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Marina Ritzarev is known both to English and Russian scholars as one of the most 
insightful specialists in the music of eighteenth-century Russia. Her Eighteenth-
Century Russian Music represents the first attempt, written and published in English, 
to comprehensively cover the “long eighteenth century” of musical life in Russia. 
Ritzarev’s works in general represent a fortuitous combination of formidable archival 
study (during her career in Moscow and St. Petersburg, she enjoyed unlimited access 
to many unique materials and documents) with a robust conceptualization of data 
within a broad historical prospective. 

Ritzarev is the pre-eminent authority on Russian church music of the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, especially with regard to the sacred choral 
concerto (partes concerto) seen in works such as those of Maxim Berezovsky and his 
successors, Dmitry Bortniasky, Stepan Degtyarev, and Artemy Vedel (along with the 
attempts of Italians Baldassare Galuppi and Giuseppe Sarti to contribute to this 
genuine national tradition). Her two monographs and numerous articles published in 
the last quarter of the twentieth century in Russian (Kompositor D. Bortniansky, 
Leningrad: Musika, 1979; Kompositor M.S. Berezovsky, Leningrad: Musika, 1983) 
powerfully espouse this spiritually overwhelming yet still little known repertoire.  

In this book, Ritzarev meticulously reconstructs the complicated infrastructure 
of musical life in Russia in the epoch between the death of Peter the Great (1725) and 
the renunciation of Alexander I (1825). During this century, Russian musical life 
developed from near total political and socio-cultural isolation toward the gradual and 
inevitable convergence of the powerful Russian Empire with mainstream European 
society. She proposes three pivotal social variables—secularization, Westernization, 
and urbanization —as propelling this process forward. 

The author considers the “problematic” reputation of this epoch in terms of 
musical historiography: abandoning the pristine authenticity of Russian musical 
culture of the pre-Petrine period, it rushed to embrace the multifarious Western 
tradition. Yet it was still far from reaching its pinnacle in works by Michael Glinka 
and both Russian schools. Ritzarev confutes the long-established disparagement of 
Russian music before Glinka, often regarded as a mere prelude to the glorious triumph 
of the Russian national school and its immense impact on Western music. She 
perceptively addresses the shortcomings of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
scholarship of this period, which underline the modulation from the nationalistic-
romantic idealization of Russian music to the ideological obstinacy of Russian 
liturgical genres (including the entire tradition of multi-voice a cappella singing in 
Orthodox churches). 

In addition, Ritzarev unravels the uneven and even contradictory nature of the 
musical culture’s infrastructure, with its whimsical blend of the old-fashioned and 
patriarchal with the modish and pretentious. Her main goal (as she puts it) is to restrict 
herself with regard to the provision of “a great many fascinating facts and details,” 
instead organizing the material according to her personal perspective on eighteenth-
century Russian music (xxi). She also demonstrates that this period of Russian music 
cannot comprehensively be understood outside the context of Russian history and 
culture. 
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Ritzarev painstakingly reconstructs her manifold social and professional 
milieus, starting from those Italian and French operatic genres cultivated at court and 
liturgical music through urban choral culture and popular theater, culminating in the 
unique cultural phenomenon of the “horn orchestras.”  

In Chapter 1 (“Rethinking Eighteenth-Century Russian Music”), she shows 
how opera seria never succeeded in becoming a musical experience for every societal 
strand. Even if talented Russian composers acquired Italian training and sufficient 
skills to enable them to create good specimen works, opera seria as a genre existed 
solely on the stage at court for the high nobility (with all the social limitations that this 
implied). Ritzarev argues persuasively that these rare productions failed to inculcate a 
taste for opera seria in Russia as a whole, and, in addition, were unable “to satisfy 
eighteenth-century Russian society in its search for artistic expression of the noble 
emotions of compassion, confession, delight in the harmony of being”(6).  

This argument leads to her proclaiming the spiritual choral concerto, 
performed by a mixed a cappella choir on translated psalm texts, as the only really 
communal musical experience in Russia during this period. The survey of this genre’s 
historical and stylistic development occupies the major part of the book, starting from 
the Baroque and early Classical prototypes produced by Berezovsky and Galuppi 
(1760s-’70s); to the classic fashion predominating in Bortniansky’s works of the 
1780s; and including the sentimental mode preferred during the last decade of the 
century, as expressed by Bortniansky, Degtyarev, Vedel and others. The chapters on 
Berezovsky and Bortniansky, although drawn from her earlier publications in 
Russian, are most impressive, placing these composers in a wide historical and 
cultural context, and punctuated by apt music examples and analytical observations. 
Ritzarev also acutely evaluates the status of the partes-singing concerto as a 
unification of the concepts of the national and sacred, and “the only genre in early and 
pre-Glinka Russian music to respond to the Russian people’s desire for high art” (7).  

 Another fascinating section includes Ritzarev’s discourse (supported by 
unique archival findings) on the activities in St. Petersburg of late eighteenth-century 
Italian operatic composers, including Baldassare Galuppi, Giovanni Paisiello, 
Giuseppe Sarti, Domenico Cimarosa, Tomaso Traetta, and the Spanish-born Vicente 
Martín-y-Soler. One of the highlights is the interrelationship between external cultural 
intervention and a search for national identity in the field of opera. Starting her survey 
from Francesco Araja’s opera La forza dell’amore e dell’odio, originally composed 
for Milan and staged in St. Petersburg in 1736 (about which Ritzarev opines: “the 
only Russian thing about this opera was the fact that the production had been 
commissioned by Russians for a Russian audience”) (41), she continues to a thorough 
examination of the changing dialectics between the pan-Italian and Russian idioms in 
works by Galuppi, Paisiello and Sarti. 

In addition, Ritzarev analyses a pivotal socio-cultural development during the 
second half of the century: the widening circle of consumers from the narrow high 
society in the capitals to the broad urban population. Elucidating one of such genuine 
new forms of musical life, she describes the spread of the horn orchestras that filled 
the spacious outdoor landscapes of the Russian court and aristocratic estates. The 
author shows that “Russia’s aesthetic acceptance of European style preceded its 
material and institutional possibilities” (61), yet the partes concerto and horn 
orchestras, due to their closeness to Russian consciousness, significantly contributed 
to the development of Russia’s musical identity. Ritzarev also highlights the growing 
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role of folksong and the urban absorption of folklore that had such an impact on the 
formation of Russian theater. 

My sincere admiration notwithstanding, I believe that the book might have 
been more clearly entitled Music in Eighteenth-century Russia, since Italian opera, 
French comedies and other imported genres staged in Russia are discussed as well. 
Also doubtful is the way in which the author has chosen to organize her narrative, 
combining the chronological structure with the monographic one. Although dividing 
the discourse by decades is certainly justified by the sequence of rulers and their 
changing cultural orientations, the author mingles it with discourse on the main 
protagonists. Thus, discussion of Bortniasky’s contribution is split between Chapter 5 
(“The ‘Thaw’ of the 1760s”), Chapter 6 (“Lessons of the 1770s: Berezovsky and 
Bortniansky in Italy”), 8 (Bortniansky and the 1780s), 13 (“The Choral Concerto in 
the 1790s”), and 14 (“Bortniansky in the Nineteenth Century”).  

I also found Ritzarev’s digressions into twentieth-century territory somewhat 
superfluous, including her discussion of urban life and cultural tradition in St. 
Petersburg in the twentieth century (13), of a domestic performance of Vano 
Muradeli’s political-slogan songs (46), and especially a long diversion into mid-
twentieth century Soviet history and mass song (243-46).  Equally, a discussion of the 
skomorokhi culture (16-22) despite a truly fascinating argument on its Jewish 
(Khazar) origins, is too extensive for the purposes of this book. This is an independent 
subject that deserves longer—and more separate—consideration.  

There were also a few minor errors, including the use of out-dated 
terminology. For example, the author calls triple time “the three-quarter beat” (48) or 
“3/2 proportions” (83).  Similarly, “modality and Renaissance rhetoric” of the partes-
singing tradition (86) might well be questioned, along with the anachronistic 
description of a “beautiful cantilena reminiscent of most of the romantic operatic arias 
of the time” (describing Berezovsky’s style of the 1770s, on p. 114).  

Yet these are no more than small reservations within a very impressive work. I 
use Marina Ritzarev’s book for my own research and teaching, and earnestly 
recommend it not only to my students but also to any scholar seriously interested in 
the history of Russian music. 
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