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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 

 Mily Balakirev (1837-1910) was a Russian composer, piano virtuoso, teacher, conductor, 

and a key proponent of the nationalist spirit that distinguished much of mid-19th century Russian 

classical music. Balakirev is considered, among historical Russian composers, to have been the 

one who ushered in a new era for Russian classical music.  

This document examines Piano Sonata No. 2 (1905), and Mazurkas Nos. 6 (1902) and 7  

(1906) within the context of Russian musical elements such as folk song elements, plagal and 

alternative cadences, mediant key relationships and the Russian sixth harmonic progression. The 

purpose of this study is twofold:  first, to identify, define, and locate the appearances of these 

elements or devices within the selected solo piano works; second, to advance the argument that 

these devices represent and evoke an aesthetic that one can identify as distinctly Russian in 

nature. 

 After a brief overview and statement of purpose in the introductory chapter, a discussion 

of Balakirev’s life, biographical information and compositional output with attention paid to his 

close relationship with the members of the Moguchaya Kuchka composers concludes Chapter II. 

Chapter III offers an historical overview of Russian musical elements, which are presented, 

analyzed and illustrated through annotated examples from Balakirev’s piano works selected for 

this document. The final chapter confirms Balakirev’s successful and influential use of Russian 

musical elements and provides a deeper understanding of Balakirev’s innovative style of 

integrating those elements into classical music of the 19th-century. 

 

 

 



9 
 

CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

 

 The purpose of this document is to investigate Mily Balakirev’s use of Russian musical 

elements in his Piano Sonata No. 2 (1900-05), Mazurka No. 6 (1902), and Mazurka No. 7 

(1906). Though Balakirev composed music for the piano throughout his entire compositional 

career, this study focuses on works written between 1902-1906 during the last decade of his life. 

 A fervent Russian nationalist, Balakirev initiated and led the Moguchaya Kuchka (The 

Mighty Five), a group of 19th-century nationalist composers that included César Cui (1835-

1918), Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881), Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908), and 

Alexander Borodin (1833-1887). Balakirev served as an inspirational figure for its members and 

with his guidance and leadership, the Kuchka composers firmly established the Russian national 

musical trend by the close of the 19th-century. 

 Michel Dimitri Calvocoressi, a well-regarded music critic pointed out, 

Balakirev is generally regarded more as a historical figure, or rather as a figure that 
“made history,” than as the composer of genius he was, despite the smallness of his 
output and its inequality. He has been insufficiently studied both as man and as artist; he 
has been misrepresented, in some way or other, by his admirers as well as by his censors. 
Only on one point has a general agreement been reached: that, but for him, there would 
probably have been no national Russian school after Glinka; that, without him, it is 
impossible to imagine how Borodin, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and their juniors 
would have developed.1 

 

Musicologist and author of many books on Russian music, Gerald Abraham shared 

Calvocoressi’s opinion on Balakirev’s role in Russian music stating that “without Balakirev, the 

                                                      
1 Michel Dimitri Calvocoressi, “Mily Balakirev, on the Centenary of His Birth” The Musical Quarterly 23 

(1937): 45. 
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‘Kuchkisti’ would all have been different and lesser men; they might even have failed to become 

composers at all. Even Tchaikovsky was under a heavy debt to him.”2 

Though Balakirev played an important role in shaping the nationalist music of 19th-

century Russia, most of his music has been greatly overlooked and very few scholars have 

examined his music in the context of Russian musical elements. His piano works have been 

particularly ignored and they are often criticized for lacking individuality, and more specifically 

characterized as having a strong western influence. With the exception of the oriental fantasy, 

Islamey, which became wildly popular due to its exoticism and glamorous virtuosity, most of his 

other piano works have been dismissed; they remain unanalyzed and seldom performed. His 

wonderful mazurkas, nocturnes, scherzos, waltzes, sonatas, concertos and other single-movement 

miniatures seem not to have gained popularity among scholars nor pianists. The purpose of this 

study, therefore, is to demonstrate the importance of Balakirev’s role as a composer as well as his 

role in contributing to the development of Russian nationalist piano music during the 19th-

century. The works selected for this document are closely examined for their innovative musical 

characteristics and compositional devices; the importance of Russian musical idioms is thoroughly 

investigated in each of these late piano works. 

                                                      

  2 Gerald Abraham, Studies In Russian Music: Critical Essays on the Most Important of Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

Operas, Borodin’s ‘Prince Igor,’ Dargomizhsky’s ‘Stone Guest,’ etc., with Chapters on Glinka, Mussorgsky, 

Balakirev and Tchaikovsky (London: William Reeves, 1936), 312. 



11 
 

CHAPTER II. MILY BALAKIREV (1837-1910) 

 

 

Biography, life and works 

  

Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev was born in Nijni-Novgorod on January 2, 1837. It was not 

until he arrived at the University of Kazan as a music student in 1853 that he began considering 

his musical education seriously. During his time there, he was invited to the home of Alexander 

Oulibisheff, a popular writer of Russian-French origins living in the province of Novgorod. 

While Balakirev became acquainted with principles of orchestration at the university, it was 

through the influence of Oulibisheff that he explored the surrounding Novgorod regions and 

came to know the local Russian folk songs. These would later become part of his folk song 

collections.  

Balakirev went to live in St. Petersburg in 1855, where the world of music was 

strongly influenced by Meyerbeer and Bellini. Balakirev then took on an exceptional role: 

opening a new era in Russian classical music through the establishment of distinct Russian 

musical style and advocacy of Russian nationalism in music. Oulibisheff, recognizing 

Balakirev’s determination and abilities, introduced him to Mikhail Glinka (1804-1857), thus 

paving the way for a wonderful partnership that laid the foundation for many of Balakirev’s 

followers.  

Balakirev’s first work was the Fantasy on three Russian themes for piano and orchestra 

(1857), which was later rearranged as an orchestral overture. After completing his, King Lear 

(1861), he launched the Free School of Music in St Petersburg in 1862 with the well-respected 

conductor Gavriil Lomakin (1812-1885). This institution was to have a vast influence on the 

artistic and cultural progress of music in Russia; among other initiatives, it opened up 
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performances to a wide segment of the population, including those who could not afford entry. 

No longer were performances given for only the privileged and fashionable conservative 

Imperial Musical Society. The school also promoted the music of Balakirev’s colleagues 

including Borodin, Cui, Glazunov, and Mussorgsky, thus exposing a larger public audience to 

the music of Russian composers. 

During the years of 1866-1867, Balakirev published his collection of Russian folk songs 

and made preliminary sketches for his symphonic poem, Tamara. Tamara was regarded as one 

of Balakirev’s greatest works, strongly exhibiting his dedication to Russian musical elements and 

his true admiration for the melodic and harmonic languages of the East. The rich harmonic colors 

and captivating lyricism were a result of Balakirev’s tour through the regions of the Caucasus 

made prior to settling in St Petersburg.3 

In 1869, Balakirev was appointed conductor of the Imperial Musical Society and the first 

work he conducted there was Tchaikovsky’s (1840-1893) symphonic poem Fatum, Op. 77 (1868), 

which was dedicated to Balakirev. Dissatisfied with the work, Tchaikovsky later destroyed the 

score. Balakirev was likewise unimpressed with this piece and wrote a personal letter to 

Tchaikovsky condemning his attitude towards modern music: “You are too little acquainted with 

modern music. You will never learn freedom of form from the classical composers…They can 

only give you what you knew already when you sat on the students’ benches.”4 

In 1873, Balakirev retired from the school directorship and Rimsky-Korsakov was 

appointed to the position. Balakirev’s symphonic poem Tamara was finished in 1882 and 

performed a year later. During the years of 1897-1898, Balakirev published his second symphony, 

                                                      
3 Montagu Montagu-Nathan, A History of Russian Music 2nd rev. and corrected edition (New York: Biblo 

and Tannen, 1969), 63-73. 
 
4 Ibid., 70. 
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and in 1899 his first symphony in C Major was performed at Queen’s Hall along with a 

performance of his last work, the piano concerto.  

Apart from the works mentioned above, Balakirev composed a large number of solo 

piano pieces and arranged works by various composers such as Hector Berlioz (1803-1869), 

Mikhail Glinka, Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849) and Franz Liszt (1811-1886). He also orchestrated 

four pieces by Chopin that were published as a suite. His vocal repertoire comprises two sets of 

twenty lieder, a set of ten songs and two series of ten romances. Completing his vocal output are 

five works for voice and orchestral accompaniment and a cantata for soprano solo, chorus and 

orchestra.  

Balakirev was highly regarded as an outstanding pianist in his time, frequently 

performing his compositions as well as the piano works of other Russian composers including 

Glinka, Dargomijsky, Mussorgsky, Cui and Liapunov in order to acquaint audiences with the 

Russian piano repertoire. His biographer, Mikhail Zetlin, wrote that Balakirev was a Wunderkind 

and his superb piano playing skills were often compared to his contemporary, well known piano 

composer and arranger Anton Rubinstein (1829-1894).5 Zetlin further explained: 

Both in his compositions and his improvisations, Balakirev displayed a complete mastery 
of harmony and counterpoint. His knowledge of instrumentation was striking. His 
musical memory verged on the miraculous. Balakirev played the piano as well as Anton 
Rubinstein, without the latter’s dazzling technique, of course, but with greater depth and 
penetration.6 
 
 In his performances Balakirev programmed works by composers outside of Russia, 

particularly Frédéric Chopin, Robert Schumann, and Franz Liszt. Music theorist and critic 

Alekseev further stated that Balakirev was especially noted for his performances of large-scale 

                                                      
5 Mikhail Zetlin, The Five: The Evolution of the Russian School of Music, translated by George Panin (New 

York, New York: International Universities Press, Inc., 1959), 53. 

6 Zetlin, 54. 
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works such as the Chopin’s Sonata in B♭ minor Op. 35 no.2 and Liszt’s Totentanz. Balakirev’s 

performances were praised for their brilliant and virtuosic qualities as well as skillful 

interpretative approach.7  

 In the final years of his life, Balakirev primarily resided in St. Petersburg where his 

simple lifestyle was occasionally interrupted by travels to places such as his birthplace, Nijni-

Novgorod, Moscow and the regions of the Caucasus. In returning to his roots and the Caucasian 

countryside, Balakirev was captivated and inspired by the majestic beauty of Caucasian 

landscape, and by the Circassian (region in Northern Caucasus) mountaineers.8 

Balakirev died in May of 1910 in St Petersburg. 

 

Balakirev: Glinka and Moguchaya Kuchka 

During the 19th-century, St. Petersburg was of paramount importance to the development 

of Russian music. In the first half of the century, Glinka began the trend of Russian nationalist 

music that the Moguchaya Kuchka later adopted in the 1860s. Founded by Balakirev and rooted 

in Glinka’s musical traditions, this group of Russian musicians founded a new Russian national 

school during the middle of the 19th-century. Victor Seroff, the author of The Mighty Five: The 

Cradle of Russian National Music affirmed, “The importance of their influence on Russian 

music can be compared only to that of Richard Wagner’s influence.”9 

                                                      

 
7 Alekseev, Aleksandr Dmitrievich. Russkaya fortep’yannaya muzïka: ot istokov do vershin tvorchestva 

[Russian Piano Music: From the Origins to the Creative Peaks] (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 
1963), 157. 
 

8 Zetlin, 53. 
 
9 Victor Seroff, The Mighty Five: The Cradle of Russian National Music (New York: Allen, Towne & 

Heath, Inc., 1948), 3. 
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The music composed by the Kuchka composers expanded upon the work of their two 

forerunners, Mikhail Glinka and Alexander Dargomijsky. Mostly self-taught, Glinka was the 

first Russian composer committed to exploring the possibilities for classical music’s rich 

inheritance of Russian folk songs and melodies. Although folk music existed long before the 

19th-century, no other composers before Glinka had tapped its enormous potential and worth. 

Among Glinka’s vast repertoire, two operas, A Life for the Tzar and Ruslan and Ludmilla, are 

often identified as two of his works most clearly defined as being imbued with a Russian 

nationalist sound. As composer and musicologist Boris Asafyev wrote, “Glinka’s ‘Ruslan and 

Ludmilla’s’ exoticism, his Spanish and Eastern influences while maintaining the strict classical 

base were the most original and innovative elements of the 19th-century opera in Russia.10 

The primary nationalist elements in Glinka’s music were the extensive use of Russian 

folk song elements as well as materials drawn from other nearby countries of Caucasus regions 

and the Middle East. Twenty years after Glinka, the Kuchka members chose to continue his 

legacy as they recognized the paramount importance of developing a Russian nationalist music 

in the 19th-century.  

 
Balakirev was motivated to form and solidify a distinct Russian musical style, 

specifically associated with Russian folk songs.11 Following in the footsteps of Glinka and 

Dargomijsky, Balakirev successfully incorporated those elements into his works. Balakirev’s 

music was always characterized by a love for his country, for its culture and its artistic soul.  

 

                                                      
10 Boris (Igor Glebov) Asaf’ev, Russian Music from the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century, translated by 

Alfred J. Swan (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Edwards Brothers, Inc., 1953), 13. 

 
11 Sergey Slonimsky, “Mily Balakirev: Portrait of a Musician on a Threshold of the XXI Century,” in 

Tribute to Mily Balakirev: Collection of Articles and Essays (Saint-Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo Kanon, 1998), 17. 
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CHAPTER III. OVERVIEW AND PRESENCE OF RUSSIAN MUSICAL ELEMENTS IN 

SELECTED PIANO WORKS OF MILY BALAKIREV: 

Piano Sonata No. 2 (1900-05) 

Mazurka No. 6 (1902) 

Mazurka No. 7 (1906) 

 

The solo piano works selected for analysis are three works written in the last decade of 

Balakirev’s life: Piano Sonata No. 2, Mazurka No. 6, and Mazurka No. 7. Though it was a 

productive compositional period, it was also a time during which Balakirev composed mostly in 

isolation as his contact with contemporaries had begun to wane.  It was also a productive period 

for gathering and preparing his works for publication at the invitation of J.H. Zimmermann, a 

publisher in St. Petersburg.  

Piano Sonata No. 2 in B♭ minor is a seminal work for solo piano and is often regarded as 

one of the most important and successful works by Balakirev. His first attempts at writing the 

sonata began in 1855 and resulted in a four-movement version, while his second version, 

completed between 1856 and 1857, comprised three movements and was dedicated to César Cui. 

His third and final version of the sonata was completed on September 12, 1905 and dedicated to 

one of Balakirev’s pupils, the Russian composer and pianist Sergei Mikhailovich Lyapunov 

(1859-1924).12 According to the prolific Russian pianist, composer and musicologist Sergey 

Slonimsky, Balakirev’s Piano Sonata No. 2 is one of the best sonatas written by a Russian 

composer and ranks favorably with the piano sonatas of Skryabin and Prokofiev.13  

                                                      
12 Edward Garden, Balakirev: A Critical Study of His Life and Music (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967), 

237. 
 
13 Slonimsky, 17. 
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Much like Chopin, Balakirev produced mazurkas throughout his entire compositional 

life. Through his studies and concert performances, Balakirev would have been acquainted with 

Chopin’s treatment of the genre. Mazurka No. 6 in A♭ Major was completed on September 13, 

1902, and Mazurka No. 7 in E♭ minor was completed on August 24, 1906.14 

Since Mily Balakirev often drew from Russian musical idioms and traditions that came to 

characterize his style,15 the selected piano works by Balakirev will be analyzed to highlight 

elements such as the influence of traditional folk song and the application of compositional 

techniques that are associated more generally with Russian music, including the mediant key 

relationships, plagal and alternative cadences, and the Russian sixth harmonic progression. The 

purpose of this study is to identify, define, and locate the appearances of these elements or 

devices within selected piano works as well as to advance the argument that these devices 

represent and evoke an aesthetic that one can identify as distinctly Russian in nature. 

 

Folk song elements 

Russian folk songs originated with the ancient Eastern Slavs, an agricultural 

people who worshipped the sun and earth. Their lives centered around the seasonal year, and 

their musical ideas were expressed in the form of songs to alleviate the tasks of manual labor and 

ritualize the basic events of human life such as birth, marriage and even death. As in most 

cultures, song played an important role in the everyday lives of Russian people, accompanying 

activities from soothing their children to marriages and burials.  

                                                      
14 Vera Breheda, “The original solo works of Mily Balakirev” (D. M. A. diss., University of Washington, 

1983), 43. 

 

15 Ibid., 129, 133. 
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 Besides the Eastern Slavs, Russian folk songs were also influenced by the cultures of 

other peoples inhabiting Russian territory, including the Khazars, Pechenegs and the Polovtsian 

Kipchaks. Other influential elements came from the people along the Volga River, especially the 

Volgan Bulgars (now disappeared). Also evident in Russian folk music is the cultural imprint of 

the Bashkir, Chuvashes and Mordva people as well as the Graeco-Romans.16 Suffice it to say 

that the term “Russian folk song” encompasses the traditions of many groups of people and 

musical influences. As a result, many different genres of Russian folk songs emerged including 

calendar songs, lyric songs, work songs, epic songs, and historic songs among others. 

Though Russian folk songs can be dated back to ancient times and evolved through the 

centuries, the confluence of Russian folklore and professional art is particularly apparent in the 

works of the 18th-19th centuries. Mikhail Glinka, who is often referred to as “the father of 

Russian national classical music,” said that “It is people who created music; we, the composers, 

only arrange it.”17 This may seem an exaggeration, but Russian folk music played a significant 

part in shaping Russian classical music. Russian composers incorporated the melodic and 

rhythmic idioms of folk songs into their own compositional styles, creating a distinctive Russian 

musical style. This classical style influenced by folk music reached its peak during the 19th-

century with Glinka and his followers, in particular the Kuchka composers: Mily Balakirev, 

Modest Mussorgsky, Alexander Borodin, Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov and César Cui. Though 

well known for his musical contributions, 19th-century Russian composer Pyotr Tchaikovsky did 

not use the folk themes and idioms to the extent Kuchka composers did. He conveyed, 

                                                      
16 Gerald Seaman, History of Russian Music: From its Origins to Dargomyzhsky (New York and 

Washington: Frederick A. Praeger Publishers, 1967), 1-3. 

 17 Vadim Prokhorov, Russian Folk Songs: Musical Genres and History (Lanham, Maryland, and London: 
The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2002), 14.  
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nevertheless, what Russian folk song meant for him stating, “I grew up in a quiet spot and was 

saturated from earliest childhood with the wonderful beauty of the Russian folk song. I am 

therefore passionately devoted to every expression of the Russian spirit. In short, I am a Russian 

through and through!”18  

Vasily Trutovsky may be considered the first collector of Russian folk songs; his 

collection titled Sobranie Russkikh prostykh pesen s notami (Collection of simple Russian songs 

with music) was divided into four parts and appeared between 1776-1795. A more well-known 

and celebrated collection appeared in 1790 under the title Sobranie narodnykh russkikh pesen s 

ikh golosami (Collection of Russian folk songs with their voice parts), compiled by Ivan Prach 

and Nikolay Lvov. Many composers also collected, arranged and published their collections of 

Russian folk songs; among them are Mily Balakirev, Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, Pyotr 

Tchaikovsky, Anatoly Liadov (1855-1914), Alexander Grechaninov (1864-1956) and Sergey 

Prokofiev (1891-1953).19  

Balakirev’s Sbornik Russkix narodnykh pesen20 (The collection of Russian folk songs) 

was arranged, harmonized and published in 1866, and stands as the ground-breaking folk song 

collection for the first generation of nationalist composers. Balakirev provided piano 

accompaniment parts for each song. The collection comprises forty folk songs of different genres 

such as epic songs, work songs, bylinas, wedding songs, calendar songs, lyric songs, burlak 

songs and others, and each category contains its own subsets of song types. Among the forty 

                                                      
18 Ibid., 15. 
 
19 Popova, 215-218. 

20 Mily Balakirev, Sbornik Russkix Narodnix Pesen [The collection of Russian folk songs] (Saint 
Petersburg: A. Logansen, 1866). 
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songs, the most frequently seen are the khorovodnaya (khorovod, dance song) and protiajnaya 

(lyric song). 

Use of folk song elements can be found throughout the compositional canon of Mily 

Balakirev. As the incorporation of folk song elements features prominently in Balakirev’s music, 

understanding these elements is necessary in order to analyze and identify them within the 

musical context.  

In Piano Sonata No. 2 in B♭ minor, movement I, Balakirev’s main theme bears strong 

resemblance to Russian folk song. The melody corresponds with protyajnaya song (literally 

“stretched” song), a genre of folk song usually lyrical in style. In Russkoe Narodnoe Muzikalnoe 

Tvorchestvo (Art of Russian Folk Music), musicologist Tatiana Popova defines the traditional 

protyajnaya song: 

Protyagnaya song typically has a lyrical atmosphere, is in a slow tempo with its 
broadness of melodic development. Melodies can be more ornate than some other genres 
of Russian folk songs and may sound polyphonic. The text of protyajnaya pesnya 
typically depicts scenes of beautiful nature as well as expressiveness and emotional state 
of simple Russian people.21 
 
Song No. 18, Sobiraites-ka, bratci rebiatushki, (Gather together, brothers and comrades) 

from Balakirev’s collection of Russian folk songs is similar to the main theme of the first 

movement of Piano Sonata No. 2 in its melodic, intervallic, and rhythmic structures (Musical 

Examples 1 and 2). 

                                                      
21 Tatiana Vasilyevna Popova, Osnovi Russkoi Narodnoi Pesn” [Basis of Russian Folk Song] (Moscow: 

Izdatel’stvo Muzika, 1977), 131-132. All translations are by the present author unless otherwise noted. 
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Musical Example 1. Russian Folk Song, Sobiraites-ka, bratci rebiatushki (Gather together, 
brothers and comrades), mm. 1- 2.22  

 
 

Musical Example 2 displays the main theme from Balakirev’s Piano Sonata No. 2, 

movement I. 

 

Musical Example 2. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. I, mm. 1- 4.23 

 
 

In comparison, the similarities of the melodic, rhythmic, and intervallic content are 

apparent. Aligning with Popova’s definition of broadly developed melodic material, both the folk 

song and the main theme of movement I have ornamentation embedded in the melodic line in 

subtle yet expressive ways. Throughout the theme, a sense of melancholy and personal sadness 

                                                      

                
22 Balakirev, Russian folk songs, 36. 

 
                

23 Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No 2 (Leipzig: J.H. Zimmermann, n. d.), 2. 
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pervades. The melodic contours move most often in steps and expand to wider intervals of 5th 

and 6th at poignant moments contributing to the overall impression of melodic breadth (Musical 

Example 2). 

Elements of the protyajnaya folk song genre also appear in Mazurka No 7. According to 

Popova, Russian composer Mikhail Glinka discussed the importance and expressive powers of 

the perfect 5th in folk songs: “The 5th is the soul of Russian music, pay attention to it.”24 

 

Musical Example 3. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No 7, mm. 1-4.25 

 

In Musical Example 3, the main theme of Mazurka No. 7 begins with step-wise melodic 

material followed by an ascending interval of a perfect 5th, succeeded then by descending step-

wise motion. The folk song example (Musical Example 1) exhibits similar melodic and harmonic 

content, beginning similarly with step-wise motion, the perfect 5th, and subsequent step-wise 

melodic content. All three examples shown above exhibit comparable melodic materials. When 

compared to the folk song example, both main themes from Sonata No. 2 (Musical Example 2) 

                                                      

    24 Popova, 130. 
 
     25 Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7 (Moscow: Muzyka, n.d.), 91. 
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and Mazurka No. 7 (Musical Example 3) present leaps of a perfect 5th, as well as melodic 

contours stressing the presence of the protyajnaya song elements.  

While in the main theme of Mazurka No. 7 there is an interval of the perfect 5th, in the 

main theme of Mazurka No. 6 an interval of the 6th is present, which is also a common melodic 

gesture seen in protyajnaya folk songs (Musical Example 4).  

 

Musical Example 4. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6, mm. 1-11.26 

 

 In this example, after a brief, recitative-like introductory eight measures, the main theme 

which is built on the melodic material of the introduction begins in measure 9. The mostly step-

wise motivic figure in measure 9 is interrupted by an interval of a 6th moving upward in measure 

10. However, after the leap of a 6th, the melody returns to its usual step-wise descending motion. 

                                                      

 26 Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6, (Moscow: Muzyka, n.d.), 22. 
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The melodic content in this example of the Mazurka No. 6 confirms the connection with folk 

song elements pointed out by Popova. 

Another genre of folk song can be seen in the final movement of the sonata. As stated in 

Popova’s book Osnovi Russkoi-Narodnoi Muzyki, (The Fundamentals of Russian Folk Music), 

dance songs were a popular genre, in particular songs labeled khorovodnie (khorovod songs). 

Khorovod, or a round-dance song was typically used during outdoor/indoor social activities, 

when the youth from different villages would gather for an evening time of fun. The events 

traditionally involved dancing where people would form large circles and dance while singing 

the khorovod songs.27  

The melodic content of khorovod songs often begins with descending motion, and the 

end of phrases are stressed and given longer note-values. In Musical Example 5, these two 

common features of khorovod songs are noted. 

 
Musical Example 5. Russian Folk Song, Seyali devushki yarovoi khmel’ (Girls planting spring 
seeds), mm. 1-4.28 
 

 

  Again, influenced by the khorovod folk song elements, Balakirev adopted similar 

characteristics for the main theme of the sonata’s last movement, which can be seen in Musical 

Example 6.  

                                                      
27 Popova, 79-80. 
 
28 Ibid., 84. 
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Musical Example 6. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. IV, mm. 1- 4.29 

 
 

As in the folk song, the final movement begins with descending step-wise motion and the 

ends of phrases present longer beats. The general rhythmic contour also exhibits similarities 

when compared to the folk song in Example 5; both examples begin with mostly quarter notes in 

the opening two measures, followed by a rhythmic acceleration consisting of mostly eighth notes 

and finally in measure 4 both end in half notes.  

In Musical Example 7 a popular Russian folk song Vo pole beryoza stoyala (The birch 

tree) carries another common characteristic of the khorovod song genre: the descending step-

wise motion from scale degree V to scale degree I.30 

 
Musical Example 7. Russian Folk Song, Vo pole beryoza stoyala (The birch tree), mm. 1-3.31 

 

                                                      
29 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No.2, 22. 

 
 30 Popova, 58. 
  
 31 Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov, Hundred Russian Folk Songs, Op. 24 (Moscow: Muzyka, 1951), 37. 
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 The above example demonstrates the characteristic V-I descending melodic contour. The 

melody moves in step-wise descending motion from A4, scale degree V in the key of D minor, to 

D4, which is scale degree I.  

The main theme of the Piano Sonata’s last movement exhibits melodic traits that are 

similar to the folk song example shown in Musical Example 8. 

 

Musical Example 8. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. IV, mm. 1-3.32 

 

The parallels in harmonic and melodic outlines show strong evidence of the direct 

influence of Russian folk song traits on Balakirev’s writing for solo piano. According to Popova, 

one of the common formal structures found in khorovod songs is AABB form.33 The folk song 

presented in Musical Example 9 demonstrates an example of an AABB form, commonly known 

as simple binary form.  

 

                                                      

 
32 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No 2, 22. 
 
33 Popova, 20. 
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Musical Example 9. Russian Folk Song, Vo pole beryoza stoyala (The birch tree), mm. 1-12.34 

 

In Musical Example 10, the sonata’s last movement theme clearly reveals the same 

formal structure of the AABB form as presented in the folk song example (Musical Example 9). 

 
Musical Example 10. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. IV, mm. 1-16.35 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

 
34 Rimsky-Korsakov, Hundred Russian Folk Songs, 37. 

  
 35 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No 2, 22. 
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Plagal and alternative cadences 

Plagal cadences appear frequently as an identifying characteristic of Russian music. 

According to musicologist, Mark DeVoto, the Moguchaya Kuchka composers employed plagal 

cadential harmonies that purposefully avoided the use of the dominant, often described as a 

“Western” cadence.36 This avoidance of the 5th scale degree had been a trend of 19th-century 

Russian composers, and in particular, the Kuchka composers. Scale degrees such as III, IV, VI 

and chromatically altered harmonies were favored at cadential points while the traditional 

dominant harmony was de-emphasized.37 Balakirev and his contemporaries avoided the 

traditional V-I cadential progression, singled out as the essential gesture of Western music.38 

Absence of the leading tone in cadential figures was also a common practice among the Russian 

nationalists.39  

According to Prokhorov, this strong preference for plagal harmonies emerged directly 

from Russian folk music. The harmonies of Russian folk songs were built primarily on the scale 

degrees II, IV and VI, and the use of plagal cadences was a common practice.40 The use of plagal 

harmonies was also tied directly to the modal treatments found in folk music. The most 

commonly used modes in the Russian folk music genre were the Ionian (natural Major) and 

Aeolian (natural minor) modes.41 Balakirev’s preference was to write music that melded diatonic 

                                                      
36 Mark DeVoto, “The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century,” Current Musicology 59 (1995): 55-

63.  
37 DeVoto, 51. 

38 Marina Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism: From Glinka to Stalin (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 2007), 142.                            

 
39 Michel Dimitri Calvocoressi, A Survey of Russian Music (Westport Connecticut: Greenwood Press 

Publishers, 1974), 142. 
 

 40 Prokhorov, 11. 
 
 41 Prokhorov, 9. 
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harmonies with the modal harmonic language found in traditional Russian folk songs. As such, 

he often favored the use of chromatically altered harmonies at cadential points to avoid the use of 

the leading tone and other pitches associated with the traditional Western cadence. These 

harmonic choices often resulted in surprising and colorful modal qualities that Balakirev aimed 

to weave throughout his music.42 The use of chromatically altered dominant harmony can be 

seen in Musical Example 11. 

 

Musical Example 11. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. IV, mm. 478-485.43  

 

 Beginning in measure 479, there is a tonic prolongation lasting for five measures. The 

motion in the bass line of measures 483-484 indicates a V-I progression that at first implies a 

traditional authentic cadence. However, the pitch content of the chord in measure 483 — A♭, C♭ 

and E♭ along with an F pitch in the bass line — illustrates the use of a chromatically altered V7 

sonority. This chord is resolved in a B♭ Major chord in measure 484. Balakirev cleverly avoids 

the use of traditional dominant harmony by including pitches A♭ and C♭, thus creating the 

chromatically altered dominant harmony.  

                                                      

 42Andrey Nikolayevich Myasoedov, O garmonii russkoi muzyki: korni natzional’noy spetzifiki [About the 
Harmony of Russian Music: Roots of National Specificity] (Moscow: Prest, 1998), 46. 

 
43 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No.2, 35. 
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The chromatically altered dominant is also evident in the final cadential progression of 

Mazurka No. 7. 

 

Musical Example 12. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7, mm. 297-308.44 

 

After establishing the tonic key of E♭ Major in measure 301, a chromatically altered 

dominant — its first inversion with pitch content of D♭-B♭-F♭-A♭ — occurs in measure 302 and 

is repeated though in root position in measure 304. The lowered 3rd and 5th degrees of this chord 

demonstrate a clear preference for the chromatically altered chord over the traditional dominant 

harmony typically seen in Western cadential progressions. 

According to musicologist, Yuli’ Kremlyov, Balakirev often favored the use of half-

diminished and fully diminished sonorities in final cadential figures.45 The use of half-

                                                      
44 Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7, 101. 
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diminished and plagal sonorities are evident in the final cadence of Mazurka No. 6 in Musical 

Example 13. 

 

Musical Example 13. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6, mm. 226-231.46 

 

The bass line motion of D♭-A♭ (IV-I) between measures 229-230 in Musical Example 13 

establishes a clear use of the plagal cadence. Half-diminished and fully-diminished chords as 

well as the de-emphasizing of the traditional cadence by avoiding dominant harmony with its 

leading tone are clearly present in this example. 

The following example is yet another final cadential figure that incorporates plagal harmonies 

along with half-diminished/diminished harmonies. 

 

 

 

                                                      

 45 Kremlyov, Yuli’ Anatolyevich. “Fortepiannaya Muzika [Piano Music] in “Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev: 
Issledovania i stat’i” [Mily Alexeyevich Balakirev: Research and articles] (Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe 
Muzikal’noe Izdatel’stvo, 1961), 231. 

 

46 Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6, 32. 
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Musical Example 14. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. II, mm. 256-288.47 

 

                                    

At the end of second movement of his Piano Sonata, Balakirev starts a long pedal point 

on the tonic key of D Major. The musical material above this D pedal point lasts for over 30 

measures, wandering through different tonalities, which gives the music a sense of tonal 

                                                      
47 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, 17. 



33 
 

instability. In measure 281, still over the D pedal point, the final cadential figure iiØ7/D- viio7/D-

iii-I takes place. 

Balakirev’s strong preference for plagal harmonies in nearly all cadential progressions in 

the works presented for this study confirms his prevailing practice of avoiding “Western” 

traditional cadential elements. Balakirev’s use of plagal and alternative cadential practices thus 

imbued his music with a distinctive Russian character.   

 

Mediant key relationships  

 Another distinctly Russian musical device is the modulatory key relationships that are set 

up by intervals of thirds. Championed by Glinka (1804-1857), this compositional device was 

used extensively by 19th-century Russian composers. Music historian, Orlando Figes (b. 1959), 

noted that as a compositional tool it became a defining feature of Russian composers from this 

time period.48   

Balakirev’s fondness for this device is apparent in many of his solo piano works. In his 

second sonata, this element appears not only within the movements, but also between the 

movements.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
48 Orlando Guy Figes, Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia (New-York: Metropolitan Books, 

2002), 180-182. 
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Musical Example 15. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. II, mm. 83-107.49 

 

Musical Example 15 exhibits the key relationships within a single movement, while 

Example 16 displays the key relationship between movements I and II. Musical Example 16 

illustrates a modulation through the interval of a 3rd to D Major via a brief introductory and 

transitional episode at the beginning of movement II. 

 
 
 

                                                      

 
49 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, 12. 
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Musical Example 16. Mily Balakirev, Piano Sonata No. 2, mvt. I, mm. 1-7; mvt. II, mm. 1-14.50 
 

 
 

Mazurka No 7, which is the next Musical Example, provides one of the most extended 

examples of the mediant key relationship pattern, lasting over 45 measures.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
50 Balakirev, Piano Sonata No.2, 2,10. 
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Musical Example 17. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7 for Piano, mm. 13-66.51 
 

 

 

                                                      
51 Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7, 91-93. 
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Measure 17 of this example begins in E♭ minor, the tonic key of the mazurka. The arrival 

of G♭ Major is apparent in measure 24 and continues until the key change. In measure 33, there 

is a sudden shift to the key of D Major, which brings out the strong, somewhat masculine 

character of the mazurka. In measure 45, a brief transitional four measures in the key of F# 

minor appear, which is followed by D Major again bringing back the material from measures 33-

45. In measure 61, still using the mediant key pattern, Balakirev briefly moves to G♭ Major as a 

transition into B♭ Major in measure 65.  
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These series of modulations are all a 3rd apart, thus clearly demonstrating the mediant key 

relationship pattern. 

 

 The “Russian sixth”52 

 The Russian sixth progression, a term labeled by musicologist, Mark DeVoto, is defined 

as one of the most characteristic features of Russian music. This compositional practice, popular 

with Russian composers of the 19th-century became a “calling card of the Kuchka members”53. 

As noted by DeVoto, the first appearance of this harmonic progression can be traced to Glinka’s 

opera, Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842), Act IV during the traditional folk dance of the Caucasus 

called the Lezginka. Well-regarded musicologist Richard Taruskin also discusses these elements 

in relation to Glinka’s opera, which was considered to be the first example of Orientalism in 

Russian music. 

Balakirev expressed a deep interest in the folk traditions and music of the Caucasus 

regions early on in life. According to Kremlyov, Balakirev was truly fascinated with the musical 

traditions of countries south of Russia.54 Although the Russian sixth progression may have 

originated in the orient within the regions of the Caucasus and adjacent territories to the 

southwest of Russia, the exoticism and the “otherness” of the music greatly appealed to the 

members of the Kuchka composers. In Balakirev’s piano music specifically, the Russian sixth’s 

harmonic and rhythmic features are found in nearly all of his works and it is safe to say that these 

                                                      
52 DeVoto, 63. 

  

 53 Frolova-Walker, 142.  
 
 

54 Kremlyov, Yuli’ Anatolyevich, 224. 
 
. 
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specific elements could be named as the most favorable and frequently used compositional tools 

of Balakirev.  

 In his article titled The Russian Submediant in the Nineteenth Century, DeVoto discusses 

the three primary elements that make up the typical Russian sixth pattern. His description 

includes the necessity for chromatic motion in the middle voice with the ascending movement 

from scale degree 5 to a raised 5th degree resolving on scale degree 6. Together with the tonic in 

the bass voice this forms a I-vi6 progression. Throughout the progression a pedal point must 

sustain on the tonic. While the melodic content may vary, the idiomatic treatment of the Russian 

sixth pattern typically contains descending step-wise motion in the melodic line, which helps 

incline the ear toward the brief minor sonority. Other common traits of the pattern are melodic 

undulations and tied over beats.  

Although the Russian sixth was mainly practiced by Kuchka composers, it is also present 

in the music of other Russian composers of the 19th-century. In order to support the argument 

that this device is a distinctly Russian musical feature, the following examples are provided to 

demonstrate its use in the music of other Russian composers, members of the Kuchka and their 

contemporaries (Musical Examples 18-23). 
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Musical Example 18. Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Theme and Variations for Piano, Op. 19, mm. 88-92.55 

 

Musical Example 19. Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Berceuse for Piano, Op. 72, mm. 37-39.56 

 

 
Musical Example 20. Modest Mussorgsky, On the Southern shore of the Crimea No. 1 for Piano, 
mm. 16-19.57 

 

                                                      

 55 Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Theme and Variations for Piano, Op. 19 (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1946), 13. 

 56 Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Berceuse for Piano, Op. 72 (Moscow: Muzyka, 1977), 14. 

    57 Modest Mussorgsky, On the Southern shore of the Crimea No. 1 for Piano (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1939), 
2. 
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Musical Example 21. Alexander Borodin, Intermezzo from Petite Suite for Piano, mm. 1- 2.58 

 

Musical Example 22. Alexander Borodin, Rêverie from Petite Suite for Piano, mm. 6-8.59 

 

Musical Example 23. César Cui, Petite marche from Miniatures, Op. 20, mm. 43-49.60 

 

                                                      

 58 Alexander Borodin, Petite Suite (Frankfurt/M. and Leipzig: C. F. Peters, 1958), 4. 

     59 Ibid., 20. 
 
 60 César Cui, Miniatures for Piano, Op. 20 (Petrograd: Bessel, 1914), 23. 
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Musical Example 24. Anton Rubinstein, The Demon, Act II, Maiden’s Dance, mm. 1-6.61  
 

In the above example, typical elements of the Russian sixth are identified. An “F” (I) 

pedal point is sustained for the entire progression with the repeating “F”, which establishes a 

drum-like effect. The chromatic pass of 5-5#-6 degrees is present in the middle voice and when 

applying the tonic bass line, the harmonic progression becomes a I-vi6. The descending melodic 

motion of the upper voice also follows DeVoto’s definition of the progression. 

In Balakirev’s music, this compositional device is used extensively and can be found with 

many variations throughout his entire canon of piano works. In measures 193-196 of Mazurka 

No. 7, notable features define a typical Russian sixth progression. 

 

Musical Example 25. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No 7 for Piano, mm. 193-196.62 

 

                                                      

    61 Anton Rubinstein, “The Demon,” Act II, Maiden’s Dance (St. Petersburg: Bessel & Co., n.d.), 2.  
 
   62 Balakirev, Mazurka No. 7, 97. 
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 A repeated tonic pedal point (B♭) starting in measure 193 creates a drum or drone-like 

effect lasting for the entire excerpt. In measures 194-196 a middle voice in the bass clef moves in 

a step-wise upward motion creating the chromatic pass of 5-5♯-6. The melodic material moves in 

a descending step-wise motion towards the submediant key of G minor, which is yet another of 

the elements that may contribute to defining the Russian sixth.  

The following example reveals Balakirev’s juxtaposition of the Russian sixth progression 

with the mediant key relationship. 

 

Musical Example 26. Mily Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6 for Piano, mm. 84-91.63 

 

It is possible that the Mazurka No. 6 makes the strongest case for Balakirev’s admiration 

for his Russian musical heritage (Musical Example 26). In measure 84, the melodic undulations 

and tied beats typical of Russian sixth progression are apparent. The last beat of measure 84 is 

tied over to the downbeat of the next measure, which is followed by a common descending step-

wise motion in the melody. Out of a busy melismatic and chromatic left-hand texture there 

                                                      
63 Balakirev, Mazurka No. 6, 25. 
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emerges an obvious contour of the chromatic pass from 5-♯5-6 (B, B♯, C♯) while the base line 

continues a sustained tonic (E) pedal point.   

Two measures later, the progression presents itself again in even more revealing ways. 

Balakirev uses a plagal cadence by building a diminished chord on F♯ for the upbeat of m. 87 

and then modulates into the new brighter mediant key of C Major for the downbeat of m. 88, 

thus demonstrating the mediant key relationship through using  plagal harmonies which have 

been linked to Russian folk song tradition. With a forte dynamic, measures 88-90 present the 

same rhythmic pattern in the melody, but in a higher register and with an emphasis on the 

descending melodic gestures accomplished through the use of octaves in the right hand. The 

chromatic passing tone in the inner voices stands out more boldly and is doubled through 

octaves, while the repeated tonic octaves in the bass line create a drone or a drum-like rhythmic 

effect. In this particular example, Balakirev confirms the importance of these compositional 

devices – use of plagal harmonies, the Russian sixth pattern, mediant key relationships – all of 

which he employs with imagination and command.   
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CHAPTER IV. CONCLUSION 

 

Mily Balakirev sought to give his piano works distinctive features that would embody the 

beginning of a new national sound. The analyses of Piano Sonata No. 2 and Mazurkas Nos. 6 and 

7 demonstrate how Balakirev successfully incorporated Russian musical elements that helped to 

characterize and identify a truly Russian sound. Through his use of musical devices such as the 

folk song element, mediant key relationships, plagal and alternative cadential figures, and, the 

“Russian sixth” harmonic pattern, he laid the foundation for a new Russian musical style.  

In his Piano Sonata, Balakirev’s personalization of Russian folk song elements is evident 

in the main theme of the 1st movement. As discussed in Chapter 3, the main melody is almost 

directly taken from the Russian folk song Sobiraytes-ka, bratsi rebyatushki. The song’s motivic, 

melodic and rhythmic qualities are all present in sonata’s main theme. Melodic and rhythmic 

elements of folk song are also present in Mazurkas 6 and 7, though not as directly. Frequent use 

of mediant key relationships, another trademark of Balakirev’s music, has been noted throughout 

all three works used for this document. His use of this musical device is found in transitions 

between important themes as well as between larger sections, in climactic episodes and between 

movements. Use of plagal and alternative cadential progressions are used at nearly every 

important cadential point. Balakirev’s strong desire to avoid a traditional V-I cadential figure 

resulted in his use of half-diminished and fully diminished sonorities along with the use of plagal 

harmonies. These compositional tendencies can be linked directly to folk songs where the use of 

plagal harmonies was a common practice. The “Russian sixth” harmonic pattern was clearly one 

of Balakirev’s preferred compositional tools as it can be found almost on every page of his music 
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at important points. First introduced by Glinka, this device became an important musical 

characteristic of Russian music of the 19th-century, and Balakirev’s generous use of the 

“Russian sixth” further highlights his place as a key figure in the development of a distinctive 

Russian musical idiom. The annotated examples presented in this document serve as focal 

analytical points that connect specific musical elements and devices to the Russian aesthetic. 

 The end of the 19th-century was perhaps the most significant period for the formation 

and development of a national Russian school of composition. Russian composers were reluctant 

to adopt or copy the stylistic features of the West, but rather they sought to create music that was 

distinctly flavored with Russian musical idioms. As evidenced in the piano works analyzed in 

this document, Balakirev successfully incorporated musical traditions of Russia and established a 

truly innovative and distinctly Russian musical style. It is not unlikely that future research may 

uncover these same musical elements and idioms not only in the compositions of Balakirev’s 

contemporaries, but also in the music of Russian composers of the 20th and 21st centuries. 

 Balakirev’s work in this area served as an impetus for the work of many of his 

followers including, in particular, members of the Kuchka composers. Balakirev's music is fully a 

laboratory for the pianistic expression of images of the Russian people, highlighting their 

national musical characteristics. Balakirev stands as a key figure in the development of Russian 

musical art and, as such, his music deserves attention and recognition. 
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COMPLETE LIST OF MILY BALAKIREV’S ORIGINAL PIANO WORKS64 

 
Mazurka No. 1, A- flat Major (1861) 
Mazurka No. 2, C-sharp minor (1861) 
Mazurka No. 3, B-minor (1886) 
Mazurka No. 4, G-flat Major (1886) 
Mazurka No. 5, D-Major (1900) 
Mazurka No. 6, A-flat Major (1902) 
Mazurka No. 7, E-flat minor (1906) 
Nocturne No. 1, B-flat minor (1856, revised in 1898) 
Nocturne No. 2, B- minor (1901) 
Nocturne No.  3, D- minor (1902) 
Scherzo No. 1, B-minor (1856) 
Scherzo No. 2, B- flat minor (1900) 
Scherzo No. 3, F-sharp Major (1901) 
Valse di bravura (No. 1), G Major (1900) 
Valse mélancolique (No. 2), F-minor (1900) 
Valse-Impromptu (No. 3), D-Major (1901) 
Waltz No. 4, B-flat Major (Valse de Concert) (1902) 
Waltz No. 5, D-flat Major (1903) 
Waltz No. 6, F-sharp minor (1903) 
Waltz No. 7, G-sharp minor (1903) 
Polka, F-sharp minor (1859) 
Islamey, Oriental Fantasy (1869, revised in 1902) 
Au jardin, D- flat Major (1884) 
Dumka, E-flat minor (1900) 
Berceuse, D-flat Major (1901) 
Gondellied, A- minor (1901) 
Tarantella, B- Major (1901) 
Capriccio, D-Major (1902) 
Toccata, C-sharp minor (1902) 
Tyrolienne, F-sharp Major (1902) 
Chant du Pěcheur, B- minor (1903) 
Rěverie, F-Major (1903) 
Humoresque, D-Major (1903) 
Phantasiestück, D-flat Major (1903) 
Sonata, B- flat minor (1905) 
La Fileuse, B-flat minor (1906) 
Novelette, A-Major (1906) 
Esquisses (Sonatina), G-Major (1909) 
Piano concerto 

                                                      
64 Garden, Edward. Balakirev: A Critical Study of His Life and Music. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967, 

334. 
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