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Navigating the Local Elites: Travelling
Musicians and their Encounters with the
Russian Court and Aristocracy in the

Mid-Nineteenth Century

Rutger Helmers
University of Amsterdam
R.M.Helmers@uva.nl

This article studies the interactions of travelling musicians with the Russian court and aristocracy
from the 1830s to the 1870s. Drawing on a broad corpus of memoirs, travel reports and personal
documents of musicians who visited St Petersburg and Moscow in the course of their careers, it
discusses the courtly dimensions of the Italian Opera; the role of the aristocracy and court in
the organization of concert life under Nicholas I (r. 1825–1855); the relevant changes and conti-
nuities under Alexander II (r. 1855–1881), when concert life would undergo rapid professional-
ization; and finally, the symbolic dimensions of the rewards offered by the Russian elites.

The persistent significance of imperial and noble recognition in this period, it is argued,
added considerably to Russia’s appeal for foreign musicians. Many visitors developed a positive,
reciprocal relation with the Russian regime and its elites, even if the values, hierarchies and tra-
ditions of the autocratic regime could be at odds with the social status and sense of independence
of successful performers. In musical discourse, reports of musicians’ visits circulated an image of
Russia – an urban image of luxury, refinement and high society – that contrasted with the stereo-
type of wild and barbarous expanses that have so far attracted most attention in music historiog-
raphy; and their descriptions of the imperial court and family tended to match the image – of
imposing authority and benevolence – the Romanov monarchy sought to project.

On the appointed evening he presented himself at the palace of the Grand Duchess
radiant with satisfaction. The sight presented to him by these apartments – thronged
with all the aristocracy and beau monde of the land, glistening with the jewellery of the
ladies and the decorations of the gentlemen, chequered with the bright colours of uni-
forms and ball-dresses, and enveloped in an atmosphere of charming yet sobered ele-
gance –was such as he had never before gazed on.…Hiswhole thoughtswere how to
hold his own among that brilliant throng, and win in his own special sphere the dis-
tinction that belonged to him.1

Thus, in the winter of 1852/53, Michael Balfe made his first appearance before
the high society of St Petersburg at a soirée of Grand Duchess Yelena Pavlovna,

1 Charles Lamb Kenney, A Memoir of Michael William Balfe (London: Tinsley Brothers,
1875): 229.

Nineteenth-Century Music Review, page 1 of 29 © The Author(s), 2022. Published by
Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original
work is properly cited.
doi:10.1017/S147940982200012X

https://doi.org/10.1017/S147940982200012X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2046-3796
mailto:R.M.Helmers@uva.nl
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S147940982200012X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S147940982200012X


the German-born sister-in-law of Tsar Nicholas I. Judging by thewords of his biog-
rapher Charles Lamb Kenney, this must have been an extraordinary occasion for
the Irish composer. Even so, it was an experience he had in common with many
of his musical colleagues. With possibly the most magnificent court in nineteenth-
century Europe, a select group of aristocrats of extraordinarywealth, and a broader
noble public eager to hear the latest European stars, Russia was a ‘gold mine for
artists’, as Turgenev put it.2 Its two capitals, St Petersburg and Moscow, attracted
great numbers ofmusicians from abroad, and their Russian sojourns, whether long
or short, invariably involved encounters with the upper echelons of local society.

This article takes as its subject these interactions of visiting musicians with the
Russian court and the aristocracy in St Petersburg and Moscow during the reigns
of Tsar Nicholas I (1825–1855) and Alexander II (1855–1881). I approach these
contacts principally from the musicians’ perspective, asking how they experienced
theworld of Russian high society, how they copedwith these elites in their various
capacities – as hosts, audiences, mediators, patrons and gatekeepers – and howwe
can understand the significance of these contacts in their professional lives. Aimed
at understanding the social relations that permeated musical life, this investigation
demonstrates the persistent significance of court and aristocracy in the middle
decades of the nineteenth century and shows how reports of musicians’ appear-
ances at court tended to validate the existing social order.

The relevance of nineteenth-century courts and aristocracy for travelling musi-
cians is a topic that has received little attention as such. It is situated at the intersec-
tion of two existing areas of research: the relatively recent work on musicians’
travels and the much older study of professional musicians’ relations to court
and aristocracy.3 The latter has traditionally been approached as a process of eman-
cipation – a transition from ‘princely service to the open market’, as John Rosselli
phrased it – which is by and large considered to be complete by the early nine-
teenth century; hence, the period here under consideration has attracted much
less systematic attention.4 The topic also falls partly outside the purview of what
is commonly studied as patronage, since it involves visitors whose contacts with
the local elites were often of a temporary nature and did not always entail active
support.5 Hence, attention for musicians’ dealings with foreign elites has mostly

2 I.S. Turgenev, Dvoryanskoye gnezdo (1858), in Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy i pisem, ed.
M.P. Alekseyev et al. (Moscow: Nauka, 1981): vol. 6: 19.

3 For the new interest in musicians’ travels and their practical implications, see Christian
Meyer, ed., Le musicien et ses voyages: practiques, réseaux et répresentations (Berlin: BWV, 2003);
Christoph-Hellmut Mahling, ed.,Musiker auf Reisen: Kulturtransfer im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert
(Augsburg: BayWißner, 2011); Ulrich Bartels, ed.,Der Musiker und seine Reisen (Hildesheim:
Olms, 2011); Hilary Poriss, ‘Pauline Viardot, Travelling Virtuosa’, Music & Letters 96/2
(2015): 185–208.

4 John Rosselli, ‘From Princely Service to the OpenMarket: Singers of Italian Opera and
Their Patrons, 1600–1850’, Cambridge Opera Journal 1/1 (1989): 1–32. See also T.C.W.
Blanning, The Culture of Power and the Power of Culture: Old Regime Europe, 1660–1789
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); Henry Raynor, Music and Society Since 1815
(New York: Schocken, 1976): 1–14; Walter Salmen, ed., The Social Status of the Professional
Musician from the Middle Ages to the 19th Century, trans. Herbert Kaufman and Barbara
Reisner (New York: Pendragon Press, 1983).

5 Studies of patronage tend to focus on patrons’ contributions to local musical life or
their sustained support of institutions or individual artists. This also applies to the literature
on court and aristocratic patronage of music in Tsarist Russia, which is as yet relatively lim-
ited. Anne Swartz, ‘The Romanov Family’s Patronage of Music, 1820–1880’, in Encomium
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been left to studies of individual musicians, leaving the patterns exhibited by the
continuous flows of travellers largely unexplored.6

As ‘the last surviving eighteenth-century (hierarchical, aristocratic) society in
Europe’ and a major attractor of musical talent, Russia makes for a particularly
interesting case study.7 Many aspects of musicians’ visits discussed below – the
economy of gifts, honours and recommendations, the status associated with
appearing at court and its relevance for success in public performances – were
not unique to Russia and may be profitably compared with other musical centres.8

The roles of the court and aristocracy in Russian musical life did stand out with
particular relief, however, and contemporary reports frequently noted their
unusual prominence and splendour. Given the prevalence of the Russian stages
inmusical careers, these contacts ought to be seen as integral to the Europeanmusi-
cal landscape, and can tell us much about how musicians of this period related to
monarchy and aristocracy in general.

Inevitably, there is a dimension of international politics to this topic.
The decades leading up to and following the Crimean War (1853–55), were char-
acterized by strong currents of Russophobia in Western European public

Musicae: Essays in Honor of Robert J. Snow, ed. David Crawford and George GraysonWagstaff
(Hillsdale: Pendragon, 2002): 717–32, focuses on their support of institutions and pianoman-
ufacturers; Solomon Volkov, Romanov Riches: Russian Writers and Artists under the Tsars,
trans. AntoninaW. Bouis (NewYork: Knopf, 2011) is restricted to native artists and their rela-
tions to autocracy. Literature on significant individual patrons includes N.P. Kashin, Teatr
N. B. Yusupova (Moscow: Gosudarstvennaya Akademiya Khudozhestvennïkh Nauk,
1927); T. Shcherbakova, Mikhail i Matvey Viyel’gorskiye: isponiteli, prosvetiteli, metsenatï
(Moscow: Muzïka, 1990); O.K. Bazhenova, ‘Velikaya knyaginya Yelena Pavlovna
i iskusstvo’, in Velikaya knyaginya Yelena Pavlovna, ed. N.A. Belyakov et al. (St Petersburg:
Liki Rossii, 2011): 142–73. While an active and personal relationship is considered a neces-
sary element of a patronage, theorists do allow for relations that are short-term or even lim-
ited to a single exchange, although this is not regarded as the normal or typical situation. See
Nicholas Abercrombie and Stephen Hill, ‘Paternalism and Patronage’, British Journal of
Sociology 27/4 (1976): 423.

6 For some individual cases, visits to Russia have been documented in considerable
detail; see, in particular, Olga Lossewa, Die Russlandreise Robert und Clara Schumanns,
Schumann-Forschungen 8 (Mainz: Schott, 2004); and Galina Petrova and Lucinde Braun,
‘Berlioz und Russland: Neue Ansätze, neue Quellen’, Die Musikforschung 69/3 (2016): 209–
30. A few existing studies of Russian musical life do offer helpful broader discussions of vis-
iting musicians in nineteenth-century Russia, though for different purposes than mine; see,
in particular, Richard Stites, Serfdom, Society, and the Arts in Imperial Russia: The Pleasure and
the Power (NewHaven: Yale University Press, 2005): 111–21; and Edward H. Tarr, East Meets
West: The Russian Trumpet Tradition from the Time of Peter the Great to the October Revolution
(Hillsdale: Pendragon, 2003): 44–97.

7 The quote is from Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005): vol. 4, 142.

8 About court opera, see for instance Philipp Ther, In der Mitte der Gesellschaft:
Operntheater in Zentraleuropa, 1815–1914 (Vienna: Oldenbourg, 2006): especially 70–120.
The precise importance of aristocracy can still be a matter of debate – Tia DeNora claimed
the aristocracy remained dominant in Viennese musical life well beyond mid-century,
whereas William Weber suggests the middle class had taken control by 1848. DeNora,
Beethoven and the Construction of Genius: Musical Politics in Vienna, 1792–1803 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995): 38, 43; Weber, Music and the Middle Class: The Social
Structure of Concert Life in London, Paris and Vienna between 1830 and 1848, second edition
(New York: Routledge, 2016): 7, also 6, 46, 96.
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opinion, the most famous instance of which was Marquis de Custine’s scathing
review of Russian society under Nicholas I, which became an international best-
seller.9 The stereotype of Russia as an essentially ‘Asiatic’ and dangerous power
was widespread and would periodically resurface regardless of rapprochements
in international relations.10 It should be kept in mind that the many musicians
who crossed the continent to perform and teach in Russia did so against this back-
ground. The sources discussed below, however, suggest that despite the cultural
and political differences – real and imagined – on thewhole, they developed a pos-
itive, reciprocal relationship with the Russian elites, and their reports about
Russian high society contrast with the more familiar exoticized image of Russia
as a country of steppes and melancholy.11

At the core of this project is the voluminous body of contemporary letters, dia-
ries, memoirs, travel reports and biographies, which, like Kenney’s biography of
Balfe, made note of the sumptuous life at court, the elevated personages musicians
encountered, their success or failure, and every now and then, their concerns over
making a faux pas in these circles.12 The discussion belowwill be focusedmostly on
the Imperial court and the ‘small courts’ of the grand dukes and duchesses, along
with a number of aristocratic patrons and high officials who feature most promi-
nently in musicians’ reports. By practical necessity, I have also limited myself to
conductors and soloists, whose experiences are not only better documented than
those of rank-and-file orchestral musicians and teachers, but who also had better
access to the social elites and who, due to their prominence, were in a better posi-
tion to contribute to the image of Russia in public discourse.13 The musicians
referenced in the article (footnotes included) are listed in Table 1.

I begin my analysis by discussing the tensions between the social status of suc-
cessful musicians and Russia’s hierarchical society, with particular reference to the

9 Marquis [Astolphe] de Custine, La Russie en 1839 (Paris: Librairie d’Amyot, 1843) was
translated into German and English in the year of its first publication and went through var-
ious editions and reprints in subsequent years; the book was forbidden in Russia. About the
development of these sentiments in the nineteenth century, see John Howes Gleason, The
Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain: A Study of the Interaction of Policy and Opinion
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1950); Raymond T. McNally, ‘The Origins of
Russophobia in France, 1812–1830’, The American Slavic and East European Review 17/2
(1958): 173–89; and Michael Hughes, ‘The English Slavophile: W.J. Birkbeck and Russia’,
The Slavonic and East European Review 82/3 (2004): 680–82.

10 See Gleason, The Genesis of Russophobia, 274–6.
11 On this exotic image inmusical life, see, for instance, Richard Taruskin,Defining Russia

Musically (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997): xiii–xviii; Stephen Muir, ‘“About As
Wild and Barbaric As Well Could Be Imagined…”: The Critical Reception of
Rimsky-Korsakov in Nineteenth-Century England’, Music & Letters 93/4 (2012): 513–42.

12 I draw from data collected on over 500 musicians who visited, or emigrated to, the
Russian Empire in the period 1825–81. Only a fraction of these visitors, to be sure, left
detailed records of their stay. Many of the most informative sources will be cited in the ref-
erences below.

13 Many orchestral musicians in Russia were of foreign extraction as well. Due to their
low social standing, few applied for training in orchestral instruments at the Russian conser-
vatories and as late as 1891 Yevgeny Albrecht complained that locally trained musicians still
constituted a minority in the Russian orchestras: S.-Peterburgskaya Konservatoriya
(St Petersburg: tip. Ėduard Goppe, 1891): 18. See also Lynn M. Sargeant, Harmony &
Discord: Music and the Transformation of Russian Cultural Life (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2011): 115–17, 134.
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Table. 1 Visiting Musicians Referenced in the Article and the Period of their Activity in St Petersburg or Moscow

First visit Name Capacity
Active in Russia
(permanent residence in italics)

1835 Meyer, Léopold de (1816–1883) pianist 1835–38, 1850s
1838 Henselt, Adolf (1814–1889) pianist 1838–1889

Bull, Ole (1810–1880) violinist 1838, 1841, 1843, 1860, 1866–67
Vieuxtemps, Henry (1820–1881) violinist 1837–40, 1846–51.

1839 Novello, Clara (1818–1908) soprano 1839
Thalberg, Sigismund (1812–1871) pianist 1839
Adam, Adolphe (1803–1856) composer/conductor 1839–40

1842 Blaes, Joseph (1814–1892) clarinettist 1842–43, 1847–48.
Liszt, Franz (1811–1886) pianist 1842, 1843

1843 Rubini, Giovanni Battista (1794–1854) tenor 1843–47
Viardot, Pauline (1821–1910) mezzo soprano 1843–46, 1852–53

1844 Schumann, Clara (1819–1896) pianist 1844, 1864
1845 Döhler, Theodor (1814–1856) pianist 1845
1847 Berlioz, Hector (1803–1868) composer/conductor 1847, 1867
1849 Grisi, Giulia (1811–1869) soprano 1849–51

Mario (1810–1883) tenor 1849–53, 1867–70
1851 Formes, Karl (1815–1889) tenor 1851–54
1852 Leschetizky, Theodor (1830–1915) pianist 1852–78

Lablache, Luigi (1794–1858) bass 1852–57
Seyfert, Johann (1833–after 1914) cellist 1852/53–1914

1853 Balfe, Michael (1808–1870) composer/conductor 1853, 1859–60
Minkus, Ludwig (1826–1917) violinist/composer 1853–1917

1859 Herz, Henri (1803–1888) pianist 1859
Bériot, Charles (1802–1870) violinist 1859–60

1861 Nápravník, Eduard (1839–1916) organist/conductor 1861–1916
1862 Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901) composer/conductor 1861–62
1863 Wagner, Richard (1813–1883) composer/conductor 1863
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Table. 1 Continued

First visit Name Capacity Active in Russia
(permanent residence in italics)

1864 Bülow, Hans von (1830–1894) pianist/conductor 1864, 1874, 1884–86
1865 Strauss, Eduard (1835–1916) conductor 1865, 1894
1866 Stockhausen, Julius (1826–1906) baritone 1866, 1870
1868 Héritte-Viardot, Louise (1841–1918) mezzo/conductor 1868–1871

Wilhelmj, August (1845–1908) violinist 1868, 1871
Auer, Leopold (1845–1930) violinist 1868–1918

1869 Adelina Patti (1843–1919) soprano 1869–70, 1874, 1876–77
Hiller, Ferdinand (1811–1885) conductor 1869–70

1871 Arditi, Luigi (1822–1903) conductor 1871–74
1872 Joachim, Joseph (1831–1907) violinist 1872, 1884

Cotoni, Antonio (1831–1908) baritone 1872–98
1873 Emma, Albani (1847–1930) soprano 1873–74, 1878–79
1874 Nicolini, Ernesto (1834–1898) tenor 1874–75
1875 Henschel, George (1850–1934) baritone 1875–76
1879 Sarastate, Pablo de (1844–1908) violinist 1879–1903 (intermittently)

Sauer, Emil (1862–1942) student, pianist 1879–81, 1892, 1896
1880 Nordica, Lillian (1857–1914) soprano 1880–82
1884 Scharwenka, Xaver (1850–1924) pianist 1884, 1896
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courtly dimension of the Italian Opera; next, I will turn to the role of the aristocracy
and court in the organization of public concert life under Nicholas I, and examine
the relevant changes and continuities under Alexander II, the period of major
reforms and significant institutionalization of musical life. Following this survey,
I consider the rewards the Russian court and aristocracy could offer – including
the gifts, titles and decorations that usually attract little attention in music histori-
ography – and argue for the persistent significance of imperial and noble recogni-
tion, which prompted visiting musicians to view and represent the world of the
Romanovs in a notably favourable light.

Independence and Service

The notion of the musician’s emancipation from royal and aristocratic patronage
is one of the central narratives of traditional music history. Ludwig van
Beethoven is probably the paradigmatic example, and during his lifetime we can
see successful musicians proclaiming their independence from aristocracy and
court – refusing to be treated with condescension, protesting against people
chatting, eating or playing cards during private performances, and challenging
seating arrangements during dinners. Given the significance that is usually
attached to the developments in this period around 1800, it is all too easy to take
them in too definitive or absolute terms and underestimate conservative forces
in the remainder of the nineteenth century.14 If we view the late eighteenth century
as a ‘period of transition’, it is rather unclear when this settled into a new status
quo.15

Conditions in Russia were far from conducive to the growing independence
from court and aristocracy that musicians were experiencing elsewhere. The
Russian Empire had a highly hierarchical social structure, inherited from the eigh-
teenth century and composed of hereditary estates (sosloviya) and ranks associated
with service in the army, bureaucracy or court (chinï). At the very top of the hier-
archy, below the tsar and the imperial family, was an aristocracy made up of the
wealthiest landowning families, an elite that also supplied most top positions in

14 See: D.C. Parker, ‘The Musician, the Patron and the Audience’, Musical Quarterly 10
(1924): 225–7, as an examplewhere Beethoven is presented as a pivotal figure in the changing
relations between musicians and their patrons; Christoph-Helmut Mahling, ‘Zur sozialen
Stellung von musikalischem Kunstwerk und Musiker im Wandel vom 18. zum 19.
Jahrhundert: eine Skizze’, Proceedings of the Sixth International Congress of Aesthetics:
Uppsala 1968, ed. Rudolf Zeitler (Uppsala, 1972): 217, where Louis Spohr’s successful protest
against a card game during a court performance in 1808 is presented as indicative in a fun-
damental change in the status of music andmusicians; or Mark Kroll, Ignaz Moscheles and the
Changing World of Musical Europe (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2014): 23, where complaints about
‘members of European aristocracy, whowould often eat and talk during his performances’ in
1816 prompts the claim that Ignaz Moscheles ‘knew quite well that the timewas coming, if it
was not there already, when musicians, artists, businessmen and even members of the
working-class would no longer readily accept rudeness or mistreatment at the hands of
the nobility’.

15 Simon McVeigh, ‘Felice Giardini: A Violinist in Late Eighteenth-Century London’,
Music & Letters 64/3–4 (1983): 171. Various observations of McVeigh about eighteenth-
centurymusical life in London, such as public concerts as a ‘thinly-veiled form of patronage’,
apply remarkably well to the Russian context half a century later.

7Navigating the Local Elites
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state functions and the military.16Within the stratified structure of Russian society,
musicians had no recognized legal position, at least until Anton Rubinstein man-
aged to secure the status of ‘free artist’ (svobodnïy khudozhnik) for conservatory
graduates in 1861; and even then, as Lynn Sargeant has shown, it remained rela-
tively weak and contested.17 Before that time, their social standing depended on
either birth or state service; and, due to the institution of serfdom, abolished
under Alexander II in the same year of 1861, it was relatively common for the
Russian aristocracy to maintain private ensembles or orchestras of serf musicians
on their estates. As a result, both the idea of the musician as more than an artisan
and that of the pre-eminence of the public over the private domain found relatively
late acceptance in Russia.18

Musical life in Russia’s two capitals was also highly centralized and strictly
regulated. The Imperial Theatres, which were administered as part of the court, exer-
cised an officialmonopolyover theatrical performances in St Petersburg andMoscow
from the 1840s, and concerts and other musical entertainments were permitted only
at their discretion.19 There was little room for the open market or entrepreneurship
often associatedwithmusicians’ emancipation from aristocratic and court patronage,
nor could there be a notablemiddle-class influence onmusical life, as Russia’smiddle
classes remained small and fragmented before the reforms of the 1860s.20

In various respects, then, St Petersburg andMoscow differed substantially from
an importantmusical centre such as London, whichwas known for its unregulated
and commercial musical life.21 In order to attract the latest stars, however, they had
to offer comparable treatment and competitive rewards, and it was through this
international market, that changes in the social status of musicians elsewhere

16 The aristocracy as such lacked formal definition, and various factors complicate an
easy demarcation of Russia’s aristocratic elite as a group. The status and wealth within the
noble estate, which by the end of the century encompassed over amillion people, varied con-
siderably, and not all significant families carried hereditary titles. The group considered to be
the Russian aristocracy is therefore ‘wider than the titled families but much narrower than
the entire nobility’, and since the ‘automatic equation of title, status and wealth largely pos-
sible with respect to the English peerage certainly could not be made in the Tsarist Empire’
some ‘blurred definitions and unclear dividing lines’ are inevitable; D.C.B. Lieven, The
Aristocracy in Europe, 1815–1914 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993): xiii–xvi.
See also: Dominic Lieven, ‘The Elites’, in The Cambridge History of Russia, volume 2:
Imperial Russia, 1689–1917, ed. Dominic Lieven (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press):
227–44; Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia (DeKalb: Northern
Illinois University Press, 1997); and Seymour Becker, Nobility and Privilege in Late Imperial
Russia (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1985).

17 Sargeant, Harmony & Discord, 123–31; Anton Grigor’yevich Rubinstein, Literaturnoye
naslediye, ed. Lev Aronovich Barenboym (Moscow: Muzïka, 1983–86): vol. 1, 87.

18 See Stites, Serfdom, Society, and the Arts, 30, 63, 71–84.
19 S.I. Taneyev, ‘Publichnïye kontsertï i balï v stolitsakh’, Russkiy arkhiv 23/8 (1885): 442–

6; and, among others, the tsar’s personal decree of 7 March 1854, in Polnoye sobraniye zakonov
Rossiyskoy imperii: sobraniye vtoroye, vol. 29, part 1, no. 27987, p. 234.

20 For an extensive discussion of class relations in Western European concert life, see, in
particular,Weber,Music and theMiddle Class; concerning Russia’smiddle classes, see Pamela
M. Pilbeam, The Middle Classes in Europe, 1789–1914: France, Germany, Italy and Russia
(London: Macmillan, 1990): 18–22.

21 Compare Simon McVeigh, ‘A Free Trade in Music: London During the Long 19th
Century in a European Perspective’, Journal of Modern European History 5/1 (2007): 67–94.
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made themselves felt in Russia, too.22 This had at least two important social con-
sequences: first, therewas a remarkable split between the status of local and foreign
musicians; and second, Russia’s old-fashioned, hierarchical society would be con-
fronted with the new values and self-image of visiting artists – and vice versa –
which was a potential source of friction.

In some exceptional instances, musicians’ social pretensions and the values of
Russian elites came into open conflict, as in the scandal surrounding Austrian pia-
nist Theodor Döhler. After a successful season in St Petersburg and Moscow in
1845, Döhler was so bold as to make a marriage proposal to a Sheremetev. This
match would make the ‘piano half-celebrity’ an in-law of one of the richest and
most influential men in Russia, which, as one noble memoirist recalled, ‘aroused
a loud and of course disapproving anxiety in the highest aristocratic strata of
society’.23 Tsar Nicholas himself intervened and forbade the wedding, regardless
of the bride’s mother’s consent. After Döhler was made a baron by his old patron,
the Duke of Lucca, however, he was allowed to marry Sheremeteva, on the condi-
tion that he would refrain from public performances in Russia, which effectively
ended his career as a pianist.24

Most musical interactions, of course, did not strain relations to this extent,
but a palpable class barrier would often separate musicians from their noble
hosts.25 Writing about Anton Rubinstein’s time in the 1850s as a musician-in-
residence at the court of Yelena Pavlovna – a position Rubinstein himself found
demeaning, describing his role as that of a ‘musical stoker’26 – a lady-in-waiting
of Empress Aleksandra Fyodorovna remarked how members of the aristocracy
tended to treat artists with an air of ‘patronizing benevolence’. She sympathized
with the artists, but also felt highly uncomfortable in their presence: ‘whenever
there is but one of them in the room, I no longer feel free’.27 For foreign celebrities,
who were not subject to the Russian crown, interactions with the elite were less
constrained by the Empire’s class system, but the social differences would typically
require both the visitors and the hosts to adapt.

Of all forms of noble involvement in the arts, private employment by courts and
aristocracy was arguably the most at odds with the nascent notion of the musician
as an independent artist, and also the most notably in decline. To be sure, the

22 For the argument that ‘a wide field of employment’ improved musicians’ indepen-
dence and the treatment meted out to them, see Rosselli, ‘From Princely Service to the
Open Market’, especially 21.

23 M.D. Buturlin, ‘Zapiski’, Russkiy arkhiv 35/11 (1897): 339. Though some reference
works, including New Grove and MGG, refer to Döhler’s wife Yelizaveta Sergeyevna as
‘countess’ or even ‘princess’, she had in fact been born into an untitled branch of the family.
This might have mitigated the situation somewhat, had her eldest sister not married Count
Dmitry Nikolayevich, the head of the dynasty in 1838 (endogamy was not uncommon in
these circles). For the Sheremetevs’ genealogy, see Knyaz’ Pyotr Dolgorukov, Rossiyskaya
rodoslovnaya kniga (St Petersburg: tip. III Otdeleniye Sov. Ye. I. V. Kantselyarii, 1854–57):
vol. 3, 503–4. Dmitry Nikolayevich was the son of Nikolay Petrovich, the subject of Anna
Giust’s contribution to this issue.

24 See Teodor Dyoler: vospominaniya Ye. D. (Moscow: tip. Vasil’yev, 1901): 28–9, 36–51.
25 See also Stites, Serfdom, Society, and the Arts, 63–6.
26 Philip S. Taylor, Anton Rubinstein: A Life in Music (Bloomington: Indiana University

Press): 36–9, 74–5.
27 Anna Fyodorovna Tyutcheva, Pri dvore dvukh Imperatorov: vospominaniya, dnevnik, ed.

Ye. V. Ger’ye (Moscow: M. i S. Sabashkinovï, 1928; reprint Cambridge: Oriental Research
Partners, 1975): vol. 2, 166–7 (entry 11 October 1858).
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Imperial Court, the grand-ducal small courts and the Russian nobility continued to
hire both native and foreign musicians as performers and teachers. Around the
middle of the century, Prince Nikolay Borisovich Yusupov still attracted a series
of distinguished foreign chapel masters for his private orchestra, which included
Ludwig Minkus in the 1850s, Charles Bériot in 1859–60, and Eduard Nápravník
in 1861–62. Tellingly, however, none of these musicians were in the prime of
their careers: Bériot, the founder of the Franco-Belgian violin school, was blind
by the time Yusupov hired him; and both Minkus and Nápravník would move
on tomake a name for themselves in Russia’s public arena, Minkus as a ballet com-
poser and Nápravník as the conductor of the Mariinsky Theatre. Such positions of
a private rather than public nature could still provide important stepping stones in
a musical career, but they no longer matched the aspirations of the more ambitious
artists.28

If it could be combined with public activity, however, association with the
Russian court continued to hold a definite appeal. In the 1850s and 1860s,
Yelena Pavlovna hired talented foreign artists to manage her musical affairs,
such as the Austrian-Polish pianist Theodor Leschetizky and Louise Héritte
(Pauline Viardot’s daughter), who both combined their function with teaching
and performance outside court.29 The Hungarian violinist Leopold Auer, who
was offered a position as soloist at the Grand Duchess’s court in 1868 alongside
a post as professor at the St Petersburg Conservatory, implied in his memoirs
that the former was the more exciting prospect: ‘Anton Rubinstein had begun
his career at this court’, hewrote – apparently unaware of Rubinstein’s own dissat-
isfaction – ‘do I need to add that my deliberations were brief?’30

In order to understand both the appeal and the inherent tensions of foreign
musicians’ relations with Russian court circles, the Italian Opera, established as
a prestige project by Nicholas I in 1843 and abolished under Alexander III in
1885, can serve as a special case study. In his study of the profession of Italian
opera singers, John Rosselli noted how, ‘as opera shed its function of mirroring
court life… singers need no longer pretend to be courtiers’ – a process he situates
in the eighteenth century.31 In Russia, however, the association between court and
opera remained strong. Since the Imperial Theatres (to which the Italian Opera
belonged) were administered by the Ministry of the Court, its performers –
which included many of the finest singers in the world – were in principle mem-
bers of the tsar’s personal retinue. Its top performers often received additional
appointments as Soloists to the Court, which gave them various privileges, includ-
ing the right to wear an official Russian court uniform (vitsmundir). Giovanni
Battista Rubini, one of the first to be so honoured, ‘clearly cherished this right’,
as one contemporary recalled, prancing around in his uniform tailcoat at his

28 Nápravník surely put higher store on his public career, and later described his period
with Yusupovwith notable lack of enthusiasm, emphasizing Yusupov’s dilettantism and his
neglect of the orchestra. Ė.F. Nápravník, Avtobiograficheskiye, tvorcheskiye materialï, ed. L.M.
Kutateladze and Yu.V. Keldïsh (Leningrad: Muzgiz, 1959): 37–8.

29 Their memoirs provide valuable insight into musical activity and relations at Yelena
Pavlovna’s court: Angèle Potocka, Theodore Leschetizky: An Intimate Study of the Man and
the Musician, trans. Geneviève Seymour Lincoln (New York: Century, 1903): 190–212, 244;
Louis Héritte de la Tour, Une famille de grands musiciens: Mémoires de Louise Héritte-Viardot
(Paris: Stock, 1923): 179–83.

30 Leopold Auer, My Long Life in Music (New York: Stokes, 1923): 116–17.
31 Rosselli, ‘From Princely Service to the Open Market’, 22.
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concerts.32 And even though soloists tended to divide their time between St
Petersburg and other houses with different seasons, artists of the Imperial
Theatres were expected to participate in court ceremony when called upon, such
as in 1856, when the season of the ItalianOpera started early for sixweeks of festive
performances in Moscow on the occasion of Alexander II’s coronation.33

Their status as foreigners gave the performers of the Italian Opera decided
advantages over local musicians. This was expressed most explicitly in their pay-
ment, which could vastly exceed the legally established pay scales and composi-
tion fees for subjects of the Russian crown.34 For the happy few, it could also
involve an unusual proximity to the Imperial family. Cecilia Godfrey Pearse, the
daughter of soprano Giulia Grisi and tenor Giovanni Mario, wrote:

As society in St. Petersburg in those days consisted exclusively of the Czar and his
family, the numerous Grand-Dukes and their families, and all the Court officials
and their relations, the Opera was more a Court function than it is now, and the per-
formances as well as the concerts given in theWinter Palace, or in the other palaces of
the Imperial family, provided more opportunities of intimate and friendly inter-
course between the Court and the singers thanwould have been possible under ordi-
nary conditions.35

Godfrey Pearse’s own experiences as a girl underscored this: when hermother died
in 1869, at the start of a new Russian season in which her father was to appear, she
and her sisters were taken into the care of intimates of the court and spent much
time as guests in the Winter Palace.36

Artists did require the appropriate social skills and cultural capital to navigate
this environment, but those who possessed them could be adopted into the inner
circles of Russian high society. The bass Luigi Lablache, who performed in St
Petersburg in his late career between 1852 and 1857, was a regular at the soirées
of the Russian foreign affairs minister Karl Nesselrode, and was praised for his
‘manners of a rare distinction’ and his ‘frank and communicative cheerfulness’,
which ‘made him the focus in all the salons he attended’.37 He became enough
of an intimate for a small diplomatic scandal to occur: while settling the terms at

32 A.N. Yakhontov, ‘Peterburgskaya ital’yanskaya opera v 1840-kh godakh’, Russkaya
starina 17/12 (1886): 737; see alsoM.M. Ivanov, ‘Pervoye desyatletiye postoyannogo ital’yan-
skogo teatra v Peterburge v XIX veke (1843–1853 gg.)’, Yezhegodnik imperatorskikh teatrov
1893/94, supplement 2, 71.

33 A detailed first-person account is given by the Czech cellist Johann Seyfert,
Vospominaniya professora Petrogradskoy Konservatorii I. I. Zeyferta (Petrograd: Russko-
Frantsuzskaya tipografiya, 1914): 48; for a more factual overview of the coronation perfor-
mances, see M.M. Ivanov, ‘Proshloye ital’yanskogo teatra v Peterburge v XIX veke: vtoroye
desyatletiye (1853–1863)’, Yezhegodnik imperatorskikh teatrov 1894/95, supplement 2, 76.

34 See Taruskin, Defining Russia Musically, 192–213.
35 Mrs. Godfrey Pearse and Frank Hird, Romance of a Great Singer: A Memoir of Mario

(London: Smith, Elder, 1910): 142. It should be noted that Mario (Giovanni Matteo de
Candia) had been born into a distinguished Sardinian family, which may have facilitated
his friendly reception at court (despite his radical politics, which had caused his exile in
1836).

36 Elizabeth Forbes,Mario and Grisi: A Biography (London: Gollancz, 1985): 203. Godfrey
Pearse and Hird, Romance of a Great Singer, 277–8.

37 Lettres et papiers du chancelier Comte de Nesselrode, 1760–1856, ed. A. de Nesselrode
(Paris: A. Lahure, 1904–12): vol. 11, 228–9.
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the end of the Crimean War, Nesselrode spilled the news of the accepted peace
offer to the singer, who then passed it to a Neapolitan diplomat before it had
been communicated through the proper channels.38 Still, as Rubinstein recalled,
the introduction to court was a stressful affair even for someone like Lablache.
During his first visit to a musical gathering of Yelena Pavlovna, the portly singer
was caught in a situation where his hostess, and then the Empress, repeatedly
implored him to sit, but the sudden entrance of Tsar Nicholas caused him to
jump up in shock. Confused either by the breach of etiquette or by the kindness
of the tsar’s greeting, he was completely flustered:

Lablache, the old man, who had seen it all, who … was distinguished by full inde-
pendence, was himself a king – this Lablache began to stammer, and could not
say two words. Such a face and posture Nicholas Pavlovich had. They were very
kind to Lablache at court afterwards.39

In spite of the sweeping claimsmade on behalf of them, obviously, musicians contin-
ued to feel dependent on the benevolence of the court. And their integration into
court affairs, though often considered an honour, could well run counter to
Romantic ideals of artistry and stardom. This was most obviously the case with
their participation in court ceremonies, such as the wedding festivities of the Duke
of Edinburgh and Grand Duchess Mariya Aleksandrovna in 1874. Luigi Arditi, the
conductor of the Italian Opera, composed a cantata for the occasion, which was per-
formed at the Winter Palace by, amongst others, Adelina Patti, Emma Albani and
Ernesto Nicolini, and ‘drew forth great enthusiasm from the Imperial and Royal
assembly’.40 Albani recalled it as ‘a scene the magnificence of which I can never
forget, combining as it did the modern perfections of Western civilisation with the
remains of the barbarous splendour of oriental life’.41 Amidst this splendour, how-
ever, the artists of the Italian Operawere used as mere dinner entertainment, singing
as the 600 guests were eating andwhere, as protocol dictated, a fanfare followed by
a volley of cannons could interrupt the singers mid-aria to announce a toast. When
this happened to superstar Adelina Patti, it brought the diva to tears.42

Even visiting musicians of the highest international standing, then, would at
times receive clear reminders of their subordinate position. Though the artists of
the Italian Opera were bound to contractual agreement as elsewhere in the opera
world, there are many incidents and anecdotes about the tsars exercising their per-
sonal authority over them or granting them extraordinary privileges. Mario, an
unmistakable favourite of the Imperial family and Russian audiences, was suppos-
edly caught smoking illegally on the streets of St Petersburg by Nicholas I himself

38 Tyutcheva, Pri dvore dvukh Imperatorov, vol. 2, 98, 106.
39 Rubinstein, Literaturnoye naslediye, vol. 1, 80.
40 Luigi Arditi,My Reminiscences, ed. Baroness von Zedlitz (London: Skeffington, 1896):

211.
41 EmmaAlbani, Forty Years of Song (Toronto: CoppClark, 1911): 84–5. It was not uncom-

mon to describe the Russian court as having ‘something of an Oriental grandeur’, which
seems to have been prompted not just by an exoticized view of Russia at large, but also by
the opulent display of dresses and jewellery, and ‘the romantic appearance of the
Circassian Guard’ and ‘the “negroes” posted at the various doors’, whose presence symbol-
ized Russia’s own power over the Orient. Quoted from The Diplomatic Reminiscences of Lord
Augustus Loftus, 1862–1879 (London: Cassell, 1894): 27.

42 I. Mel’nikov,Adelina Patti i Ė.F. Napravnik: otrïvki iz vospominaniya solista yego velichestva
(St Petersburg, 1905): 22.
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(and then granted special permission to do so), and commanded to shave off his
beard for a performance (which ended with his departure).43 When the British
soprano Clara Novello – who did not perform at the opera and was therefore not
bound to any seasonal agreement – indicated she would leave Russia due to illness
and the risk of losing her voice, Aleksandra Fyodorovna replied: ‘Not when the
Empress desires you to remain, mon enfant’.44 While these exercises of power often
remained symbolic gestures – as in the case of Novello, who was soon dispatched
with an express coach and a handsome gift from the Empress – they did recall the
arbitrary treatment of artists in earlier centuries.45 Not all such stories, to be sure,
are equally reliable (a question I shall return to below), but they do unmistakably
express the discomfort of operating in an autocratic environment.

The position of foreign musicians close to the court, in short, was pervaded by
a sense of both privilege and insecurity. The way successful musicians were
received in Russian elite circles testified to their improved social status and inde-
pendence abroad. Still, even for privileged foreign stars, this continued to pro-
duce a notable field of tension with the social hierarchies and courtly traditions
of Russia’s autocratic regime, which both the visitors and their hosts would
have to negotiate.

Public and Private Access

It is no exaggeration to state that in the time of Nicholas I, the court and aristocracy
were dominant forces behind essentially all aspects of musical life that mattered to
musicians from abroad. Their involvement was not restricted to private employ-
ment or the engagement at the crown theatres discussed in the previous section,
but also extended to the world of concert tours by travelling soloists undertaken
as individual enterprise, where we see a different mechanism at work.

Tellingly, apart from the crown theatres, the most prestigious halls in St
Petersburg andMoscowwere those of the Nobility’s Assembly. Though renowned
in the chronicles of music history (the St Petersburg venue is the current Great Hall
of the Philharmonic), in the mid-nineteenth century, these were not dedicated con-
cert halls but served a variety of purposes, including balls, masquerades and other
charity events.46 As Hector Berlioz recounted regarding his visit in 1847, the regu-
lations of the Nobility’s Assembly in Moscow stipulated that any artist wishing to
use their grand hall was required to perform at one of the private gatherings of the
aristocracy first, which illustrates the extent to which the world of public perfor-
mance was subordinated to the interests of the elite.47

43 Godfrey Pearse and Hird, Romance of a Great Singer, 139–41, 143–4; Forbes, Mario and
Grisi, 109.

44 Clara Novello, Reminiscences (London: Arnold, 1910): 93.
45 Compare Rosselli, ‘From the Princely Service to the Open Market’, 21, who mentions

the ‘rearguard actions’ of Neapolitan and Central European rulers to retain authority over
artists by the exercise of power.

46 See Ėleonora Fradkina, Zal dvoryanskogo sobraniya: zametki o kontsertnoy zhizni
Sankt-Peterburga (St Peterburg: Kompozitor, 1994): especially 13–15; compare ‘Dvoryanskogo
sobraniya zal’, in Muzïkal’nïy Peterburg, vol. 10: 1801–1917, ed. I.F. Petrovskaya (St Petersburg:
Kompozitor, 2009): 280–81.

47 The Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, ed. and trans. David Cairns (London: Gollancz, 1969):
424–6. This requirement apparently did not apply in St Petersburg; see Fradkina,Zal dvoryan-
skogo sobraniya, 15.
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Practically all successful sojourns by foreign soloists involved socializing with
and performing at the homes of the elite, who, as a result, were much more than
an anonymous audience. It was widely recognized that such visits were essential
for successful public performances.48 As the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung
reported about St Petersburg in 1831:

the artist has to be here at least a month before the concerts start, so he has time to
perform in various private circles first, which is necessary, for this will, should he
gain approval, make it better and easier to sell his entrance tickets; generally, one
does not count on the box office here at all.49

It was common practice for wealthy nobles and officials to buy many more tickets
than just for themselves and their families: in one case, Prince Dmitry Golitsïn, gov-
ernor of Moscow, bought 200 tickets for a single concert.50 On occasion theywould
also voluntarily pay more than the advertised price.51

High society could prove reluctant to participate without approval of the court,
which made success at court, with the aristocracy, and in public performances
highly dependent on each other. Consequently, an audience at the Imperial
court was a crucial step in many concert visits. Clara Novello, who visited St
Petersburg in 1839, even considered the Empress ‘the main object of our coming’.52

But access to court was never a given, as Novello found.53 Few could count on the
privileged position Franz Liszt enjoyed on his first tour to Russia in 1842, when he
received an immediate invitation to court for the day after his arrival, and could
boast on his first night that he would not touch a key before he had made his
appearance there.54 This, in turn, paid off in his public performances: when the
Emperor showed him the honour of attending his second concert in the Hall of
the Nobility’s Assembly, the virtuoso suspected – probably rightly so – that this
was the reason for higher attendance compared to his first.55

48 This practice also existed elsewhere in Europe: in 1816, for instance, Ignaz Moscheles
had to make his way in Vienna and Dresden through private appearances, while there was
no need to do so in bourgeois Leipzig. See Mark Kroll, Moscheles, 23.

49 ‘Nachrichten. Petersburg’, Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, 12 October 1831, 678.
50 Anna Kijas, Maria Szymanowska: A Bio-Bibliography (Lanham: Scarecrow, 2010): 45.
51 The Belgian clarinettist Joseph Blaes reported how the same Golitsïn requested a hun-

dred tickets each for three concerts, and how an anonymous countess bought 25 for a thou-
sand roubles, whichwould have been several times the regular ticket price. J. Blaes, Souvenirs
de ma vie artistique (Brussels: Veuve Monnom, 1888): 47, 60. See also Stites, Serfdom, Society,
and the Arts, 109.

52 Novello, Reminiscences, 91.
53 The poor health of the Empress was often offered as a reason for holding off an audi-

ence, as was the case for Novello (Reminiscences, 91) and Clara Schumann (see below).
Violinist August Wilhelmj travelled to St Petersburg on the personal invitation of Empress
Mariya Fyodorovna in January, 1872, but returned without being heard as a result of the
Empress’s illness. Ernst Wagner, Der Usinger Geigerkönig August Wilhelmj (1845–1908): zum
100sten Todestag des Künstlers, ed. Friedebert Volk (Usingen: Geschichtsverein Usingen,
2008): 21.

54 A. Th. von Grimm, Alexandra Feodorowna: Empress of Russia, trans. Lady [Grace Jane]
Wallace (Edinburgh: Edmondston and Douglas, 1870): 217.

55 Correspondence of Franz Liszt and the Comtesse Marie d’Agoult, based on the edition by
Serge Gut and Jacqueline Bellas, ed. and trans. Michael Short (Hillsdale: Pendragon,
2013): 312. The importance of imperial attendance for the rest of the audience is underscored
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The experiences of Clara Schumann during her first visit of 1844, which have
been documented in unusual detail, might serve as a more representative illustra-
tion of the complexities that attended this organization of musical life. In the travel
diary she shared with her husband Robert, the couple practised a form of ‘social
bookkeeping’: extensive listings of important new relations, which allowed them
– and us – to keep track of their evolving social network.56 These listings included
various musical colleagues – predominantly Germans, with the important excep-
tion of Clara’s friend Pauline Viardot – as well as many members of elite society.
Table 2 shows the Schumanns’ meetings with Russian nobles and high officials
over the time of their stay. In various cases, they recorded how worthwhile
these contacts had been, which also included some disappointments: Prince
Sergey Golitsïn, for instance, ‘was of no use to us, on the contrary, he cost me a
pair of gloves and Robert 3 silver roubles (for the carriage), but had invited us
only to say “good day”’; and about Baron Alexander von Stieglitz, the tsar’s
banker, she noted: ‘nice dinner – but not very nice businesspeople. This man
owns 40,0000 [sic] – and after I brought him 4–5 letters took only 10 tickets for
my first concert – that was all!’57 Musicians investedmuch of their time and energy
into making their rounds of visits, and obviously did so with certain expectations,
but convention still dictated that these expectations remained unstated and that the
yield of these visits depended entirely on the generosity of their hosts.

It had taken Schumann several weeks to gain access to court, much to her frus-
tration. ‘If I had played to the Empress immediately at the beginning, I would have
had much better concerts’, she complained; ‘in St Petersburg everything must
come from court, if the nobility is to participate’.58 The study of patronage
shows that in many cases, access to the upper echelons of society would work
through ‘a kind of graduated scale of prestige for salons’ in which ‘a musician
sought to matriculate by introduction from one salon to the next rung up’.59

However, for touring musicians who had to make their mark within the short St
Petersburg concert season, which in the Nicholaevan period was restricted to
the 40 days of Lent when the theatres were closed, there was scarcely any time
to move through such steps.60 It was essential, therefore, to pave the way from

by the fact that those seats on the side of the hall, opposite and therefore in full view of the
tsar’s box, were among the most prestigious and expensive ones (Fradkina, Zal dvoryanskogo
sobraniya, 20–21).

56 There are multiple definitions of this term, some unrelated to the one I employ here. I
use the concept as described by the Dutch historian Luuc Kooijmans: ‘Many 17th-century
diaries are primarily intended for the bookkeeping of social capital. They often consist of
short, factual notes: the diarist recorded where he had been and who he had met, but only
in exceptional cases did he also note what had happened. The diaries formed a running bal-
ance, in which credit and debit wereweighed – not in the financial but in the social sphere.…
In a world where everything went through personal relations, social capital was as least as
important asmoney’. ‘Liefde in opdracht: emotie en berekening in de dagboeken vanWillem
Frederik Nassau’, Historisch Tijdschrift Holland 30/4–5 (1998): 231–2.

57 Robert Schumann, Tagebücher, vol. 2: 1836–1854, ed. Gerd Neuhaus (Basel:
Stroemfeld/Roter Stern: 1987): 347, 355.

58 Schumann, Tagebücher, vol. 2, 341–42.
59 Paul A.Merkley, ‘Introduction’, inMusic and Patronage, ed. Paul A.Merkley (Farnham:

Ashgate, 2012): xv.
60 While occasionally, exceptions would be made for foreign musicians of renown, the

regulations regarding public performances became increasingly strict and the monopoly
of the Imperial Theatres’ administration increasingly absolute over the course of the first
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Table. 2 Selection of the Schumanns’ contacts with Russian nobility and high officials, as recorded in their diary during their 1844 stay in Russia.
Noted are visits, first meetings and gifts. Any documented letters of recommendation delivered to a contact are markedwith ↑ (on the date of
their first visit); and any documented letter provided by a contact are marked with ↓ (on the date acquired, or if unknown, at the last possible
encounter). Dates are according to the Old Style (local) calendar.

Date Events Contacts with Social Elite

21/2 Arrival St Petersburg
22/2 met Counts Mikh. Wielhorski↑ and Matv. Wielhorski↑

23/2 visit at Wielhorskis, General A.F. L’vov,↑ Baron A.L. von Seebach (Saxon ambassador)↑

24/2 visit at Count F. von Colloredo (Austrian ambassador),↑ Baron A.L. von Stieglitz,↑

General A.M. Gedeonov (director Imperial Theatres St Petersburg),
Countess A.K. Vorontsova-Dashkova, Wielhorskis (soirée)

visit from Baron Seebach
26/2 visit at General L.V. Dubel’t (head of the Third Department), State councillor L.L. Mayer,

Baroness A.M. von Krüdener
visit from Matv. Wielhorski, L’vov

27/2 visit from Mayer, Mikh. Wielhorski, General Ya.D. Bolgovskoy (former governor of Tver)
28/2 visit at Prince P.M. Volkonsky (minister of the Imperial Court),↑ General Th.F. Schubert,

Baroness N. von Rönne, Seebach, Bolgovskoy
visit from Matv. Wielhorski, Dubel’t

29/2 visit at Wielhorskis (soirée)
1/3 visit at Mayer

visit from Bolgovskoy
3/3 1st Concert (Engelhardt Hall)

(attended by Grand Duchess Mariya
and Prince Oldenburg)

4/3 Performed at concert Philharmonic Society
(attended by Grand Duchesses)

visit at Stieglitz
visit from L’vov, Mikh. Wielhorski

5/3 visit from Mme state councillor von Mandt (wife of Nicholas I’s physician), Wielhorskis,
Bolgovskoy, Mayer

6/3 visit at Bolgovskoy
visit from Mikh. Wielhorski, Schubert

7/3 visit at Schubert, L’vov, Wielhorskis (soirée)
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8/3 2nd Concert (Engelhardt Hall)
(attended by Grand Duchesses Olga
and Mariya)

9/3 Performed at soirée Wielhorski visit at Wielhorskis (soirée)
met Count K.R. vonNesselrode (minister of foreign affairs), Prince P.G. vonOldenburg

10/3 Attended concert School of Jurisprudence
(on invitation Oldenburg)

visit from ‘General Pesavorius’ (?)

11/3 visit at Prince P.A. Vyazemsky
12/3 3rd concert (Engelhardt Hall)

Performed at Winter Palace
visit at Court: Emperor, Empress [Clara only]
met Grand Duchesses Olga, Maryia,↑ Aleksandrine

13/3 visit at Stieglitz, Wielhorskis, Schubert
14/3 Visited Winter Palace visit at Prince A.I. Chernïshyov (war minister)↓ [Clara only]

(with A. I. Ribeaupierre) gift from Empress
15/3 Visited Smolny Institute

(on invitation Oldenburg)
Performed at soirée Oldenburg

visit from Ribeaupierre

16/3 visit at Nesselrode, Vyazemsky,↓ Ribeaupierre
17/3 4th concert

(Mikhailovsky Theatre)
18/3 visit at Wielhorskis, Stieglitz

met General F.F. Laskowski
19/3 Palm Sunday visit at Oldenburg↓

visit from Mikh. Wielhorski, Ribeaupierre
21/3 Departure from StP visit at Stieglitz,↓ Wielhorskis↓

gifts from Oldenburg, Leuchtenberg
29/3 Arrival Moscow
1/4 visit at Prince A.G. Shcherbatov (military governor ofMoscow), N. Nebol’sin (former civil

governor of Moscow)
3/4 visit at A.V. Senyavina (wife civil governor ofMoscow), A.Ya. Bulgakov (postal director)↑,

Nebol’sin
4/4 visit from A.D. Chertkov (marshall of nobility Moscow)
5/4 visit at Prince S.M. Golitsïn↑

(Continued )
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Table. 2 Continued

Date Events Contacts with Social Elite

visit from Baron A.K. von Meyendorff↑

8/4 1st Concert (Maly Theatre)
9/4 visit from Meyendorff
11/4 visit at Chertkov

met Countess S.A. Bobrinskaya, Princess N.G. Dolgorukaya
12/4 visit at Meyendorff
15/4 2nd concert (Nobility’s Assembly)
16/4 Performs at Orphanage
17/4 Visited Kremlin

(with Baron von Meyendorff)
visit at Bobrinskaya [Clara only]

19/4 Performed at soirée Senyavina visit at Senyavina (soirée)
met Princess Baryatinskaya (?)

20/4 Organised matinee
21/4 gift from Senyavina
22/4 visit at Senyavina
23/4 3rd Concert (Nobility’s Assembly)
25/4 Performed at Cholera Institute
26/4 Departure from Moscow
29/4 Arrival in St Petersburg
1/5 visit at Wielhorskis
3/5 visit at Wielhorskis
4/5 Performed at Mikhaylovsky Palace visit at Grand Duchess Yelena Pavlovna, Wielhorskis

met Count P.P. Pahlen, ‘Prince Oseyev’ (?)
6/5 Departure from St Petersburg
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abroad to gain more direct access to the upper echelons of musical life: one needed
prior relations, sometimes bolstered by the dedication of a composition, and
always by letters of recommendation.61 Clara Schumann had already conceived
of going to St Petersburg as early as 1839, and had wasted no time in making
plans for acquiring recommendations.62 In the spring of 1840 she jumped at the
opportunity of playing before Nicholas I’s wife, Empress Aleksandra
Fyodorovna (1798–1860), first at the Prussian court, which fell through as
Aleksandra’s father, King Frederick William III, was terminally ill; but later that
year she performed successfully at the court of Weimar, where the Empress visited
her sister-in-law, Grand Duchess Mariya Pavlovna.63 That winter she also met
Aleksey L’vov (1798–1870), a key player in Russian musical life, as the director
of the Imperial court chapel, the composer of the Imperial hymn and aide-de-camp
of Nicholas I. When the Schumanns arrived in St Petersburg, they carried letters
from their network of fellow clients, which included Mendelssohn and Liszt, as
well as from a network of patrons, which included the Grand Duchess of
Weimar’s chamberlain, Prince Metternich – towhich Clarawas automatically enti-
tled as Kammervirtuosin to the Austrian Emperor – and their own queen, Maria
Anna of Saxony, who was related to the Romanovs through her nephew the
Duke of Leuchtenberg, the husband of Grand Duchess Mariya Nikolayevna.64

In the mid-nineteenth century, royal letters of recommendation still carried con-
siderable authority and practical value, even for public figures such as the
Schumanns.65 Through the marriages of the Romanov family, there were various
other courts in Europe that musicians typically turned to before heading to St
Petersburg. Berlin was the most common stop before a visit to Russia owing to
the family ties of Aleksandra Fyodorovna.66 These family relations also made it

half of the nineteenth century. Lent remained the main concert season under Alexander II,
but the Russian Musical Society was allowed to offer concerts on Saturdays throughout
the winter season. See Robert C. Ridenour, Nationalism, Modernism, and Personal Rivalry in
Nineteenth-Century Russian Music (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1981): 9; Taneyev,
‘Publichnïye kontsertï i balï v stolitsakh’; and Auer, My Long Life, 130–31.

61 Berlioz dedicated his Symphonie Fantastique and Adolphe Adam his Brasseur de Preston
to Nicholas I – both some time after theseworks’ premieres and prior to their visits to Russia.
Such dedications had to be approved by the Russian court, and hence required the necessary
contacts and preparation themselves. See Petrova and Braun, ‘Berlioz undRussland’, 209–18.

62 Letters Clara to Robert, 2 and 15 July 1839 (N.S.); Schumann Briefedition (Cologne:
Robert-Schumann-Haus, 2008–): series 1, vol. 6, 160.

63 Letters Clara to Robert, 30 May and 7–13 August 1840 (N.S.); Schumann Briefedition,
series 1, vol. 7, 324, 345–64.

64 About Clara Schumann’s position as Kammervirtuosin, see Linda Correll Roesner,
‘Patronage and Friendship in the Mid-Nineteenth Century: An Unpublished Autograph
Letter from Clara Schumann to Carl Gustav Carus, Physician to the Saxon Court, Natural
Philosopher and Landscape Artist’, in Quomodo cantabimus canticum? Studies in Honor of
Edward H. Roesner, ed. David Butler Cannata et al. (Middleton: American Institute of
Musicology, 2008): 225–6.

65 For a rare detailed discussion of letters of reference in musical life of this period, see
Roesner, ‘Patronage and Friendship’.

66 This is, for instance, where Berlioz obtained his introduction to the Russian court.
Regardless of the value of these letters, the contents did not have to be particularly serious,
as is witnessed by Frederick William’s letter on behalf of Berlioz, who is recommended as a
‘prodigy on the little Kilikeya and the great Gumbgum, but most of all with the Boumboum’.
David Cairns, Berlioz (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000): vol. 1, 370–71.
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worthwhile to visit smaller courts like that of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, where the
Grand Duke, Paul Frederick (1770–1840), was related to the Romanovs through
his mother, and his wife Alexandrine was the younger sister of Prussian King
Frederick William IV (1795–1861) and Empress Aleksandra. Thus, it could happen
to the Norwegian violinist Ole Bull that, while in Kiel in 1838, he received an invi-
tation to play in Schwerin, thanks to his contacts with the Princess of Orléans, who
was half-sister to the Grand Duke; and after he had performed there, Grand
Duchess Alexandrine could refer him to both Berlin and her sister in St
Petersburg.67

Such royal recommendations could in fact provide the very impetus for going to
Russia.Michael Balfe only decided to go after hewas offered a letter byAleksandra
Fyodorovna’s younger brother, the Prussian Prince Charles, and her nephew, the
future Emperor William I.68 And the Belgian cellist Adrien Servais, who would
make a small fortune from his many travels to Russia, seems to have gotten the
idea of heading east when playing at the Dutch court in The Hague in March
1837, where the opportunity presented itself of collecting a letter of recommenda-
tion from Anna Pavlovna (1795–1865), sister of Nicholas I and wife of the Crown
Prince of the Netherlands.69 As the dynastic ties shifted over the course of the gen-
erations, so did the obvious places to pass through before heading for Russia. In the
1880s, for example, we see travellers picking up letters at the Danish court in
Copenhagen, since their Princess Dagmar had married Alexander III.70 This net-
work of royal affiliations guided musicians in choosing their itineraries, with obvi-
ous consequences for the locations of their public performances as well.

It should be noted that letters to the Imperial court alone, generally, did not suf-
fice. Upon arrival, the local aristocracy – for which one also brought letters –would
have to offer additional routes of access into court and musical life. Table 2 above
also indicates the documented letters of recommendation delivered to and supplied
by local notables, which undoubtedly represent but a fraction of the ones actually
handed over, but shows how the Schumanns established a foothold in Russian soci-
ety, and how their new Petersburg acquaintances later referred them to Moscow.
Among their first contacts were two men who played a crucial role in St
Petersburg’s musical life in the 1840s: Count Mikhail Wielhorski (1788–1856) and
his brother Matvey (1794–1866). Well informed, well connected, favoured by
Nicholas’s court and both skilled amateur musicians, the Wielhorskis acted as gate-
keepers, mediators and advisors to visiting artists.71 In his younger years Mikhail

67 Sara C. Bull, Ole Bull: A Memoir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1882): 95–7. Grand
Duchess Alexandrine had suggested that a performance before the Prussian King would
be beneficial for a visit to Russia, but, as recounted by Bull’s second wife Sara, with the rec-
ommendation to St Petersburg already secured, Bull could permit himself to skip the
Prussian court after it transpired that Alexandrine’s letter of recommendation did not
offer access to the royal family without additional auditions.

68 Kenney, Balfe, 226–7.
69 Peter François, ‘Ah! Le metier de donneur de concerts!’: Adrien François Servais (1807–

1866) als rondreizend cellovirtuoos (Halle: VZW Servais, 2007): 25, 46, 52.
70 See, for instance, Xaver Scharwenka, Sounds from My Life: Reminiscences of a Musician,

trans. William E. Petig (Lanham: Scarecrow, 2007): 87; Dieter Nolden, ‘Martha Remmert in
Russland’, in Reiseberichte von Musikerinnen des 19. Jahrhunderts: Quellentexte, Biographien,
Kommentare, ed. Freia Hoffmann (Hildesheim: Olms, 2011): 292.

71 Mikhail Wielhorski made it to the court rank of ober-shenk (Chief Cupbearer) in 1846,
and Matvey to that of ober-gofmeyster (Master of the House) in 1856, both classified at the
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had been abroad recruiting singers for the Italian opera, and he acted as advisor for
invitations made by others.72 Berlioz dubbed Wielhorski’s home on Mikhaylovsky
Square, which could host an orchestra, ‘a little ministry of the fine arts’.73 Over the
years, many would first prove their worth in his salon, where they would be intro-
duced to other relevant players in musical life, before being invited at court or ven-
turing to give public performances.74 Though Wielhorski’s contribution to St
Petersburg’s musical life has often been praised, this system, in which a position
as dominant authority in musical life was entrusted to an individual dilettante,
also carried obvious downsides, as the violinist and composer Nikolay
Afanas’yev pointed out: ‘All artists who wanted to acquire themselves a position
in Petersburg, had to appear in the musical salon of the Count: otherwise they
would not be recognized and they would not be able to do anything’. Afanas’yev
also claimed that Mikhail Wielhorski received ‘an allowance of 15 thousand [rou-
bles] from our sovereign, designated as an incentive for artists’. Without having to
go into the question of ‘whether the virtuosos performing at the Count’s received
anything from the sum designated as an incentive for them’ – which Afanas’yev
doubted – it is interesting to note that such a subsidy would lend Wielhorski’s
salon the official character Berlioz implied in his famous phrase.75

The Schumanns, too, were invited to aWielhorski soirée soon after their arrival,
and the brothers visited them regularly throughout their stay, but let them down as
regards the access to court. ‘Wielhorski kept saying that I should only keep waiting
calmly, things will work out at court, the Empress is just ever unwell; so I could still
wait for a long time’, Clara complained. In the end, it was Adolf Henselt, a pianist
well connected to the court, who ‘went straight to the source’ and called on the
singer Praskov’ya Barteneva, one of Empress Aleksandra’s ladies-in-waiting,
which, it seems, settled matters rather quickly: within two days, Clara received
her invitation to court – through Wielhorski.76 Her performance there was a suc-
cess: she was charmed by the kindness of the Imperial family and celebrated after-
wards with Robert. Her final concert at the Mikhaylovsky Theatre the next Friday,
before leaving for Moscow, was attended by the court and drew a full hall. The ensu-
ing profit of 1,000 silver roubles finallymade their stay in St Petersburgworthwhile.77

Though surely a credit to her artistry, this success depended in no small measure on
the extensive investment in social connections before and during the stay.78

second highest position in the Imperial Table of Ranks, the equivalents of a general or admi-
ral in the military. Mikhail’s son Iosif (1817–1839) was chosen as a classmate for the young
Alexander II, and taught by the tsarevich’s tutor Vasily Zhukovsky in the Winter Palace.
See Shcherbakova, Viyel’gorskiye, 18–19, 72–3.

72 Ilya Vinitsky, ‘Signora Melas, or An Italian Soprano in Russia’, in Intersections and
Transpositions: Russian Music, Literature, and Society, ed. Andrew Baruch Wachtel
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998): 210; Zapiski Filipa Filipovicha Vigelya, sup-
plement to Russkiy arkhiv (Moscow, 1891–93): part 7, 254.

73 Berlioz, Memoirs, 422.
74 See Shcherbakova, Viyel’gorskiye, 42–3 for a selective list of the musicians who made

their appearance at the Wielhorski salon.
75 ‘Vospominaniya N. Ya. Afanas’yeva’, Istoricheskiy vestnik 41/8 (1890): 272.
76 Schumann, Tagebücher, vol. 2, 341–2, emphasis original. The actual references are to

‘Kammerdame der Kaiserin, Fr: Partenieff’ and ‘Frl. Bortenieff’. About Barteneva’s position,
see Grimm, Alexandra Feodorowna, 108–9, 198, 226–7, 411.

77 Schumann, Tagebücher, vol. 2, 346–7.
78 Robert’s final analysis was that more successful concerts would have been possible, if

Holy Week had not intervened; given the dependence on ‘the court and the haute volée’ and
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Continuity and Reform

While the association of the Italian Opera with the court largely continued as
before, the organization of concert life would undergo various profound changes
as it resumed its course after the death of Nicholas I and the end of the Crimean
War in 1855. Most importantly, the climate of reform under the new emperor
Alexander II allowed for the foundation of the Russian Musical Society (RMS,
1859) and the associated Conservatories of St Petersburg (1862) and Moscow
(1866), which initiated a steady professionalization of musical life. The transforma-
tions effected by these institutions have been studied in detail by Lynn Sargeant,
but the consequences for foreign visitors have so far escaped attention.79

Prominent musicians were now more likely to come to Russia on the invitation
of institutions. The RMS took a notable role in this, although the focus in its first
two decades was more on attracting conservatory staff than on hosting touring
musicians in their concert series.80

This did not put an immediate end to the older structures of patronage and aris-
tocratic mediation, however. The RMS itself operated under imperial protection,
later made official by the predicate ‘Imperial’ awarded in 1869. After sponsoring
Anton Rubinstein in its establishment, Grand Duchess Yelena Pavlovna acted as
the society’s first president, and attracted various guest performers and
conductors from abroad in ways that straddled the borders of the private and the
institutional.81 Clara Schumann (1864), Hector Berlioz (1867/68), August
Wilhelmj (1868), Ferdinand Hiller (1869/70) and Joseph Joachim (1872) were all
invited to stay at the Grand Duchess’s residence, the Mikhaylovsky Palace, where
she typically cared for their every need, including thoughtful details such as
birthday gifts and delivering them the newspaper of their hometown. Hiller was
so flattered that he later published recollections of his time in St Petersburg that
were largely devoted to his host.82 This hospitality, incidentally, did not imply inti-
mate contact or a relationship on an equal footing. The GrandDuchess showed her-
self only occasionally to her visitors, and during the dinners after a soirée, the
aristocratic guests and the musicians typically dined in separate rooms.83

While these visits illustrate the continuing relevance of patronal relations,
Yelena Pavlovna’s unusual level of activity should not mask various important

the preparation required, they had made ‘one major mistake’ – of arriving too late. Letter
Robert to Friedrich Wieck, 20 March 1844 (O.S.), Schumann Briefedition, series 1, vol. 2,
193–4.

79 Sargeant, Harmony & Discord.
80 See the appendix to N.F. Findeyzen, Ocherk deyatel’nosti S.-Peterburgskogo otdeleniya

Imperatorskogo Russkogo Muzïkal’nogo Obshchestva (1859–1909) (St Petersburg: tip.
Glavnogo Upravleniya Udelov, 1909; reprint Moscow: DirectMedia, 2015) for data on the
participants to the RMS concerts in St Petersburg.

81 Artists read their invitations as invitations by the Grand Duchess, rather than by the
Society. Briefe von und an Joseph Joachim, ed. Andreas Moser and Johannes Joachim (Berlin:
Bard, 1911–13): vol. 3, 82; Wagner, Der Usinger Geigerkönig August Wilhelmj, 18; Selected
Letters of Hector Berlioz, ed. Hugh Macdonald, trans. Roger Nichols (London: Faber and
Faber, 1999): 456.

82 Ferdinand Hiller, ‘In St. Petersburg’, in Erinnerungsblätter (Cologne: DuMont-
Schauberg, 1884): 27–46.

83 Aus Ferdinand Hillers Briefwechsel: Beiträge zu einer Biographie Ferdinand Hillers, ed.
Reinhold Sietz (Cologne: Volk, 1958–70): vol. 3, 11; Briefe von und an Joseph Joachim, vol. 3,
82; Héritte de la Tour, Une famille de grands musiciens, 182.
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shifts taking place in concert life. By the time of her death in 1873, the Russian aris-
tocracy and imperial family were no longer as active as gatekeepers and attractors
of foreign talent. The practice of entertaining private ensembles, like that of Prince
Yusupov, did not survive the abolition of serfdom; nor did anyone take up a posi-
tion like that held byWielhorski, who had passed away shortly after thewar. In the
late 1870s and 1880s we see the emergence of a new kind of patron, exemplified by
Nadezhda von Meck, Mitrofan Belyayev and Savva Mamontov, whose fortunes
derived from business and industry, and who are also better known for their inter-
est in national art and native artists (though it should be noted that Mamontov’s
Private Opera company was initially led by a succession of Italian conductors,
and Von Meck hired young Debussy as a pianist).

Performances at more intimate gatherings at court or aristocratic homes contin-
ued to be a common element of concert tours, as, indeed, aristocratic salons else-
where retained their significance well into the twentieth century.84 Grand Duke
Konstantin Nikolayevich, a passionate amateur cellist who succeeded Yelena
Pavlovna as president of the RMS, received many musicians from abroad on the
Friday matinées in his Marble Palace.85 The Imperial court presented fewer oppor-
tunities than before, however. After losing her eldest son, the Tsarevich Nicholas,
and contracting tuberculosis in the mid-1860s, the new empress, Mariya
Aleksandrovna (1824–1880), generally kept her musical soirées to small affairs,
with a few singers from the Italian Opera and the Soloists of the Tsar, and no
more than 20 people in the audience. Alexander II would retreat in an adjacent
room and play whist with his courtiers.86

As for visits to the aristocracy, the case of the Spanish violin virtuoso Pablo de
Sarasate, who came to Russia on the invitation of the RMS in 1879 and returned in
several subsequent years, offers an interesting contrast to the experiences of earlier
visitors. Auer considered him a ‘good comrade’, who ‘preferred the society of his
musical friends to playing in the homes of the wealthy’, which meant he would
only appear at an aristocratic soirée if paid ‘2,000 to 3,000 francs, a fee which at
that time seemed exorbitant’.87 Auer’s testimony suggests that it was still excep-
tional not to make such private appearances, but also – in contrast to the situation
under Nicholas I – that these were no longer essential for success on the public
stage, and could be offered against predetermined fees.

Material and Symbolic Rewards

The difference between the experiences of the Schumanns in the 1840s and
those of Sarasate in the 1870s is significant, for it suggests how the forces of

84 See for instanceMyriamChimènes,Mécènes et musiciens: Du salon au concert à Paris sous
la IIIe République (Paris: Fayard, 2004).

85 Famous visitors included Von Bülow, Sarasate, Joachim and Scharwenka. See Auer,
My Long Life, 177–8, 181–5; Seyfert, Vospominaniya, 48; Briefe von und an Joseph Joachim, vol.
3, 85, 88–9; Scharwenka, Sounds from My Life, 87.

86 Auer,My Long Life, 186; Rubinstein, Literaturnoye naslediye, vol. 1, 84. Somemusicians,
like baritone Julius Stockhausen, whowitnessed this when called upon by the Russian court
in Stuttgart, took offense to this habit of the tsar; see his letter of 2 October 1870 (N.S.) in Julia
Wirth, Julius Stockhausen: der Sänger des deutschen Liedes (Frankfurt am Main: Englert &
Schlosser, 1927): 344. Compare note 14.

87 Auer, My Long Life, 176–7.
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a market, with the use of money and the relatively transparent transactions it
enables, were encroaching upon the previous, more obviously asymmetrical sys-
tem of favours that characterizes traditional structures of patronage.88 There is
little doubt that money was the prime mover in musical travels to Russia.
Both in the press and among artists we find frequent reports of the sensational
sums made by famous artists, and as we have seen above, contacts with the
Russian elite were instrumental in acquiring these. But money was never the
only attraction Russia had to offer, and in order to understand the significance
of the Russian court and aristocracy for visiting musicians it is important to
consider alternative forms of reward, which, I would argue, are relevant for
the entire period here under consideration.

As Myriam Chimènes has stressed in her extensive study of the Parisian salons
of the Third Republic, it would be reductive to view the relations between hosts
and musicians exclusively from the perspective of professional interests and finan-
cial gain. Chimènes notes that, at the very least, musicians ‘sometimes quite simply
appreciated being heard, recognized, and, above all, being pampered’.89 There is
ample suggestion that this applied to visitors to Russia as well. I would like to sug-
gest, however, that in this case, being heard, recognized and pampered carried a
considerable symbolic component that is difficult to disentangle from their profes-
sional interests, or from the interests of the Russian elite.

Success in Russia carried a symbolic dimension. In the 1830s, we see regular
warnings in the Western press, urging musicians not to think too lightly of a
Russian tour, given the high costs and strenuous competition.90 Such reports did
not necessarily make St Petersburg less attractive as a destination: if the economic
capital on offer (to put it in Bourdieuan terms) was limited and only the very best
could succeed in bringing it home, the city had all themore to offer in terms of sym-
bolic capital – success would carry more status. It is worth comparing Russia to
America in this respect: starting in the 1840s, the United States began to surpass
Russia as the place where virtuosos could make their fortune, yet many a high-
minded European artist remained reluctant to cross the Atlantic, to sell their talent
to what they expected to be uncultured audiences in a commercial enterprise.91

Contemporary reports about St Petersburg, by contrast, regularly noted how the
halls were filled with ‘the highest nobility’, with dazzling dresses and jewellery
that made Paris look pale in comparison, which added to the prestige of a

88 Rosselli, ‘From Princely Service to the Open Market’, 22; Abercrombie and Hill,
‘Paternalism and Patronage’, 422–3.

89 Chimènes, Mécènes et musiciens, 20–21.
90 In the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of 12 October 1831, for instance, readers are

warned that: ‘many artists, when they are not already favourites of the audience or already
have a European reputation, can hardly meet the costs’ (‘Nachrichten. Petersburg’, 678). In
1837 we read: ‘Whoever does not already bring a good reputation from abroad, will even
fare poorly when he only wishes to become a member of an orchestra. … for mediocrities
the place is dangerous’; ‘Ueber den Musikzustand und namentlich über die Orchester in
St.-Petersburg’, 8 November 1837, 725.

91 Enthusiastic visitors of Russiawho exhibited such sentiments towards theUS included
Berlioz, who mentioned his ‘antipathies’ for ‘this great people and its utilitarian attitudes’,
and pianist Emil Sauer, who studied in Moscow between 1879 and 1881, and was long
repelled by ‘the thought of seeing my art changed into a stock company’ by what he called
‘Barnum-folk’. Selected Letters of Hector Berlioz, 397; Emil Sauer, Meine Welt: Bilder aus dem
Geheimfache meiner Kunst und meines Lebes (Berlin: Spemann, 1901): 263.
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performance.92 As the value of recognition abroad depended strongly on the
respectability and taste of its audiences, I would argue that the aristocratic audi-
ences of the Russian capitals added considerably not only to the country’s material
but also its symbolic appeal.

At court, visiting artists were generally rewarded with gifts rather than money.
Both the musical press and the musicians themselves dutifully reported how they
were honoured with sumptuous gifts such as diamond-encrusted rings, brooches,
snuffboxes and cigarette cases. The aristocracy liked to present gifts to their favourites
as well: Moscow notables sent instrumental virtuosos like Adrien Servais or Ole Bull
back homewith arrays of souvenirs, and divas of the Italian Opera would often find
jewellery inside bouquets thrown on stage.93 These practices reflected the nobility’s
long-standing distaste of the cash nexus, and also, to some extent, how appearances
at salons and homes were perceived as private and personal affairs where ordinary
payment might be considered inappropriate.94 Given the frequency with which the
court handed out its precious gifts, it should be no surprise that this was in fact a
rather routine affair, managed by the so-called Cabinet of the Emperor, which
attended to the tsar’s personal expenses, and made sure artists who had performed
before the Emperor or Empress received these a few days after their performance.95

AsAuer revealed in hismemoirs, it was in fact possible to return one’s diamond ring
to the Cabinet and exchange it for an amount in roubles, yet onewonders howmany
of the short-term visitors would consider this, provided they knew about it.96 Many
musicians took obvious delight in these gifts and the recognition they represented,
which could not simply be translated into monetary value.97

The same holds for the elusive world of court honours and distinctions, which
do not feature very prominently in music historiography. The Austrian pianist
Leopold de Meyer, who had been accorded the honorary position as Pianist to
the Court in both Vienna and St Petersburg, advertised these titles prominently

92 Specific comparisons to Paris were made by Clara Schumann and Henri Herz; see
Schumann, Tagebücher, vol. 2, 331–2; ‘Actualités’, La France musicale, 10 April 1859, 172;
and ‘Voyage de M. H. Herz en Russie’, La France musicale, 5 June 1859, 260–61.

93 François, ‘Ah! Le metier de donneur de concerts!’, 55; Einar Haugen and Camilla Cai,Ole
Bull: Norway’s Romantic Musician and Cosmopolitan Patriot (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1993): 157; George Henschel, Musings and Memories of a Musician (New York:
Macmillan, 1919): 61–2; Julie A. Buckler, The Literary Lorgnette: Attending Opera in Imperial
Russia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000): 42–4.

94 See Stites, Serfdom, Society, and the Arts, 57–8, 118, who reports an incident during
Franz Liszt’s first tour in 1843, when a group of aristocrats who had fêted him before the per-
formance, found it beneath them to purchase a ticket like the rest of the crowd to see their
‘friend’ and demanded to be seated onstage.

95 Galina Petrova and Lucinde Braun offer some insight into the internal workings of
such gifts, quoting two letters ordering the Cabinet ‘by the very highest order’ to supply
‘a gift of three-hundred silver roubles’ that could be presented to Berlioz; ‘Berlioz und
Russland’, 217, 224.

96 Auer himself confessed to have used the option (My Long Life, 187); for the visiting
soprano Emma Albani it went without saying that she treasured all her Russian gifts
(Forty Years of Song, 83).

97 Clara Schumann explicitly called the bracelet she received atWeimar in 1840 as ‘dearer
to me than when I had gotten money’; Schumann Briefedition, series 1, vol. 7, 363. Moscheles
even claimed to have rejected a payment in cash and demanded a souvenir; see Life of
Moscheles: With Selections from His Diaries and Correspondence by His Wife, trans. A.D.
Coleridge (London: Hurst and Blackett, 1873): vol. 1, 129.
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in the promotion of his American tour in the 1840s.98 After a few years of service or
for exceptional merit, many musicians active in Russia would also receive official
decorations, most commonly in the lower ranks of the Order of St Stanislas.99 In the
history of the Empire, threemusicians were awarded the highest class of this order,
the Grand Cross with Star, two of whom were of non-Russian extraction: Leopold
Auer and the Mariinsky conductor Eduard Nápravník.100 Possibly overgeneraliz-
ing his own perspective, Auer suggested that musicians generally put great store
on such tokens and anxiously anticipated new ones.101 Memoirists and biogra-
phers, in any case, were often careful to mention them.102 These decorations
were not just a dead letter: for those who took permanent residence in Russia
they furthered one’s position on the Table of Ranks, and along with that came
the prospect of ennoblement. Auer and Adolf Henselt both made it to the rank
of Active Collegiate Assessor, which conferred hereditary nobility on them and
gave them the title of ‘Excellency’. Such high distinctions, of course, implied a loy-
alty to the Russian Empire, and an indication that this was experienced as such
may be found in the fact that the English Crown sought to prevent its citizens
from receiving foreign decorations, which – even when awarded to musicians –
had not lost their association with military orders.103

All such reports of gifts and honours point to the continuing value of, and
appreciation for, noble recognition, which added to Russia’s appeal within the
international market. To be sure, for some, the contacts with the Russian elite
meant little more than business and calculation: the attitude of Richard Wagner,
who sought out Yelena Pavlovna in 1863 hoping for ‘a grand person, who
would suddenly offer me riches’, seems to come close to that;104 at the other end
of the spectrum, we find those who spent years or decades in Russian service,
embraced their host country as a new home and, like Auer, became thoroughly
absorbed into the world of grand-ducal soirées. For most visitors, the symbolic

98 The Biography of Léopold de Meyer, Imperial and Royal Court Pianist, by Diploma, to Their
Majesties the Emperors of Austria and Russia (London: Palmer & Clayton, 1845); see also
R. Allen Lott, From Paris to Peoria: How European Piano Virtuosos Brought Classical Music to
the American Heartland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003): 12–13.

99 Musicians awarded a Stanislas Cross with only brief relations to Russia included
Verdi, for La Forza del Destino in 1862, and August Wilhelmj in 1871. See Gustavo
Marchesi, ‘The Years of La Forza del Destino’, Verdi 5 (1962): 1080–81; Wagner, Der Usinger
Geigerkönig August Wilhelmj, 19; also Denis Lomtev, An der Quelle: Deutsche Musiker in
Russland (Lage-Hörste: BMW Verlag Robert Burau, 2002): 53.

100 Auer,My Long Life, 103. The other musician to receive this honour was Vasily Safonov,
director of the Moscow Conservatory.

101 Auer, My Long Life, 107.
102 A biography of Toto Cotogni, a baritone active in St Petersburg between 1872 and

1898, lists his honours in a separate appendix, which included decorations in the Russian
orders of St Anna and St Andrew: Nino Angelucci, Ricordi di un artista: Antonio Cotogni
(Rome: tip. Roma, 1907): 119–20.

103 Kenney, Balfe, 238–9. For Britain’s policy regarding foreign orders and distinctions,
see: Nicholas Carlisle, A Concise Account of the Several Foreign Orders of Knighthood and
Other Marks of Honourable Distinction (London: John Hearne, 1839): xviii–xix; and John
Horsley Mayo, Medals and Decorations of the British Army and Navy (Westminster:
Archibald Constable, 1897): vol. 1, lxxxv–lxxxvi.

104 Letter to Hans von Bülow, 6 March 1863 (N.S.); Richard Wagner, Sämtliche Briefe
(Leipzig: Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1967–): vol. 15, 100; Rosamund Bartlett, Wagner and
Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995): 28–9.
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value of association with royalty and aristocracy remained considerable, and
served as means of socially distinguishing themselves and their peers.105 And
musicians who wished to share in the lustre of the surroundings in which they
had found themselves during their stay in St Petersburg or Moscow, who attrib-
uted symbolic value to a diamond ring received from the Empress or a Russian
Order of St Stanislas, could not but grant these foreign elites a degree of authority.

Stately impressions

In a period when Russophobia was at times rampant, it is notable how favourably
the Russian monarchy is represented in the many reports and recollections of
Russia that circulated in the musical world. The Empire’s social institutions did
not escape critical comment by foreign musicians: in 1840, Adolphe Adam
described it as a ‘country of servitude and barbarism where, nonetheless, the
arts and luxury flourish’; and Louise Héritte-Viardot wrote quite extensively
about matters such as police surveillance, famine, and Siberian exile in her mem-
oirs, though these were only published posthumously in 1923.106 Occasionally, it
was intimated that there was ‘something barbaric’ about the extreme riches of
the Russian upper class, but such suggestions are offset by reports about the
‘most delightful families, living in luxury, and ready to render every possible del-
icate attention to us’.107 Themajority ofmusicians not only kept their political opin-
ions to themselves, but seemed to positively cherish the proximity to illustrious
rulers and relish in the splendour of Russian high society.

When it comes to the monarchy, it is striking how often these portrayals closely
match the image the Romanovs themselves would have wanted to project. To bor-
row Richard Wortman’s term, the brilliance of the Russian court was among the
‘scenarios of power’ that served to symbolize and justify the Romanovs’ autocratic
rule.108 Many foreign musicians performed in it, and dutifully reported about it
abroad.109 Published sources, to be sure, tend to offer a more idealized picture

105 AlanWalker, Franz Liszt (NewYork: Knopf, 1983–90): vol. 2, 391, has argued that Liszt
operated according to this rationale, wearing his decorations onstage to signal themusician’s
social status. See also Ther, In der Mitte der Gesellschaft, 119–20.

106 AdolpheAdam, ‘Quelquesmois loin de Paris: ÀMM. Escudier, redacteurs de la France
musicale’, La France musicale 3/35 (21 June 1840): 237; Héritte de la Tour,Une famille de grands
musiciens, 198–200, 209–22. References to corruption were made by Henry Vieuxtemps, who
recalled Russia as a ‘country of fraud and elegant, refined, captivating society’, and by
Eduard Strauss, who ran into various incidents with the police with his orchestra and
noted the ‘incredible corruptibility of Russian officials’. Maurice Kufferath, ‘Henri
Vieuxtemps’, Le Guide Musical 27/24–25 (16 and 23 June 1881): [4]; Eduard Strauss,
Erinnerungen (F. Deuticke: Leipzig and Vienna, 1906): 41–2, 94.

107 The first quote is by baritone George Henschel, who first visited Russia in 1876 and in
general appears to have thoroughly enjoyed Russian musical and social life; the second by
Amanda Allen Norton, who accompanied her daughter, the soprano Lilian Nordica, to
Russia in 1880. Henschel, Musings and Memories, 57; Lillian Nordica’s Hints to Singers, ed.
William Armstrong (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1923): 55.

108 Richard Wortman, Scenarios of Power: Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy, 2 vols
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995–2000).

109 After the public relations disaster of Custine’s visit, the Russian Imperial family and
authorities followed the publication of new travelogues closely. See Soroka and Ruud,
Becoming a Romanov, 147.
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than private correspondence, but both tend towards certain patterns. The tropes of
‘the grandiose magnificence of St Petersburg’ or ‘the so dignified and friendly affa-
bility of the imperial family’ – images that were actively cultivated under Nicholas
I – seem to have been so common that a traveller like Adolphe Adam could simply
reference them without much comment.110 The recurrent appearance of the tsar in
musicians’ reports and memoirs, moreover, reflected the nature of an autocracy:
the sovereign, at the very least, had to pretend to be informed about and in charge
of everything that occurred in the empire’s high society. The picture that emerges is
quite consistently that of a generous, attentive, yet supremely powerful, awe-
inspiring and omnipresent figure: a magnanimous ruler or enlightened despot.
Nicholas I, in particular, is typically described as a charismatic leader, ‘tall, majestic,
and of much personal magnetism’.111 Anecdotes about breaches of etiquette, as in
the story about Lablache sitting at a reception in the Mikhaylovsky Palace, tend to
follow a pattern that dramatizes at one stroke the social divide that separated the
imperial family from mere performers and the graciousness they demonstrated by
putting their guests at ease.112 Many other stories focus on either the special favour
accorded to the musicians or the way in which they held their own in the face of
imperial authority, or combinations of both that would seem tailored to flatter the
musician’s independence and the tsar’s authority simultaneously.113 This was
most transparently, and almost comically, the case with the bass Karl Formes,
who shamelessly characterized the tsar as ‘the greatest autocrat’ and ‘the noblest
man of his time’ (‘To knowNicholaswas to love him’), and addedwith characteristic
bravado that ‘few could endure his gaze unflinchingly; I was one of those few’.114

Consequently, musicians’ visits also functioned as a form of public diplomacy
in which autocracy presented its benevolent face.115 Richard Stites has suggested
that Russian audiences experienced the constant presence of foreign artists as a
‘reassuring force’, ‘a signifier of hopeful mutual accommodation’ in a period of
tense international relations.116 It appears that, conversely, pleasing and

110 Adam, ‘Quelques mois loin de Paris’, 237. Compare Wortman, Scenarios of Power, vol.
1, 322–32. See also Balfe: ‘I really cannot speak in too high terms of all the Imperial family’;
Kenney, Balfe, 234; and Novello about Aleksandra Fyodorovna: ‘graciousness does not suf-
fice to describe this amiable Prussian’s manner to me’; Novello, Reminiscences, 92.

111 The quote is by Theodor Leschetizky; Potocka, Leschetizky, 172.
112 There are various similar stories: Michael Balfe supposedly mistook Konstantin

Nikolayevich for an ordinary officer (Kenney, Balfe, 231–2), and Clara Novello made an
impulsive remark to pianist Sigismund Thalberg ‘against all rules of etiquette’ (Novello,
Reminiscences, 92), both in the presence of Yelena Pavlovna.

113 To cite just one example by Leschetizky: when summoned to Peterhof palace by the
Emperor and Empress, he refused to play on a poor instrument, even though he felt such
a refusal could have him expelled from the country; he received another summons, however,
where hewas denied all the luxury and gallantries of his previous visit, but offered the piano
of his choice. Potocka, Leschetizky, 167–75.

114 My Memoirs: Autobiography of Karl Formes. Published in His Memory, ed. Pauline Karl
Formes (San Francisco: Jas. H. Barry, 1891): 175–6. Formes described the German emperor
William I in practically the same terms: ‘a better and nobler man never lived’ (66).

115 I use diplomacy here in the recent, broad understanding of conducting ‘relationships
for gain while avoiding conflict’, in which nongovernmental, informal actors such as musi-
cians can play a significant role andmay promote the state’s interests for their own benefit, or
even unwittingly. See Jessica E. Gienow-Hecht, Sound Diplomacy: Music and Emotions in
Transatlantic Relations, 1850–1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009): 4–8.

116 Stites, Serfdom, Society and the Arts, 119–20.
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impressing the visiting stars served as ways for the Russian elite to communicate
that positive sentiment abroad.

Conclusion

The documented experiences of nineteenth-century musical visitors to Imperial
Russia open up a rich world of social relations, of wealth, imperial audiences
and elegant soirées, but also of class relations, power and politics. Many aspects
of musicians’ encounters with the local elites as recorded in individual biogra-
phies, letters and travel reports – the brilliance of the halls and their audiences,
the social calls with the aristocracy, meeting the tsar and receiving gifts – are in
fact recurring tropes in the musical discourse of the time.

Generally speaking, the dealings with Russia’s elites were more than just a neces-
sary evil. Due to the symbolic value of associatingwith court and aristocracy, visitors
were keen to describe their glamourous surroundings, chronicle their interactions
with the court, and list the gifts and honours they received. The emancipation of
nineteenth-century musicians did not mean they turned their back on their old
patrons and social superiors – rather, the association with monarchy and aristocracy
served as means to distinguish themselves from ordinary mortals. As a result, trav-
ellingmusicians circulated an image ofRussia inmusical discourse – anurban image
of luxury, refinement and high society – that depicted Russia not so much as an
‘exotic Other’ but as a polity ‘inscribed within the system of European powers’.117

Their representations of the imperial court and family, meanwhile, tended to
reproduce the image of imposing authority and benevolence that the Romanov
regime sought to project. Since the circuit of musicians who visited St
Petersburg and Moscow involved a substantial cross-section of Europe’s finest
instrumentalists, singers and composers, these Russian relations ought to be
regarded as an integral part of European musical life. And as such, they tell us
how, in a changing musical world, an autocracy could remain an alluring
destination.

117 Mark Ferraguto, ‘Beethoven à la moujik: Russianness and Learned Style in the
“Razumovsky” String Quartets’, Journal of the American Musicological Society 67/1 (2014):
111; Ferraguto identified this complementary image in a lineage of musical works.
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