
 

 This meeting took place shortly before Glazunov sailed for his first, and only, 

concert tour of America. Here he made his first American appearance with the Detroit 

Symphony Orchestra on November 21, 1929.256 He conducted six more concerts in the 

United States in a tour that included concerts in New York, Boston and Chicago.  On 

December 3, he appeared at the Metropolitan Opera House to conduct a concert of his 

works. On December 30, he was a guest at Carnegie Hall to hear the New York 

Philharmonic perform his Symphony No. 4 in E! Major, Op. 48. During this tour 

Glazunov wrote about jazz: 

                                                
254 Leopold Godowsky (1870-1938) – a famous pianist and pedagogue. 

 
255 Isidor Philipp, “Three Russian Giants,” 63. 

 
256 Ibid. 
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Isn’t it strange! But I like jazz. We find in it marvelous rhythm, even if Wagner 
has qualified it as “cumulative art.” In jazz it is difficult to distinguish 
composition and performance: the success of the one depends on equilibrium 
between one and the other.257 

 
The impresario Sol Hurok brought Glazunov to see Niagara Falls. “For many 

years I have dreamed of seeing Niagara Falls,” the composer told Hurok. “Now I can die 

in peace.”258 

After the American tour and before October 1931 he appeared in Portugal, Spain, 

Poland, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands and England. In 1930, he resigned from the 

directorship of the Leningrad Conservatory. On November 26, 1931, Glazunov was in 

Eastbourne, England, conducting the Municipal Orchestra at the Eastbourne Music 

Festival. A notice by F. Granville Rubeck was published in the Eastbourne Chronicle:  

We should remember that of all philosophies in connection with music, the 
essence is to command one’s thoughts – to brush away the immaterial and the 
unworthy. This Glazounov has done. His music lifts us out of ourselves, and often 
obtains a palace of its own creation.259 
 

 In the following year, 1932, Glazunov’s health deteriorated and an almost 

continuous chain of long and painful illnesses ensued. Significantly, a serious ear 

condition, one which had tormented him for years, worsened: 

                                                
257 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 309. 

Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 43. 
 

258 Sol Hurok wrote about Glazunov’s trip to Niagara in the New York Times from 
May 31, 1936. Sol Hurok, “Memories of Glazunoff,” New York Times May 31 (1936). 
 

259 Leonard Steane, Glazounov: An Assessment Of the Value of Glazounov’s 
Orchestral Music, 7. 
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…The disease is accompanied by an unbearable cacophony of noises and sounds, 
sometimes incessantly, other times periodically. I hear disgusting dissonances. 
Doctors prescribed absolute rest and lying in bed.260  

 
On January 2, 1933, he wrote: 
 

My health seems to be getting better, although very slowly. I go for daily walks in 
the Bois de Boulogne where I sit on benches more than I move around.261 

 
Aleksandr Glazunov died in Paris in the morning of March 21, 1936.262 On the 

same day, he had planned to attend a concert given in his honor at the Gaveau Hall with 

Eugene Bigot conducting the Orchestre Lamoureaux at the opening of the Glazunov 

Festival. The funeral took place on March 23 at the Nouveau Cimetière de Neuilly. In 

London, Sir Henry Wood conducted a memorial concert, which was broadcast by the 

BBC and heard in Paris by Glazunov’s widow. In the early 1970s, the Soviet Union 

negotiated with France for the return of Glazunov’s remains, and as per the request of the 

Soviet government, Glazunov’s daughter Elena and her husband, Herbert Günther, 

brought the sarcophagus with Aleksandr’s ashes from Paris. On Friday, November 13, 

1972, a crowd awaited the arrival of the Soviet Aeroflot airplane carrying the remains of 

the composer back to Leningrad.263 Following the arrival, there was a commemorative 

                                                
260 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 316. 
 
261 From Donald J. Venturini’s collection of Glazunov’s letters. Venturini, 45. 

 
262 In the last year of his life, Glazunov suffered from painful rheumatism, gout, 

varicose veins, eczema, inflammation of the eyelids, and sleeplessness. Ganina, 
Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 317. 
 

263 The date is provided according to Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life 
and Works, 48.  Andrey Kryukov and Boris Schwarz incorrectly wrote October 14, 1972. 
Kryukov, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov, 140. Boris Schwarz, "Glazunov, 
Aleksandr Konstantinovich," in Grove Music Online. The airplane IL-62, which brought 
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concert attended by the Soviet Union’s leading composers. Aleksandr Glazunov was 

buried in the Aleksandr Nevsky Cemetery amongst Glinka, Mussorgsky, Borodin, 

Chaikovsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Balakirev.           

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
the remains to Leningrad, continued on its route to Moscow. It crashed before reaching 
the Airport Sheremet’evo and none of the 120 crewmembers and passengers survived. T. 
A. Apinyan, “Elena Aleksandrovna Glazunova- Günther (1905-1999),” in Mifï i mirï 
Aleksandra Glazunova: sbornik nauchnïh statey, ed. Z.M. Guseinova and E.A. Fatykhova 
(Saint Petersburg: NII khimii SPbGU, 2002), 147. 
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CHAPTER V. SONATA NO. 1 FOR PIANO, OP. 74 

 

Historical Background 

The beginning of the twentieth century coincided with a creative peak in 

Glazunov’s life. He had been appointed professor of score reading and instrumentation at 

the Saint Petersburg Conservatory in 1899, and was in a prolific period of his 

compositional career. During his youthful years, he had written predominantly short 

piano pieces, mostly in the realm of salon music. At the turn of the century he composed 

piano works in bigger forms.264 His two sonatas, Op. 74 and Op. 75, were written shortly 

after his Theme and Variations, Op. 72, his only large-scale work for solo piano in 

addition to the sonatas.265 Glazunov completed his work on the Sonata No. 1 in April 

1901266 and dedicated it to the accomplished pianist - Nadezhda Rimskaya-Korsakova,267 

the wife of his mentor and teacher.  

                                                
 

264 Glazunov wrote his Theme and Variations in F-sharp Major, Op. 72 very 
quickly. On August 3, 1900, he mentioned that he was planning a new piano 
composition, on August 14 he played 12 variations for Laroche, on August 23, he had 
finished all 15 variations. Ganina, Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 171. 
 

265 His adolescent endeavors in the piano sonata genre resulted in sonata allegro 
movements, written between 1878 and 1882 and considered to be early Sonatas (or 
Sonatinas). One of the completed works was published in 1951 as Sonatina in A minor 
and is accessible for intermediate students.  
 

266 Ganina, Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 171. 
 

267 Nadezhda Nikolayevna Rimskaya-Korsakova (1848-1919) – a skillful pianist, 
who arranged Glazunov’s Symphony No. 1 for piano–four hands. 
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As previously mentioned, one of the most extensive scholarly works about 

Glazunov was published in two volumes in 1959 and 1960 and included articles by 

prominent musicologists and critics of the Soviet Union. El'za Eduardovna Yazovitskaya 

provides a detailed list of Glazunov’s works. Referring to Glazunov’s manuscript, she 

catalogues the completion date for each movement of Sonata No. 1:  

I. Allegro moderato – February 17, 1901 

II. Andante – December 30, 1900 

III. Finale. Allegro scherzando – January 27, 1901268 

 

Yazovitskaya attempted to determine the dates of the first public performances for all 

works by examining available posters and programs, but warned that these may not be 

accurate in all instances. She indicated that A. G. Zherebtsova-Evreinova performed the 

sonata on January 16, 1902.  But according to the ensuing research of Maria Ganina, the  

premiere performance was given by Alexander Ziloti,269 Rachmaninov’s teacher, on  

October 6, 1901.270 Although claiming to be “unschooled in the piano,” Glazunov usually 

performed all of his works for friends and colleagues at their gatherings, and the sonata 

                                                
268 El’za Eduardovna Yazovitskaya, “Hronograf sochinenij A. K. Glazunova,” in 

Glazunov: Issledovaniya, materialy, publikatzii, pis’ma, Muzïkal’noe nasledie, vol. 2 
(Leningrad: Muzgiz, 1960), 500. 
 

269 Aleksandr Il’ich Ziloti (1863-1945) – a famous pianist and founder of a series 
of symphonic and chamber music concerts, which became known as “Concerts of 
Aleksandr Ziloti.” He highly praised Glazunov's Sonata No. 1. 
 

270 Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 365. 
  



 98 

was no exception.271 Prior to the premiere, the composition was performed numerous 

times by the composer and received enthusiastic and deserved praise.272 A detailed 

account of such an occasion is found in Valdimir Stasov’s letter from 25 May, 1901.273  

He described an evening concert at his dacha in Pargolovo. Among the guests of this 

evening were Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, César Cui, Il’ya Repin and Rosa Newmarch. 

Stassov thought that Glazunov had reached new heights with Sonata No. 1 and 

reminisced in his letter after the composer’s performance:   

But the most important, wonderful and amazing from the concert in the whole 
evening was Sonata Glazuna. I heard it here for the 5th or 6th time, and it seems, I 
finally determined that Glazunov has not written anything greater or deeper274 in 
his whole life. I think the works which come only partially close to it are the first 
movement of his Sixth Symphony and the first movement of his String Quartet in 
A minor. I think these are the greatest so far of his works. I was very moved by 
the Sonata yesterday, to the depths of my soul. It is at once agitation, beauty and 
depth. (1st Allegro and Andante).275 
 
Sergey Taneyev warmly greeted Glazunov’s new sonata and expressed his 

excitement in a letter:  
                                                

271 In 1910, he continued work on his Piano Concerto No. 1 in F minor, Op. 92, 
which he had begun in 1889-1890. The composer dedicated it to Leopold Godovsky. In a 
letter from June 21, 1911, he wrote to Konstatin Igumnov from Ozerki “…. furthermore, 
although I understand the piano, I am still unschooled in it…” Ganina, Pis’ma, stat’i, 
vospominaniya, 348. 

 
272 Huter, “Alexander Glazunov and The Russian Romantic Piano Sonata,” 32. 

 
273 The New Style date is Friday, June 7, 1901.  

 
274 Stasov’s italics in the letter.  

 
275 Vladimir Stasov, letter from Friday, May 25, 1901, Paroglovo. Vlad Karenin, 

Vladimir Stasov: Oherk ego zhisni i deyatel’nosti, part II (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Misl’, 
1927), 677. Also in Yankovskiy, Vehi zhiznenogo puti, 104-105. This has been misquoted 
by Venturini as addressing Sonata No. 2 but it actually pertains to Sonata No. 1. 
Venturini, Alexander Glazounov: His Life and Works, 23. 



 99 

I cannot help but rejoice that you promote so energetically the renaissance of the 
piano sonata, [which had been] supplanted temporarily by small piano forms. The 
greater forms have not yet outlived their times, and probably even our grandsons 
will not exhaust all the content that can be expressed in these forms. With great 
pleasure I played your sonata, in which most of all I like the first two 
movements.276 
 
Asaf’ev remarked that Glazunov, “in his two piano sonatas, concentrated the 

force and depth of his lyricism.”277 Swann wrote that the two sonatas are the high point of 

Glazunov’s creativity, along with Symphony No. 7 in F Major, Op. 77, on which 

Glazunov was working at that time.278 

In 1911, Glazunov recorded Sonata No. 2 for Piano, Op. 75; Prelude, Op. 25, No. 

1; Prelude, Op. 49, No. 1; the Second Movement of Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, and 

piano transcriptions of excerpts from his ballet Raymonda on a Welte-Mignon piano 

roll.279  

 A most revealing narration about Glazunov’s piano playing is left to us by 

Asaf’ev who reminisced: 

                                                
 

276 A letter from December 22, 1901. Ganina, Aleksandr Konstantinovich 
Glazunov: Zhizn’ i tvorchestvo, 171. Ganina, ed. A. K. Glazunov. Pis’ma, stat’i, 
vospominaniya, 228. William S. Newman, The Sonata Since Beethoven, 3ed. (New York 
and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1983), 715f.  
 

277 Boris Asaf’ev (Igor Glebov), Russian Music From the Beginning of the 
Nineteenth Century. Translated by Alfred J. Swan (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Edwards 
Brothers, Inc., 1953), 235.  
 

278 Alfred J. Swan, Russian Music and Its Sources in Chant and Folk-Song (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1973), 162.  
 

279 Alexander Glazounow, Glazounow Performs His Own Compositions in 1911. 
Recorded Treasures 684, 1970. Stereophonic. 
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Glazunov’s tone was rich, soft and warm, his fingers ‘dug into’ the keys, so the 
resonance could be at the same time massive and rumbling and tenderly song-like 
and soaringly romantic. At the same time, you could feel an intimate Russian 
simplicity and spaciousness, a freshness of sentiment and a shy lyricism.280 
 

 
Russian Musical Elements 

Russian Romantic piano music contains a peculiar blend of musical 
characteristics that sound exotic and alluringly attractive to the Western listener 
while at the same time appealing to the most rooted sentiments of the Russian 
listener. What constitutes the quality that the Westerners perceive as “otherness” 
and the Russians feel as their inseparable own?281  
 
The peculiar individualities of the Russian musical language, which developed in 

large part in the second half of the nineteenth century, have been researched by both 

Russian and Western scholars in an attempt to capture the colorful essence of 

“Russianness.” While searching for a truly Russian style, the Mighty Five honored the 

legacy of Glinka and contributed innovative gestures to the components of harmony and 

texture.  

In the first half of the twentieth century, Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi (1877-

1944) and Gerald Abraham (1904-1988) authored several critical studies dedicated to the 

exploration and identification of these gestures. The interest in Russian peculiarities 

intensified and resulted in later studies by Mark DeVoto (b. 1940) and Anatole Leikin (b. 

1946). Authors such as Marina Frolova-Walker and Richard Taruskin (b. 1945) 

contributed extensive research to the history of Russian music and published numerous 
                                                

280 Asaf’ev’s quote translated by Harlow Robinson in notes for the CD of Duane 
Hulbert. Duane Hulbert, Alexander Glazunov. Complete Piano Music. Volume 1. Bridge, 
1998. 
 

281 Leikin, “From Paganism to Orthodoxy to Theosophy,” 25. 
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articles and books on the topic.  Some of the elements that they have identified as 

pertaining to “Russianness” will be explored further in this chapter in relation to 

Aleksandr Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1 for Piano. 

Can one speak of specifically Russian harmony, as distinct from German, Italian 
or French harmony? It would be rash to assert that national characteristics are as 
evident in the harmony of a people’s music as in the melodic outline or the 
rhythm .… But Russian art-music grew up in peculiar conditions, partially 
isolated from contemporary Western music, mainly in the hands of composers 
who were amateurs, closely linked with folk-music marked by various tonal 
peculiarities. … Apart altogether from the fact that Russian musicians have 
always shown a peculiar intellectual interest in what we may call the curiosities of 
harmony and that two or three of them have been revolutionary innovators, it is 
hardly surprising that the harmonic style of the Russian school in general, and of 
the “mighty handful” in particular, bears an unmistakable stamp of what we may 
as well call “nationality.”282 

 
Although Abraham’s statement is to some degree disparaging, as it places 

amateurism and nationality under the same denominator and suggests that the whole 

concept of nationality in Russian music is simply amateurism in disguise, it does draw 

attention to peculiar stylistic features of the Russian harmonic language. These 

peculiarities did not spring solely from folk music but were complimented with idioms 

contributed by Glinka and his followers, the Mighty Five. How these peculiarities are 

reflected in the music of a “non-amateur” Russian composer and to what degree they are 

imbued with Russianness is still to be determined in the following discussion of music of 

the Mighty Five and Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1.  

                                                
282 Gerald Abraham, “Evolution of Russian Harmony” in On Russian Music: 

Critical and Historical Studies of Glinka’s Operas, Balakirev’s Works, etc., with 
Chapters Dealing with Compositions by Borodin, Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, 
Mussorgsky, Glazunov, and various other aspects of Russian Music (London: William 
Reeves, 1939), 255-256.  
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“Balakirevian Keys” 

As previously mentioned in Chapter III, Rimsky-Korsakov, in his conversations 

with Vasiliy Yastrebtsev, identified several aspects of the Mighty Five’s style. One of 

them addressed “Balakirev’s keys” of B minor and D! Major, which were prominently 

and deliberately introduced into the early works of the New Russian School. These keys 

undoubtedly were much used by the Mighty Five and have left a lasting effect on later 

Russian music. Balakirev was infatuated with the sonorities of tonalities that have two 

sharps and five flats in their key signatures. Edward Garden stated that both Chopin and 

Glinka were fond of these keys, but Balakirev used them more frequently. Even if the 

original key of a given composition was not one of the four corresponding to these key 

signatures, Balakirev frequently included a modulation to one of them.283 Glazunov 

inherited this fondness; two of Balakirev’s favorite keys, B! minor and D! Major, are 

prominent within the tonal plan of the first movement of Sonata No. 1. The first theme 

and the transition theme are introduced in B! minor and the second and closing themes, in 

D! Major. In the recapitulation, the first theme only is stated in B! minor and the home 

key is established again in the Coda. The development of the same movement begins in D 

Major before the emergence of a series of modulations to distant keys. Although the third 

movement is in B! Major, it noticeably features the parallel minor key, B! minor, and the 

major mediant, D major, both tonalities with five flats and two sharps respectively in 

their key signatures.  

                                                
283 Edward Garden, Balakirev: A Critical Study of His Life and Music (New York: 

St. Martin’s Press, 1967), 304-305.  
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Shifts to Tonalities of Neighboring Scale Degrees 

In the first movement of the sonata, while extensively exploring the sonorities of 

the “Balakirevian” keys, Glazunov also displays a harmonic procedure favored by 

Russian composers.  

Gerald Abraham pointed out that while half-step modulations are exceptional 

romantic devices for German composers, for the Russians the modulation to a key a half- 

or whole step away is as natural as the modulation by a fifth or a fourth.284 Michel-

Dimitri Calvocoressi pointed out that this modulation by a half-step or whole step is 

common for Russian composers due to the importance of the second scale degree in 

Russian folk music. This preference for keys at the interval of a second was directly 

related to the fact that “in certain scales of Russian folk-music, the second degree plays a 

part similar to that of the dominant in the major and minor scales.”285 The practice of 

emphasizing this peculiarity in Russian art music originated from Balakirev’s 

transcriptions of folk songs, which influenced the compositional styles of his followers 

and was recognized as a sign of Russianness.  In his harmonizations, Balakirev 

intentionally preserved the “tonal mutability” as a distinctive aspect.286 As Calvocoressi 

wrote, “The Russians, owing to their inborn modal instinct, could do this kind of thing 

                                                
284 Gerald Abraham, A Hundred Years of Music, 3rd edition (Chicago, Illinois: 

Aldine Publishing Company, 1964), 153 
 

285 Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi, “Mily Balakirev, on the Centenary of His Birth” 
The Musical Quarterly 23 (1937): 49.  
 

286 See footnote 175 on page 67 for full quotation. Orlando Figes, Natasha’s 
Dance, 180. 
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quite naturally, and at the right moment.”287 This compositional technique of juxtaposing 

neighboring tonalities is a favored technique of Glazunov and one that is prevalent in his 

Sonata No. 1. In the exposition of the first movement while stating the first theme in B! 

minor, Glazunov exploits the “mutability” by quickly reaching B minor and returns back 

to B! minor within four measures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

287 Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi, “Mily Balakirev, on the Centenary of His Birth” 
The Musical Quarterly 23 (1937): 49. 
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Musical Example 3. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 6-
16. 
 

 

 
 

In the closing theme of the exposition, leading to the development section 

(Musical Example 4), Glazunov oscillates from D! Major to D minor and back to D! 

Major within two measures. The reiteration of these two measures further emphasizes the 

importance of this half-step shift.  
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Musical Example 4. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
74-84.  
 

 
  In the following Musical Example 5, the closing theme appears again in the 

recapitulation and the interplay is between B! Major and B minor, thus emphasizing 

another appearance of a “Balakirevian” key. 
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Musical Example 5. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
183-191. 
 

 
 
“Kuchka Pattern”288 

Gerald Abraham included another aspect of the harmonic individuality of Russian 

music: 

The one really characteristic and recurrent chromaticism in Glinka’s harmony is 
the sharpened fifth (or flattened sixth) of the scale. … Glinka is very fond of using 
it to produce brief cadential modulations to the relative minor, often so brief that 

                                                
288 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 141. 
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one feels them to be less truly modulations than chromatic extensions of the 
major; but even its transient appearance as a passing-tone is sufficient to cause a 
minor shadow over the music…. And it is not perhaps altogether a coincidence 
that the same note, the sharpened fifth, hints at once at the augmented triad on the 
tonic.289  

 
Abraham pointed out that the enharmonic identity of the leading tone of the relative 

minor with the third of the minor triad on the subdominant creates the effect of a 

“voluptuous melancholy.”290 He also stated that this particular chromatic effect is one of 

the recurrent characteristics of nineteenth-century Russian harmony and that it is found 

on “page after page of any Russian ‘nationalist’ score.”291  

 Richard Taruskin explored this idiom in his discussion of Russian composers’ 

interest in Oriental elements. Taruskin was able to trace this particular idiom through the 

music of Glinka, Balakirev and Borodin as it related to programmatical Oriental 

appearances.292 The following example from Balakirev’s Oriental Fantasy Islamey 

illustrates a static bass tonic with the ascending 5 – "5 – 6 pattern in the right hand.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
289 Abraham, “Evolution of Russian Harmony” in On Russian Music, 259-260. 

 
290 Ibid., 260. 

 
291 Ibid., 265. 

 
292 Richard Taruskin, “‘Entoiling the Falconet’: Russian Musical Orientalism in 

Context,” in Defining Russia Musically: Historical and Hermeneutical Essays (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), 152-185.  
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Musical Example 6. Mily Balakirev, Oriental Fantasy Islamey, mm. 92-101. 

 

This same musical idiom became prominent in the Mighty Five’s vocabulary and is often 

regarded as their calling card. Marina Frolova-Walker identified it as a core element and 

named it the “Kuchka Pattern.” She argued that Balakirev’s appropriation of the "5/!6 

chromaticism from Glinka, and his derivation of the “Kuchka pattern,” is not the 

representation of the Orient but a pervasive “topic-neutral” feature of Balakirev’s 

compositional vocabulary.293  This is also true for the music of Borodin. The following 

example is from Borodin’s Intermezzo, the second piece in his Petite Suite. 

 

 

 

                                                
 

293 Marina Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 149. 
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Musical Example 7. Aleksandr Borodin, Petite Suite, Intermezzo, mm. 1-4. 

 

FROM: Alexander Borodin, Petite Suite, Copyright © (1930, renewed 1958) by C.F. 
Peters Corporation Used by permission. 
 
Frolova-Walker concluded that the favorite Kuchka idiom “occurs too often in contexts 

that have nothing to do with the Orient for it to be regarded automatically as Oriental”294 

Her extensive study discussed examples of the full form of the Kuchka pattern – “against 

a static bass, with the ascent immediately followed by the descent in the same voice,”295 

isolated appearances of either the ascent or the descent from the pattern,296 and the 

ascending form of "5/!6 chromaticism, extended diatonically (5 – "5 – 6 – 7 – 8).297 She 

also pointed out that harmonic progressions that use the reversible "5/!6 chromaticism are 

often found in the post-cadential prolongations of the final tonic.298 

In her discussion, Marina Frolova-Walker cautioned against concentrating on the 

Oriental aspect and using it as an interpretative clue for non-programmatic symphonic 
                                                

294 Ibid., 159. 
 

295 Ibid., 144. 
 

296 Ibid. 
 

297 Marina Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 150. 
 

298 Ibid., 144-145. 
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music – for example, in reference to Glazunov's symphonies.299 Considering the fact that 

Glazunov studied with Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov and worked with the latter on the 

completion of Borodin's Prince Igor, it would be logical to assume that he was aware of 

the Oriental and non-Oriental implications of the idiom. Moreover, Glazunov 

orchestrated Borodin’s Petite Suite, in which the pattern appears exclusively as a non-

Oriental idiom. Since The Mighty Five and succeeding generations of Russian composers 

employed the Kuchka Pattern in both Oriental and non-Oriental contexts, it became an 

essential component of the Russian style.  

An example of Glazunov’s attention to the idiom of ostinato pedal point bass line, 

a chromatic movement between fifth and sixth degrees in the middle voice, and the 

melody in the upper is found in the Sonata No. 1. If we look closely into the figurations 

of the accompanying left hand part in the following example (Musical Example 8), we 

notice a reference to this pattern. A chromatic line focused on the fifth and sixth degrees 

of the scale, moving half-step-wise up and down in the middle voice is observed in the 

fluctuations between a!, b!!, and b! in the left hand. The d! pedal note is present in the 

bass.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
                                                
 

299 Ibid., 143. 
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Musical Example 8. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
29-46. 
 

 

 

The chromatic movement is easily observed in the recapitulation, where the second 

theme is stated in B! Major with an extended arpeggiated pattern in the left hand. The 
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fluctuation between the fifth and sixth scale degrees is noticeable at the highest points of 

the arpeggios. See Musical Example No. 9. 

Musical Example 9. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
141-155. 
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In the Coda of the third movement of Sonata No. 1, Glazunov includes the 

characteristic descending melodic pattern from the first movement’s second theme. It is 

intertwined with the perpetual motion of the sixteenth notes which permeate the entire 

third movement. See Musical Example No. 10. The chromatic idiom is more obvious 

here, especially because it pertains to Abraham’s reference to the augmented triad on the 

tonic.300 Mark DeVoto in his article The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century 

gives further study to the resulting harmonic progression which he labeled as “the 

Russian sixth.” This harmonic aspect became “a nationalist mannerism, marking a 

particular era in Russian music with characteristic force and precision.”301  One of its 

distinguishing characteristics is the chromatic approach in an inner part from the tonic 

triad to the submediant triad which is presented by a raised fifth scale degree as shown in 

Musical Examples No. 6 and 7 by Balakirev and Borodin, respectively. In the Coda of 

Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1, III mvt., mm. 321-324 and mm. 329-332, one finds a direct 

connection to Glinka in the similar approach to chromaticism. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                

300 See footnote 289 on page 108 for full quotation. Abraham, “Evolution of 
Russian Harmony,” in On Russian Music, 259-260. 
 

301 Mark DeVoto, “The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century,” Current 
Musicology 59 (1995): 63. 
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Musical Example 10. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
319-338. 
 

 
 

Modality and Plagality 

The Mighty Five devised ways to modify the characteristic sound of the V – I 

cadence without making the gesture completely imperceptible. As a result, cadences 
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which prominently incorporated secondary triads were used often. According to Mark 

DeVoto, “modal progression is any progression involving modal-degree functions (III, 

IV, and sometimes II) without an applied dominant. Modal harmony, then, is harmony in 

which modal progressions are particularly prominent, and in which dominant or 

secondary-dominant functions are deemphasized.”302 Glazunov approaches the final 

cadential measures of the Sonata No. 1 with a powerful and brilliant ascent of parallel 

octaves. He follows this with three measures of final cadence – I – vi – iii6 – I (B! – Gm – 

Dm6 – B!). In this way he avoids V, using instead vi and iii – both triads of significant 

importance in Russian protoharmony as used in the Russian liturgical tradition. In the 

preceding measures (mm. 364-365) Glazunov alternates between the tonic (B! Major) 

and the supertonic seventh chord; m. 364 is a half-diminished seventh chord, borrowed 

from the minor, while in m. 365 he uses a minor seventh chord. Both are in first inversion 

and the resemblance to iv and IV is most obvious. In addition to the modal mixture and 

the neighboring scale degrees, this alternation demonstrated a strong tendency toward 

plagality. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
302 Mark DeVoto, “The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century,” 51. 
 



 117 

Musical Example 11. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
359-370.  
 

 
 

This example also incorporates the sixth degree which is absorbed into the harmony 

when it is in the position of upper neighbor to the fifth of the root-position tonic triad 

(mm. 366-367). Mark DeVoto discussed the major tonic triad with added major sixth as 

one of the manifestations of the sixth degree. But he pointed out that the major tonic triad 

with added major sixth began to appear relatively frequently in different Western styles at 

the time it became a Russian idiom.303   

An important structural appearance of the sixth scale degree, as it pertains to the 

motion of protoharmony, is established by a deceptive progression, leading to the 

beginning of the transition theme in the recapitulation of the first movement. In the 

exposition, this theme begins with a B! octave in the bass (m. 22), while in the 

                                                
303 Ibid., 61. 
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recapitulation it is a G! (m. 131), thus emphasizing the sonority of a G! major triad (VI). 

See Musical Example No. 12. 

Musical Example 12. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., 
mm.128-132. 
 

 
 
 Another harmonic peculiarity is found in the third movement, where a prolonged 

alternation of I – !VI and I – vi scale degrees, concluding with a modulation to the major 

key of the third scale degree corroborates Myasoyedov’s statement about their 

importance in the Russian harmonic language. See Musical Example No. 13. 
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Musical Example 13. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
35-46. 
 

 
 

The aforementioned plagality or the preference for plagal cadences has been 

identified as one of the most characteristic Russian features and one of the manifestations 

of the modal nature of Russian music. Many examples of plagal cadences are to be found 

in the piano music of Balakirev and his circle as well as in the music of Glinka. The 

prevalence of this harmonic procedure was part of the attempt by the Mighty Five and 

their contemporaries to find answers in their search for harmonic Russianness. The 

composers believed that Russian music was pervaded by the IV – I progression, and was 

thus distinguished from Western music. 
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The importance of the subdominant harmony is a characteristic trait of Russian 

music and plagal cadences are typically found within the Russian folk idiom.304 This 

essential Russian plagality was taken up and further strengthened by the Mighty Five’s 

quest for “fresh harmonies” in opposition to the V – I of Western music – “the Kuchka 

sought any device which could be used to modify the characteristic sound of the V – I 

cadence without altogether obliterating the cadential function of the gesture.”305  

The placement of a plagal progression at the opening of a theme has become a 

distinctive Russian musical characteristic. Since the time of Glinka, numerous examples 

of such treatment are to be found. This idiom has become somewhat of a Russian “calling 

card.”306 One such example is found at the beginning of the second movement of Sonata 

No. 1. See Musical Example No. 14.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
 

304 Larisa Petrushkevich Jackson, “Modulation and Tonal Space in the Practical 
Manual of Harmony,” 274. Raymond Teele Rider, “Russian Elements in Selected Piano 
Compositions of Cesar Cui (1835 – 1918)” (D.M.A. diss., University of Arizona, 2001), 
28. 
 

305 Marina Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 184. 
 

306 Myasoedov, O garmonii russkoi muzïki, 53. 
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Musical Example 14. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
1-8.  
 

 
 
 

Although the opening measures of the first and the third movements (Musical 

Example 15 and Musical Example 17) do not exhibit such cadential gestures, they 

include a strong presence of the subdominant stated immediately after the tonic. 

Glazunov even maintains the pattern from the first movement’s starting measures 

(Musical Example 15) and reiterates the same relationship in the theme of the transition 

(Musical Example 16). 
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Musical Example 15. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
1-5. 

 
 
 
Musical Example 16. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, mvt. I, mm. 
20-25. 
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Musical Example 17. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, mvt. III, mm. 
1-6. 
 

 
 

Along with the strong plagal progression (I – IV6 – I), the opening measures of 

the second movement307 include another typical Russian harmonic progression; the 

chordal relationship I – III is considered characteristic of Russian music in general 

according to Bershadskaya.308 The triad on the third scale degree in minor is one of the 

primary triads of the Russian Church protoharmony. In a minor key, modulation to III is 

a typical Russian characteristic but commonly found in Western harmony as well. In a 

major key, modulation to iii is a representation of borrowed harmonic progressions from 

                                                
307 See page 121, Musical Example 14. 

 
308 Tatyana Bershadskaya, “O garmonii Rahmaninova,” in Russkaya Muzïka na 

Rubezhe XX Veka: Stat’i, soobshteniya, publikatzii, ed. M. K. Mihaylov and E. M. Orlova 
(Moscow and Leningrad: Izdatel’svo Muzyka, 1966), 152. Bershadskaya ponts out that 
the progression I-III is characteristic for Russian music in general but has also become 
one of Rachmaninov’s “leitharmonies.” The scholar references two of Rachmaninov’s 
romances as examples of this favored progression between a major tonic (I) and a minor 
mediant (iii) – Vesenniye vody (Spring waters) Op. 14, No. 11 and Son (Dream) Op. 8, 
No. 5. 
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the minor – what is possible in minor, then becomes possible in major as well.309 This 

device, the modulation to iii in a major key, has been characteristic of Russian music 

from the time of Glinka.310 In Musical Example No. 14 Glazunov’s use of iii in a major 

key, which appears immediately following the opening plagal progression, is a 

microcosmic example of its importance within the Russian harmonic language.  

The second theme of the first movement also presents an enhanced version of the 

importance of the mediant (iii – f minor). Characteristic means of modulation or 

diversion within the Russian liturgical tradition, as discussed in Chapter II, employ the 

appearance of the new tonic as a triad in the main key, and only after that acquires its 

importance as a temporary tonic.311 An F minor triad appears for the first time in m. 39 in 

second inversion and it is properly tonicized by a C dominant seventh chord in mm. 43-

44. See Musical Example 18. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 

309 Myasoedov, O garmonii russkoi muzïki, 44. 
 

310 Ibid., 53. 
 

311 Ibid., 50. 
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Musical Example 18. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, mvt. I, mm. 
29-46. 
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Gerald Abraham identified the free use of the major triad on the mediant without 

any suggestion of modulation as another specific characteristic of Russian music.312 An 

example appears in m. 215 of the Sonata No. 1, first movement. In the Tranquillo section 

which concludes the movement, Glazunov inserts a D Major triad ("III in B! minor), 

enhanced by the forte dynamic before the final tonic in piano and pianissimo. 

Musical Example 19. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
215-216.  
 

 
 

Another form-defining reference to the previously mentioned characteristic 

plagality may be found in the third movement. A substantial presence of the subdominant 

on a larger scale is observed through a pedal point on E!, which lasts for twenty one 

measures, establishing the key of E! minor, the tonal area of the subdominant of the main 

key, but influenced by the minor mode. In this case, the minor subdominant key defines 

the dramatic central episode of the movement, which has been cast in a Sonata-Rondo 

form in the key of B! Major: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

312 Abraham, “Evolution of Russian Harmony,” in On Russian Music, 267-268. 
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Musical Example 20. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III  mvt., mm. 
133-155. 
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Layered Texture and Pedal Points 
 

Along with the substantial emphasis on the role of subdominant harmony, the 

musical example in Musical Example 20 embodies a related idiom, which according to 

Myasoedov is one of the most characteristic in Russian music – a pedal point on the 

fourth scale degree.313 It combines a peculiarity of the harmonic language with one that is 

germane to texture. This affection for a pedal point may be traced back to both Russian 

liturgical tradition and Russian folk song tradition.  César Cui, in his La musique en 

Russie (1880), describes the peculiar use of static harmony within folksong: “It also 

happens that the harmony of a single chord remains stable during the course of an entire 

song, which then takes on an air of vague sadness…”314 The central section of the 

Sonata-Rondo form and the darker appearance of the minor subdominant tonal area 

results in a sense of the aforementioned vague sadness. This is further emphasized by the 

long lasting pedal point and the subsequent augmentation of the static harmony. Thomas 

Fritz suggested that the Russian fondness for low pedal points in piano writing could be 

related to the strong bass line of the chant, which itself would often remain on one tone 

for extended periods of time.315 The predilection for harmonic pedals is a characteristic 

                                                
 

313 Myasoyedov, 101. 
 

314 César Cui, La musique en Russie. (Paris: Librarie Sandoz et Fischbacher, 1880. 
Reprint, Leipzig: Zentralantiquariat der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, 1974), 6. 
Quoted in Raymond Teele Ryder,  “Russian Elements in Selected Piano Compositions of 
Cesar Cui (1835-1918)” (D.M.A. diss., University of Arizona, 2001), 29. 
 

315 Fritz, “The Development of Russian Piano Music,” 42. 
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practice of Glinka and Balakirev as well, and was noted by Edward Garden, who wrote in 

his major work about Balakirev’s technique: 

This fondness for pedals probably springs, in the main, from two sources: first, 
Glinka was also fond of pedals, much of his more inspired music, particularly of 
the ‘Eastern’ variety, being written over a pedal; and secondly, his early overture 
on Russian song shows that he considered from the start that a pedal was an 
eminently suitable bass for a folk-song.316  
 

Gerald Abraham had identified the same idiom as a pronounced tendency to “sit on” a 

note as a pedal or to sustain pedal-points. Although he still considered it as a sign of 

amateurish musical thinking, Abraham admits that it nevertheless is a distinguishing 

feature.317  

The layered nature of the musical texture with a sustained pedal point in the bass 

line and concentration of chromatic motion in the inner voices is one of the unique 

characteristics of the Mighty Five’s compositions. One of the upper lines may often 

become a second harmonic pedal point. The layered linear texture in addition to 

prolonged static harmonic motion without frequent cadential stops and starts provided a 

way to avoid the frequent cadential motion fundamental to the Western harmonic 

tradition.318  

                                                
316 Edward Garden, Balakirev: A Critical Study of His Life and Music (New York: 

St. Martin’s Press, 1967), 304.  
 

317 Abraham, “Evolution of Russian Harmony” in On Russian Music, 259. 
 

318 See footnote 179 on page 68 for full quotation of Oksana Poleshook and her 
reference to the Mighty Five’s unique approach to texture. Oksana Poleshook, “Russian 
Musical Influences of The Five,” 48. 
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This is especially true for Glazunov’s piano music, which is full of sustained 

tenuto basses in octaves while both hands are busy in the upper registers,319  frequently 

incorporating a second harmonic pedal point in an inner voice. Glazunov himself 

described his music as sounding “organ-like” owing to his preference for the dense 

sonorities that these devices were capable of creating.320   

According to Western European procedures, the tonic or dominant of the given 

tonality usually become the pedal tone. Most of the pedal tones in Sonata No. 1 are found 

in the bass, but Glazunov often sustains a tone throughout an inner layer of the texture. 

The length of the pedal point frequently complements the significance of its placement in 

the texture and its importance within the structural design.   

Abundant Use of Diminished and Augmented Intervals, Triads, and Seventh Chords  

In his conversation with Vasiliy Yastrebtsev, Rimsky-Korsakov discussed the 

abundant use of tritones as one of the elements in the compositional language of the New 

Russian School.321 Gerald Abraham pointed out the Russian predilection for piquant 

chords (augmented and diminished triads) and intervals (seconds and sevenths).322 

Marina Frolova-Walker offers support to this when describing the Mighty Five’s use of a 

                                                
319 Heinrich Neuhaus, The Art of Piano Playing (London: Kahn & Averill, 1993), 

160. 
 

320 Boris Asaf’ev, “Iz moih besed s Glazunovïm” [From My Conversations with 
Glazunov], in Izbrannye Trudï,  vol. 2. (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk, 1954), 
222. 
 

321 This is a quote from the entry for April 21, 1894. See Chapter III, footnote 171 
on page 66 for full quotation. Yastrebtsev, Reminiscences of Rimsky-Korsakov, 73-74.  
 

322 Abraham, “Evolution of Russian Harmony,” in On Russian Music, 260. 
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harmonic palette made of many minor seventh chords and half-diminished seventh 

chords. She points out that the Mighty Five tended to dwell on these chordal sonorities 

for long passages and subsequently the listener’s sense of their harmonic function was 

weakened.323 Glazunov employs minor seventh chords, half-diminished seventh chords 

and diminished seventh chords often and in various inversions. An interesting appearance 

of common-tone diminished seventh chords precedes the second theme in the first 

movement of Sonata No. 1. The composer uses the chords Bo
7 – A!7 in the exposition, 

resolving to D! Major at the beginning of the second theme. See Musical Example 21, m. 

31.  

Musical Example 21. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
29-32.  
 

 
 
 
In the recapitulation, the chords G"o7 – F7 resolve in B! Major (Musical Example 22, m. 

140), at the opening of the second theme. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
 

323 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 186. 
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Musical Example 22. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
138-143.  
 

 
 

 

 

The diminished seventh chords found in m. 31 and m. 140 are the same (B-D-F-A! and 

G"-B-D-F). It is interesting to know that Rimsky-Korsakov felt that this particular 

diminished seventh chord was imbued with a distinct color. He described it as “yellowish 

greenish violet with a grayish tinge (very motley).”324 

The Coda at the end of the first movement of Sonata No. 1 is based on the 

constant interchange of diminished seventh chords that follow one after the other in the 

inner layers of the texture. They are surrounded by the melody doubled in octaves and by 

pedal tones in the bass line. See Musical Example 23. 

 
 
 
                                                
 

324 Yastrebtsev, Reminiscences of Rimsky-Korsakov, 72. 
 



 133 

Musical Example 23. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
195-207. 
 

 
 

The development of the first movement (Musical Example 24) embodies an 

intense concentration of “piquant” chords as the composer liberally uses half-diminished 
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and diminished seventh chords, and augmented triads to evade the establishment of a key 

and to create a colorful link to the recapitulation.  

Musical Example 24. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
111-121. 
 

 

Virtuoso Pianistic Figurations 

Musical Examples 23 and 24 clearly demonstrate not only the piquant chords and 

pedal points in the low register of the piano, devices favored by Glazunov, but also his 

writing of virtuoso passages. About the Russian composers’ approach to passage work, 

Constantin von Sternberg wrote: 
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The piano seems to be a special favorite of the younger generation (Liapounoff, 
Blumenfeld, Wihtol, etc.). They have developed a somewhat new style in writing 
for the piano: a uniquely euphonious style that looks, but is not, much like 
Chopin’s….To the possibilities of the piano which Liszt and Chopin discovered 
the Neo-Russians have made many valuable additions. Like these two masters, 
they regard the playing organism not as consisting of two hands with five fingers 
to each, but as a single organism of ten fingers, which must be developed without 
regard to “left” and “right,” or bass and treble. Thus, and by resolving the 
simultaneous into the successive (or consecutive), they obtain, with the aid of 
refined pedaling, a surprising polyphony and fullness, besides an infinite variety 
of tone-color. Bald [sic] scale and arpeggio runs occur only in their didactic, 
instructive pieces; all others derive their running passages either entirely from the 
themes or motives of the respective pieces, or they develop some specially 
introduced figure of decorative and definite design that stands in some traceable 
relation to the thematic substance.325 
 

The first theme of the first movement is accompanied by a figuration that permeates the 

entire movement and that incorporates the motives used by Glazunov for the foundation 

of the movement.326 The virtuosic figuration creates a constant rhythmical background, 

which serves as a driving force for the low bass pedal point and the broad melody in 

octaves. The short motivic kernel of alternating thirds and seconds is preceded or 

interrupted by an ascending sixth. The direction of the wavering sixteenth notes initially 

seems unpredictable, but is gradually established as a unifying figure. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

325 Constantin von Sternberg, “Russian Music,” in Modern Russian Piano Music 
(Boston: Oliver Ditson, 1915), xiii-xiv. 

 
326 See Steven Huter, “Thematic and Motivic Development and the Concept of 

Cyclic Unity,” in “Alexander Glazunov and The Russian Romantic Piano Sonata,” 70-95. 
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Musical Example 25. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
6-11. 

 

Glazunov goes so far as to include this figuration in the second movement, where it 

naturally entwines with the chordal texture of the main theme. See Musical Example 26. 

Musical Example 26. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
94-97. 
 

 
 
 Especially virtuosic and challenging is the recapitulation of the second theme in 

the third movement, where Glazunov uses his favored multi-layered texture of low pedal 

points and a melodic statement in octaves, complemented with fast arpeggiated patterns, 

distributed between the hands. It exquisitely demonstrates the way in which the ten 

fingers create a single playing organism, a concept discussed by Constantin von 

Sternberg. See Musical Example 27. 
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Musical Example 27. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
253-273. 
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Bells 
The ringing of the bells has always held special significance for the Russian 

people. Marina Frolova-Walker pointed out that if any feature of the Mighty Five style 

had the status of a national symbol, it was the Russian Orthodox bells, the most powerful 

symbol of Russianness, equally familiar to all social strata of Russian society, and 

distinct in sound from the bell-ringing traditions in Europe.  Influenced by Glinka’s and 

Serov’s use of two dominant-seventh chords a minor third apart, Musorgsky came up 

with the idea of representing the bells through the non-functional alternation of two 

major-minor-seventh type chords a tritone apart.327 See Musical Example 28. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
 

327 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 217, 181. 
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Musical Example 28. Modest Musorgsky, Boris Godunov (Bell-tolling chords in a piano 
reduction). 
 

 

Rimsky-Korsakov, who is credited with establishing the orchestration of the bells in the 

Mighty Five’s compositional vocabulary also used Glinka’s version of the bells. In a 

conversation with Yastrebtsev, Rimsky-Korsakov admitted that he orchestrated bell 

sounds not only in his compositions but in the works of his colleagues as well.328 As 

previously mentioned in Chapter III, Borodin’s bells in the Petite Suite differ from the 

                                                
 

328 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 181. 
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characteristic alternation of major-minor-seventh chords but in his opera Prince Igor, we 

find the characteristic chords, a minor third apart (G"7 – B7): 

Musical Example 29. Aleksandr Borodin, Prince Igor (Bell-tolling chords in a piano 
reduction). 
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Mstislav Smirnov pointed out that the ringing of the bell was understood by 

Russian composers not only as a picturesque element but also as means of expressing 

strong passions, the embodiment of the beauty and power of the native country, and as a 

manifestation of the national spirit.329 In his discussion of the sonorities of Russian bells, 

Alekseev pointed out that big bell towers with a significant number of bells afforded the 

opportunity to achieve a particular fullness and variety of harmony. The major triad was 

usually the foundation of the sound of the “bell choir,” in some registers supplemented by 

other degrees of the major scale, sometimes altered.330 The Musorgskian sound-symbol 

of the Russian bells was widely imitated by the other members of the Mighty Five, who 

quickly adopted the idea with varying modifications. It is possible to find diverse 

representations of bells in Rachmaninov’s compositions, and it has been noted that he 

preferred a descending second, followed by a perfect fifth.331 A version of bell ringing is 

suggested by the alternating chords in the first movement of Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1 in 

Musical Example 30, mm. 82-83. It is worth noting that the bass line incorporates a 

stepwise motion that is enharmonically equivalent to a brief whole-tone scale pattern (D!, 

B, A) and might possibly be related to the prevalent use of the whole-tone scale by the 

                                                
 

329 Smirnov, Fortepiannïe proizvedeniya kompozitorov moguchey kuchki, 96. 
 

330 Aleksandr Dmitrievich Alekseev, Russkaya fortep’yannaya muzïka (Konets 
XIX – Nachalo XX Veka [Russian Piano Music: The End of the 19th Century – the 
Beginning of the 20th Century] (Moscow: Nauka, 1969), 127.  
 

331 Ibid. 
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Mighty Five. A similar reference to the whole-tone scale fused into the bell ringing is 

found in mm. 21-24 of Musical Example 29 from Borodin’s Prince Igor.332 

Musical Example 30. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
80–84. 
 

 
 
In the recapitulation, the bass line has been changed and now includes an ascending 

seventh leap. See Musical Example 31, mm. 191-192. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
332 Considering Glazunov’s role in the completion and orchestration of Prince 

Igor, it would be difficult to say with certainty whether in this case the bells and the 
whole-tone scale reference are “Borodinian” or “Glazunovian.”  
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Musical Example 31. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
189-194. 
 

 
 

This symbolic appearance of the Russian bells enhances the importance of the 

arrival of the beginning of the development section (Musical Example 30, m. 83) and the 

Coda (Musical Example 31, m. 194). Following the continuous pulsation of sixteenth 

notes until this moment, the slow rhythmic pattern in m. 82 and m. 191 marked pesante 

serves to define the structure. 

A different representation of the bell sound is heard in the third movement, mm. 

350-351 and mm. 354-355.  Shown in Musical Example 32, it is in agreement with the 

previously mentioned foundation of a major triad, supplemented by other scale degrees.  
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Musical Example 32. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
349-363. 
 

 
 
Folk Song Idioms 

According to Marina Frolova-Walker, an idiom derived from Russian folk song is 

the ascending octave leap appearing after333 the cadence, as a decoration of the final tonic 

note.334 The following folk songs illustrate such endings. 

 

 

                                                
 

333 Marina Frolova-Walker’s italics. 
 

334 Marina Frolova-Walker does not demonstrate a musical example of a Russian 
folk song, but she presents musical examples form Mikhail Glinka’s opera A Life for the 
Tsar and from AlekseyVerstovsky’s opera Askold’s Tomb. Frolova-Walker, Russian 
Music and Nationalism, 82. 
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Musical Example 33. Russian folk song “Luchinushka.”335 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                
 

335 Az. Ivanov, ed. Russkie pesni [Russian Songs] (Leningrad: Muzgiz: 1953), 
159. 
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Musical Example 34. Russian folk song “Rodimaya mamen’ka doch’ neschastnu 
rodila.”336 
 

 
 

                                                
 

336 Anna Mikhaylovna Novikova and Svetlana Ivanovna Pushkina, ed. Russkie 
narodnïe pesni Moskovskoy oblasti, vïpusk 1 [Russian Folk Songs from Moscow 
Province Vol. 1] (Moscow: Sovetskiy kompositor: 1986), 54. 
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At the end of the first movement, Glazunov followed in this same tradition and 

decorated the final tonic note with an ascending five-octave leap.  

Musical Example 35. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, I mvt., mm. 
217-218. 
 

 

 Certain diatonic characteristics are marginal to Russian folk and church music. 

The second theme of the third movement features a prominent diatonic sonority in its 

melody. It is the only theme in the Sonata No.1 that maintains its diatonicism for an 

extended period of time, with no appearance of chromaticism for twelve measures. When 

the first chromatic note appears in m. 59 (c#, see Musical Example 36), it is the flattened 

seventh scale degree of D Major, and its remoteness from the last appearance of the 

diatonic c" is reminiscent of Kastal’sky’s definition of folk music’s “semi-chrom.”337 The 

theme also strongly gravitates toward F" minor, which is reached in m. 63, emphasizing 

the third scale degree in D Major. As previously described, emphasis of the third scale 

degree in a Major key is frequently incorporated by Russian composers. 

 

 
                                                

337 See Chapter II, footnote 27 on page 22. 
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Musical Example 36. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
47-63. 
 

 
 

 Another use of an idiom related to Kastal’sky study of folk song tradition is found 

in Glazunov’s use of parallel fourths, chords based on fourths, and a fourth with an added 

second, all previously mentioned in Chapter II.338  Musical Example 37 illustrates the 

                                                
338 See Chapter II, page 26. 
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way in which Glazunov embeds this idiom within the virtuoso texture of the third 

movement’s transition theme: 

Musical Example 37. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
35-42 
 

 
 
Rotation by Thirds 

Glazunov’s use of tonalities that function in a minor or major third relationship 

are copiously used throughout the sonata. This technique of progressing through 

sequences of thirds – “modular rotation in sequences of thirds” – is identified by Orlando 

Figes as typically Russian.339 Richard Taruskin also referred to this compositional 

technique favored by Russian composers. Introduced by Glinka, the “mirroring of the 

tonic” with the incorporation of its upper and lower thirds, either with the diatonic 

mediant and submediant, or with either major or minor thirds, strongly emphasizing the 

                                                
339 See Chapter III, footnote 190 on page 73 for full quotation. Figes, Natasha’s 

Dance, 181. 
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third relations was “explicit in a literal way that composers to the west normally did not 

exploit.”340 

In Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1, the “third relation” is found in the key relationships 

between the movements. The outer movements are in the keys of B! minor and B! Major. 

F" Major, the main key of the second movement, is enharmonically equivalent to G! 

Major – the key, which is a major third below B! and equivalent to the VI scale degree of 

B! minor and the !VI of B! Major. 

In Musical Example 38, the progressing pattern through keys in third relationship 

is observed in the closing theme of the third movement’s section A of a Sonata-Rondo 

form (D Major – B! Major  – G! Major – B! Major). This theme also exhibits an example 

of the relationship of I – IV and I – iv, referring to the previously mentioned plagality. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
340 Richard Taruskin, “Chernomor to Kashchei: Harmonic Sorcery; or, 

Stravinsky’s Angle” Journal of the American Musicological Society 38 (1985): 86-87. 
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Musical Example 38. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, III mvt., mm. 
82-104. 
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The middle section of the second movement of Sonata No. 1 is particularly 

thought-provoking, due to the presence of several idioms that are intertwined in one of 

the most “adrenalized” moments of the composition. Beginning in the parallel minor key, 

F" minor, Glazunov tonicizes the third scale degree in m. 51 and uses a pedal point on A 

(Musical Example 39, mm. 52–61). Above the pedal point, which constitutes the lowest 

layer of the texture, Glazunov writes a series of diminished seventh harmonies, and an 

expressive flowing melody. The preceding E7 chord in m. 50 points to a modulation to the 

key of the mediant – A Major – and is an example of the modular rotation by thirds. The 

constant emphasis on A is heard also as an important appearance of the pedal point on the 

third scale degree in F" minor – pedal point on the third scale degree in minor and major 

is also typically found in Russian music since the time of Glinka.341 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

341 Myasoedov, O garmonii russkoi muzïki, 59, 101. 
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Musical Example 39. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
47-62.  
 

 
 
In the following Musical Example 40, the second statement of the theme begins 

identically until it leads to the key of the submediant scale degree – D Major 

(respectively, a pedal point on the sixth scale degree).  

 

 

 



 154 

Musical Example 40. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
73-80. 
 

 
 

Thus, this theme employs several Russian elements previously described: the favored 

multi-layered texture of many Russian piano works, a pedal point in a lower register 

against a darkly-hued diminished seventh chord, the mirroring of the tonic with its 

mediant and submediant, and a melodic quality directly related to the Russian folk 

medium in that it moves in a stepwise motion. 

Form 
 

Glazunov’s approach to form was impeccable and his masterful formal designs 

are the reason for the often applied label of “Westerner.” He was the first Russian 

composer, unanimously appreciated by the Western European composers, critics and 

audiences for his superior formal skill. As the use of a Russian folk song, or a melody 

composed on the folk model required particular attention to the formal context, the 

changing background-variation technique was used by Glinka in order to provide each 

repetition with a new harmonic or orchestral version “passing through a shifting 
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panorama of textures and coloration.”342 The diatonic melody, subjected to Glinka’s 

changing-background variation procedures, was usually supplied with numerous 

chromatic countermelodies. This approach was understood as characteristically Russian 

rather than German in its approach.343 Glinka’s variation technique of “changing-

background” or “ostinato” variations has been referred to by Russian musicologists as the 

“Glinka variations.” Most notably, he used this strategy in the opera Ruslan and 

Lyudmila – “repetition of the tune, with little or no modification, against an ever new but 

always sympathetic background of harmony and instrumental colour.”344 Marina Frolova-

Walker stated that Glinka’s use of unchanging melody with varied harmony and texture 

was an idiosyncratic and inventive technique, but it was his own development from 

European art music sources, not the result of folk inspiration or the manifestation of his 

Russian soul:345 Frolova-Walker also pointed out that the consideration of this technique 

as pertaining to the folk song tradition, and incorporated by Glinka in his works, is 

actually a misconception. This technique of re-harmonizing and re-orchestrating, with 

each variation being more complex, “bore no resemblance to folk practices, which varied 

the melody itself, which was precisely the element that remained constant in changing-

                                                
 

342 Henry Zajaczkowski, An Introduction to Tchaikovsky’s Operas (Westport, 
Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 2005), 9. 
 

343 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 42. 
 

344 Gerald Abraham, A Hundred Years of Music 3rd edition (Chicago, Illinois: 
Aldine Publishing Company, 1964), 144. 
 

345 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 113-114. 
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background variations.”346 Although not directly descendent from folk song tradition, this 

device was considered by the Mighty Five as “authentically Russian,” which would 

suggest that they and their followers saw in the utilization of this technique an attestation 

of the Russian national style. The following example from Musorgsky’s Au Village 

demonstrates changes in texture, harmony, and even the melody. The beginning of the 

theme’s first statement is almost entirely monophonic. The second statement (mm. 9-16) 

presents the harmonized theme as the top voice within a chordal texture. Instead of B 

minor, this variation is actually in G, with the raised fourth scale degree characteristic of 

the Lydian mode. The third statement (mm. 17-24), is a re-harmonization in B Major, 

which results in change of the melody. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
 

346 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 172. 
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Musical Example 41. Modest Musorgsky, Au Village (In the Village), mm. 1-24. 

 

  
FROM: Klaviermusik der Russischen Fünf Piano Music of the Russian Five Mussorgski, 
Rimski-Korsakow, Borodin, Cui, Balakirev Band/Volume I Copyright © (1983) by C.F. 
Peters Corporation Used by permission. 
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The second movement of Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1 is in ABA’ form. Section A 

(mm. 1-47) and section A’ (mm. 94-147) incorporate the technique of changing-

background variations, considered to be specifically characteristic of Glinka and 

subsequently adopted frequently by Russian composers. 

Musical Example 42. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
1-16. 
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Musical Example 43. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
17-33. 
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Musical Example 44. Aleksandr Glazunov, Sonata No. 1 for Piano, Op. 74, II mvt., mm. 
94-106. 
 

 

  The presence of the Russian musical elements discussed in this document was 

discovered through an analysis of Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1. It was chosen as one of the 

most representative works of the composer at the peak of a prolific period in his life. A 

more extensive study of Glazunov’s creative work would be necessary to determine the 

frequency and the weight of these idioms in his compositional technique during different 

periods of his life. While examining the sonata and other compositions in an attempt to 
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identify the idioms which contribute to the perceptible “Russian” sonority, it is necessary 

to remember the warning of Leo Mazel’: 

…we must bear in mind the overall situation that the national specificity is not a 
national distinctness. Probably, there are either none at all, or there are very few 
melodic, modal or rhythmic progressions, which are peculiar to the music of only 
one people, and absolutely do not occur in the music of all other nations. In any 
case, only the progressions of this kind could not determine the national identity 
of any musical culture, especially classical culture, which is always characterized 
by rich connections with the world art.347 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

                                                
 

347 Leo (Lev) Abramovich Mazel’, “Rol’ sekstovosti v liricheskoj melodike: O 
nablyudenii B. V. Asaf’eva” [The Role of Sixthiness in the Lyrical Melody: About the 
Observations of B. V. Asaf’ev], in Stat’i po teorii i analizu muzïki [Articles on Theory 
and Analysis of Music] (Moscow: Vsesoyuznoe izdatel’stvo Sovetskiy Kompozitor, 
1962), 77-78.  
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CHAPTER VI. CONCLUSION 

 

It is a myth of otherness. 
Tardy growth and tardier professionalization, remote provenience, social 

marginalization, the means of its promotion, even the exotic language and 
alphabet of its practitioners have always tinged or tainted Russian art music with 
an air of alterity, sensed, exploited, bemoaned, asserted, abjured, exaggerated, 
minimized, glorified, denied, reveled in, traded on, and defended against both 
from within and from without.348  

 
The purpose of this document was to define idioms that contribute to the 

perception of this “tinge of Otherness”349 or “Russianness” and to identify them in 

Aleksandr Glazunov’s Sonata No. 1, Op. 74. Was the result adequate to determine 

whether Glazunov was “Russian enough?” 

Although Glazunov is considered by many to be predominantly Western in his 

compositional style and techniques, the use of the aforementioned “Russian” musical 

elements in his piano writing produces a distinctly Russian sound. It might not be the 

“taintless,” openly “Russian” sonority of Glinka or the Mighty Five, but it does speak 

idiomatically within their vocabulary. Glazunov undeniably absorbed the refined Western 

techniques into his treatment of musical form and his mastery of thematic development. 

As previously mentioned,350 his harmonic language reflects the fusion of the German 

tradition with the idioms of the Mighty Five. This fusion, combined with the influence of 

both the folk and the sacred Russian heritage, is the essence of Glazunov’s deserving 
                                                

348 Richard Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, xiv. 
 

349 Eero Tarasti, “An Essay on Russian Music,” 175. 
 

350 See Chapter III, footnote 152 on page 60 for full quotation. 
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place in the formation of a Russian national music. The Western European composers of 

his time appreciated the mixture of an exotic Russian character with a highly crafted 

compositional technique. This acknowledgment contributed to his recognition abroad and 

consequently, to the dissemination of Russian national music.   

Igor Stravinsky asked: “Why do we always hear Russian music spoken of in 

terms of Russianness rather than simply in terms of music?” Richard Taruskin responded: 

“…because it’s easy that we talk about Russian music in terms of its Russianness.”351 It is 

not easy to talk about music in terms of Russianness. “Simply” because it is not easy to 

capture this Russianness “in terms.” The attempt of this document was to incorporate a 

broad outlook while searching for the essence and the components that constitute the so 

audible sonority of Russianness. Was this attempt successful in finding them or did it turn 

into a “blinkered, … historical and jargon-ridden” analysis?  It is never going to be 

feasible if we are not familiar with the vocabulary of Russianness. Although the present 

document does not provide a complete “dictionary” of “Russian” musical idioms, it is an 

initial trial in this direction. Further studies on more extended selections of repertoire 

would provide substance to some of the aforementioned or negate others, depending on 

the specific work and composer.  

A cosmopolitan composer with admitted aspirations for “the creation of a 

universally understood body of work,”352 Aleksandr Glazunov was irrefutably nurtured 

and taught by nationalist composers. He did unite and reconcile opposite branches of the 
                                                

351 See Chapter I, footnote 17 on page 18 for full quotation. 
 
352 Huter, “Alexander Glazunov and The Russian Romantic Piano Sonata,” 14. 
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Russian cultural “family tree.” Did he solely bring their opposition to both synthesis and 

conclusion? It would be too ambitious to claim so. But at some level, he was the ultimate 

and desired result of the efforts of both camps, the outermost goal that they were aiming 

for. Aleksandr Glazunov’s role in the history of Russian music was to achieve the 

ultimate goal of nationalism – to become a Russian national composer of universal merit. 

He accomplished the aim for a creation of Russian national music, toward which the 

Mighty Five and Rubinstein had traveled simultaneously but from different directions. 

The Russian-specific characteristics, evident in Glazunov’s piano writing, present a more 

inclusive picture of his personal style, and its peculiar Russianness.  

In presumably the most controversial oeuvre published in the twentieth century, 

Dmitry Shostakovich’s words were: “I appreciate Glazunov’s greatness, but how can I 

make others understand it?”353 Because of the contentious nature of the Testimony, 

whether Shostakovich in fact thought so, we will never know. But a thorough study of 

Aleksandr Glazunov’s life and compositions will inevitably bring about admiration and 

fascination for this once celebrated and now almost forgotten composer and man. He 

deservingly holds a significant place in the annals of Russia and its musical history as an 

epitome of innermost devotion to the prosperity of “Russianness.” 

… the magical ingredient that draws us back, seems, like the will-o'-the-wisp, to 
dance and flicker in the music...354 

                                                
353 Dmitri Shostakovich, Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich as 

related to and edited by Solomon Volkov, trans. Antonina W. Bouis (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1979), 30. 

354 See Chapter I, footnote 13 on page 17 for full quotation. Gerard McBurney, 
“The Elusive Soul of Russian Music.” 
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