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From an early age, every effort was made to encourage and develop 

Giazunov's obvious musical talent. He began studying the piano at age 

nine and composing at eleven. After a few years of private study with 

Rims ky-Korsakov, the precocious Alexander produced his First 

Symphony {at age 16) and his First String Quartet. Eventually, Glazunov 

completed eight symphonies and seven string quartets, although he is 

best-remembered today for his Violin Concerto (1904) and the ballets 

Raymonda (1896-7) and The Seasons (1899). Like his early mentor 

Rimsky-Korsakov, Glazunov also worked selflessly to bring the works of 

other significant Russian composers to the attention of audiences. In 

1888, he completed and orchestrated Act III of Alexander Borodin's 

unfinished historical epic opera Pri11ce Igor. 

In style, Glazunov's own music belongs to the world of late 

Romanticism. It is closer in spiri t to the aristocratic elegance of 

Tchaikovsky than to the more gritty "realism" of Mussorgsky or the self

conscious ethnographic aesthetic of the other (mainly self-taught) mem

bers of the "Mighty Handful" (Rimsky-Korsakov, Balakirev, Cui and 

Borodin). Significantly, Glazunov never attempted opera, the favorite genre 

of the programmatically-mirlded "Mighty Handful" composers, instead pre

ferring "pure" forms like symphonies, concerti and quartets, a fact that led 

some critics to label him old-fashioned and excessively academic. Like 

Sergei Rachmaninoff (eight years his junior), Glazunov looked to the past 

for guidance and inspiration, and his music possesses a strong sense of 

nostalgia, decorum and tradition. This set him at odds with the tradition

smashing artistic avant-garde that arose in Russian music and culture in 
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States for a tour that included appearances with orchestras in New York, 

Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit and Boston. En route, Hurok took Glazunov 

to see Niagara Falls. "I've dreamt for many years of seeing Niagara, and 

at least my dream has come true," the composer told Hurok. "Now I can 

die in peace." That would happen in Paris seven years later. 

� 
Glazunov wrote much less music for the piano than Rachmaninoff, 

Scriabin or Prokofiev. His output includes two rarely heard piano concerti, 

several dozen small pieces, two sonatas and one set of theme and varia

tions. An active pianist since childhood, Glazunov loved to play Bach, Liszt 

and Chopin. Chopin's influence can be strongly felt in all of his music for 

the instrument, especially in his mazurkas, nocturnes and waltzes, as well 

as the strikingly Chopinesque Two Impromptus, Op. 54 (1896). Russian 

composer and critic Boris Asafiev wrote this description of Glazunov's 

own performing style at the keyboard: "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." Glazunov 

never pursued a career as a composer-pianist, however, as Prokofiev, 

Scriabin and Shostakovich did. 

Around the year 1900, in his mid-30s, Glazunov's interest in composing 

for the piano intensified. First, during three inspired weeks in August, 1900, 

he  completed the charming and impeccably balanced Theme and

Variations in F-sharp Minor, Op.72, a set of 15 variations on a simple soulful 
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had once been capable, I repressed the impulse, and now it is too late." 

If anything, Glazunov's Second Piano Sonata is even more impressive 

than the First, and elicited even more excited reactions. Here, Glazunov 

(perhaps following the example of Tchaikovsky in his Fourth and Fifth 

Symphonies) employs a unifying rising melodic motif that occurs in all 

three of the Sonata's movements, serving as a musical and emotional 

focus for the changing moods. In the ingenious and densely contrapuntal 

third movement, the recapitulation boasts a four-voice fugue reminiscent 

of Bach; Glazunov also brings back the transformed subsidiary theme from 

the first movement, interweaving it with the main theme of the second 

movement Scherzo. As Soviet musicologist Maria Ganina points out in her 

valuable 1961 book Glazunov: His Life and Work, the Scherzo's theme fur

ther provides the foundation for the finale's serene hymn-like conclusion, 

which Glazunov called "a chorale on the theme of the Scherzo." The 

Second Sonata ends with a final restrained return of the yearning leit-motif 

theme. Vladimir Stasov, the leading Russian music critic of the era, called 

this finale "an enormous and marvelous chef d'oeuvre, a thing of genius, 

and by far the best thing that Glazunov has ever written." 

Harlow Robinson, Professor of Modem Languages and History at 

Northeastern University, is autlwr of biographies of Sergei Prokofiev and 

Sol Hurok, and editor and translator of Selected Letters of Sergei Prokofiev. 

His articles and essays have appeared in The New York Times, The Los 

Angeles Times, Musical Quarterly, Musical America, Dance, Stagebill and 

other publications. 
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