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Illustrations 4a, 4b. Fragment of the autograph manuscript of the four-hand version 
of the Credo, showing the abrupt termination of the score during 

the Et vitam venturi fugue
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to the Italian opera music popular at the time, or even to Beethoven’s earlier works, 
which had already entered the repertoire of Russian amateur musicians. 

Evidently, these arrangements by Serov were intended for connoisseurs in 
the capital, and in St. Petersburg they attracted the interest of the most prominent 
musicians and intellectuals.

St. Petersburg Musical Circles 
and the ‘Gloria’ from Vladimir V. Stasov’s Archive

It is well known that between 1851 and 1856, when Mikhail Glinka visited  
St. Petersburg, musical evenings were held for a small circle of his relatives and friends. 
At these gatherings, arrangements by Serov for piano four hands and for eight-hand 
performance on two pianos were performed. In this format, excerpts from both of 
Glinka’s operas, his incidental music to the tragedy Prince Kholmsky, numbers from 
Mozart’s operas Don Giovanni and Die Zauberflöte, as well as Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony and Missa Solemnis were heard.21

Serov’s arrangement of the Missa Solemnis was also well known to Mily 
Alexeyevich Balakirev. In a letter dated July 19, 1858, Vladimir V. Stasov wrote to 
Balakirev, who was then in Nizhny Novgorod:

Tell me, please, did you take our Second Mass by Beethoven, arranged by Serov 
for four hands, with you, as well as our Papillons by Schumann? If they are here, we 
will try to look for them in your apartment. We would like to play them.22

The brothers Vladimir and Dmitry Stasov, whom Serov had known since his 
student years, formed a small musical circle that included people associated with 
the leadership of the Imperial Public Library, where Vladimir V. Stasov entered 
service on December 6, 1856. He later recalled:

At that time, several of us who loved music gathered together fairly often to 
perform good music in eight hands on two pianos. Our partie fixe [regular group.— 
L. K.] usually consisted of the following people: Natalya Ivanovna Sobolshchikova, 
my brother Dmitry ..., Vas[ily] Pavl[ovich] Engelhardt, one of our former comrades 
from the School of Jurisprudence, Alex[ander] Nikol[ayevich] Serov ..., and finally, 
myself.23

21 Karenin, V. (Ed.). (1935). Perepiska M. A. Balakireva s V. V. Stasovym [Correspondence 
between M. A. Balakirev and V. V. Stasov]. Muzgiz. p. 38. (In Russ.)
22 Karenin, 1935, p. 24.
23 Stasov, V. V. (1894). Sobranie sochinenii [Collected works]: 1847–1886 (Vol. 3). Tipografiya 
I. N. Skorokhodova. p. 1522. (In Russ.)
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These gatherings took place in various homes, sometimes at one participant’s 
and sometimes at another’s. Occasionally, the Director of the Library, Baron 
Modest A. Korf—a historian, future statesman, and legislator—came to listen to the 
music. Interestingly, Vasily P. Engelhardt, like the Stasov brothers and Serov, was 
trained as a jurist but later gained renown as an astronomer. He devoted himself to 
astronomy after retiring from public service in 1853. Yet, as is easy to see, he was 
also a capable pianist.

The only woman mentioned by Stasov, Natalya I. Sobolshchikova (née 
Gornostayeva), was the wife of the prominent bibliographer and architect of the 
Imperial Public Library, Vasily I. Sobolshchikov. During the reorganization carried 
out at the time, Natalya Sobolshchikova took part in the monumental task of 
compiling catalogues; according to her husband, he entrusted her with the section 
on Russian history because of a shortage of staff:

She became so accustomed to library work that when the Baron assigned me 
an assistant in the “Rossica” section, she wrote the entire alphabetical catalogue 
for the arts section. Having finished that catalogue, she set about sorting a vast 
mass of sheet music, arranging it by genre (operas, symphonies, sonatas, etc.) and 
compiling an alphabetical catalogue for it.24

Although Serov’s arrangements of movements from the Missa Solemnis were 
intended for four-hand performance, they were evidently performed at the evenings 
organized by the Stasov brothers, in which Serov himself also took part. Apparently, 
one part of the Stasov circle’s repertoire consisted of works for four hands, and 
another part of works for eight hands.

In the archive of Vladimir Stasov’s niece, Varvara D. Komarova, there is an 
unfinished manuscript of an arrangement of the Gloria from the Missa Solemnis 
for two pianos and eight hands, written in Vladimir’s hand.25

The title page is in French: Gloria de la Messe solenelle en Re./ (Allegro vivace, 
¾, D-dur). The manuscript, containing 19 folios (of which folios 16–19 are blank), 
bears no authorial date; it is assigned an approximate date of the “1850s,” probably 
given by Andrei N. Rimsky-Korsakov, who served as keeper of the Department of 
Manuscripts from 1918 to 1940.

24 Sobolshchikov, V. I. (1889). Vospominaniya starogo bibliotekarya [Reminiscences of an old 
librarian]. Istoricheskii vestnik [Historical Herald], 38, 303. (In Russ.).
25 NLR, Department of Manuscripts, Collection 362, Inventory 2, File 39.
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The autograph of the Gloria is written in Stasov’s hand; however, the question 
arises as to whether he was the author of this arrangement or merely copied it, and 
not in its entirety, from a lost original.

No other comparable arrangements unquestionably belonging to Vladimir 
Vasilyevich Stasov’s pen have been discovered. To be sure, his brother Dmitry 
possessed compositional talent and certain professional skills, yet nothing is known 
of his having made arrangements for such piano ensembles. By contrast, Serov’s 
diligent work on arrangements of Beethoven’s compositions and his personal 
participation in “eight-hand” musical evenings at Glinka’s apartment and in the 
Stasov brothers’ circle give reason to suggest that this version, too, may have been 
arranged by him.

Unlike Serov’s four-hand “Simferopol” arrangements, this manuscript 
contains no indications of instrumentation and completely lacks the Latin text. The 
bravura character of the Gloria, however, is strongly emphasized and must have 
sounded exceptionally brilliant when performed by four pianists (Illustrations 5a, 
5b, 5c, 5d).26

That this manuscript may represent an incomplete fair copy is further suggested 
by the abrupt termination of the musical text in the middle of the Quoniam section, with 
the notation in the Primo and Secondo parts ending in different places (in the Secondo, 
37 bars after the Allegro maestoso tempo marking; in the Primo, even earlier). Although 
folios 2v and 3 contain corrections and erasures, the manuscript as a whole appears 
to be a fair copy, giving no impression that the author faced sudden compositional 
obstacles and was at a loss as to how to complete his work. Perhaps distributing the 
polyphonic texture between two or four performers demanded particularly nuanced 
attention to voice-leading. Neither Serov nor the Stasov brothers nor Balakirev had 
received formal instruction in fugal composition, and Beethoven’s fugues, moreover, 
are constructed according to their own distinct principles, not described in textbooks 
on counterpoint.

The fact that the score breaks off so abruptly, however, might have been caused 
by purely external circumstances rather than by the nature of the material itself. If 
the presumed original did exist, was completed, and was performed at the musical 
gatherings of the Stasov brothers, then the copy (assuming the manuscript is indeed 
secondary) might simply have been left unfinished.

26 NLR, Department of Manuscripts, Collection 362, Inventory 2, File 39, Fols.1, 1v, 2, 2v.
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Illustrations 5a, 5b, 5c, 5d. Manuscript of the arrangement of the Gloria from 
L. van Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis for two pianos, eight hands, 

written in the hand of Vladimir V. Stasov
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Serov’s arrangements of the Missa Solemnis were never published—whether 
due to the composer’s preoccupation with his own operatic works and extensive 
activities as a music critic, or as a consequence of his sharp rift with both the Stasov 
brothers and Balakirev; by 1869, he numbered them among his personal enemies 
[9, p. 179].

Serov was absent from the second public performance of the Missa Solemnis in 
St. Petersburg on December 27, 1870. He had been dispatched to Vienna by the Russian 
Musical Society (RMS) for the Beethoven centennial celebrations, which took place 
during those same December days. To his own immense regret, Serov fell gravely ill 
there and was unable to attend the concerts and theatrical performances for which he 
had traveled so far. Moreover, as he lamented in a letter to an unidentified recipient, 
he had been met in Vienna with prejudice and a lack of hospitality.27 Shortly after 
returning to St. Petersburg, Serov passed away on January 20 (February 1), 1871. 
One can only regret that he did not live to write either a monograph on Beethoven or  
a dedicated analytical essay on the Missa Solemnis.

In any event, existing archival, written, and memoir sources permit the 
conclusion that the Missa Solemnis in Russia was by no means forgotten following 
its historical premiere in 1824. It attracted the attention of Russian musicians and 
for some time circulated in strictly chamber settings, performed without voices in 
the form of piano arrangements within St. Petersburg musical circles. Although 
their participants were few in number and the activities of these gatherings were 
not documented in the nineteenth-century periodical press, they exerted a profound 
influence on shaping the tastes and interests of the capital’s musical professionals and 
art lovers. The Mass was known, one way or another, to Alyabyev (from the full score), 
Glinka (in Serov’s arrangements), the Stasov brothers, Balakirev, and presumably the 
composers of the Moguchaya kuchka (Mighty Handful). Undeniably, Serov played 
the key role in popularizing such a complex masterpiece. His arrangements were 
performed in St. Petersburg and made it possible to become acquainted with this 
music not merely through the study of the score, but through a direct encounter with 
it in live performance.

The perception of Beethoven primarily as an instrumental composer, and of 
the Missa Solemnis as a kind of symphony with religious content, found expression 
in the specific characteristics of Serov’s arrangements and in the manuscript  

27 NLR, Department of Manuscripts, Collection 693. Inventory 1. File 126. Fols. 1–2.
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of the Gloria from the Stasov archive. The partial or complete absence of the Latin 
text in certain sections of the Mass encouraged its perception as a kind of “absolute 
music,” detached from the specific words of the Catholic liturgy (which in the original 
is, of course, by no means the case). The removal of text from both large fugues—
in the Gloria and the Credo—brought these compositions closer to certain Baroque 
fugues, in which polyphonic intricacies or play with rhetorical figures were valued 
more highly than the clear communication of verbal meaning. Musicians and critics 
educated at classical gymnasiums or the School of Jurisprudence (such as Serov 
and the Stasov brothers) understood Latin well, yet they hardly possessed a detailed 
grasp of every nuance of the Catholic liturgy. But for many other Russian performers 
who had not studied in classical gymnasiums or universities, Latin remained an alien 
“dead” language, and the text of the Missa Solemnis hindered rather than helped 
sight-reading.

Consequently, the Missa Solemnis, with its inherently dual character as 
a liturgical work that its composer also intended for concert performance as an 
oratorio, acquired yet another form in Russia: that of a kind of symphony with 
an implied but unvoiced text. Beethoven’s towering reputation as an unsurpassed 
symphonist contributed to the perception of the Missa Solemnis as “pure” music 
as well. On the other hand, beginning with the critical pamphlet by Alexander D. 
Oulibicheff, the nineteenth-century Russian press repeatedly advanced the view 
that Beethoven’s style was fundamentally unsuited to vocal music and that he 
treated the human voice in an unnatural and forced manner.28 The critic Osip 
Levenson, commenting on an unsatisfactory performance of the Benedictus 
in Moscow in 1879, wrote that, first, the Missa Solemnis, when performed in  
a concert setting, necessarily ceased to be church music and, second, that Beethoven 
“treated voices as instruments. ... It is hardly surprising, therefore, that at times he 
demands the positively impossible from the voice.”29

Beethoven’s much-discussed “symphonism” provided a rationale for this 
particular feature. Purely instrumental versions of the Missa Solemnis brought it closer  

28 Oulibicheff, A. (1857). Beethoven, ses critiques et ses glossateurs. F. A. Brockhaus; Jules 
Gavelot, p. 80.
29 Levenson, O. Ya. (1880). V kontsertnoi zale (muzykal’nye fel’etony). 1878–1880 [In the 
Concert Hall (Musical Feuilletons). 1878–1880]. N. S. Skvortsov Printing House, pp. 79–80. 
(In Russ.).



Современные проблемы музыкознания / 
Contemporary Musicology 2026/10(3)

135

to another masterpiece, the Ninth Symphony, whose own path to the hearts of 
Russian listeners likewise proved far from easy — though that is entirely another 
story.
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