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Biography of Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka (1.6.1804 – 15.2.1857)  

He was born on June, 1, 1804 in the village of Novospasskoe near Smolensk in Belarus. His father 
who was a retired captain owned this manor. Glinka’s first musical experience was connected with 
the orchestra of serf musicians which his uncle was bringing with him, where young Mikhail played 
the violin and the flute.  
From 1818 to 1822 Glinka studied in St. Petersburg, in a privileged school for children of 
noblemen. Even before that he spent two years in Tsarskoe Selo and studied at the same lyceum 
where Alexander Pushkin did. He met young Alexander at the lyceum, made friends with him and 
became one of the first who highly appreciated his works. Also, Glinka was on friendly terms with 
Pushkin’s associates. In St. Petersburg Mikhail took music lessons, visited the theater very often 
where listened to the operas of Mozart, Kerubini, Rossini. His gift was quickly developing having 
been influenced by the cultural atmosphere of St. Petersburg. In summer Glinka worked in his 
uncle’s orchestra.  
Glinka was a well-educated person, he knew 6 languages that allowed him to communicate easily 
with other musicians all over the world. Also, he was very easy-going and well-balanced and could 
make friends with people very quickly. In 1820s Glinka wrote a lot of small musical plays, such as 
songs and romances. He became quite well-known in musical circles, and not only musical, for he 
communicated a lot with such writers and poets as Puschkin, Griboedov, Zhukovsky, Odoevsky, 
Mitskevich, Delvig (who had his own musical circle). At Delvig’s parties Glinka performed 
romances to his (Delvig’s) lyrics. He had a strong voice and was very good at singing.  
In 1830-34 Glinka went abroad and visited Italy, Germany, and Austria. He listened to the most 
famous operas and had a lot of new wonderful impressions which were stored to be used afterwards 
in creating of his own works. The two major musical influences in his life were the folk music that 
he grew up with in the country and the operas of Vincenzo Bellini and Gaetano Donizetti whom he 
got acquainted with personally while in Italy. There he also got to know Berlioz and Mendelssohn.  
It was there in Italy that an idea came to him to compose a Russian opera. He started it in 1836 upon 
the return to Russia. This opera that is well-known all over the world now is called Ivan Susanin.  
Glinka himself could not imagine what a novelty such an opera was!  
The first performance of Ivan Susanin took place on November, 27, 1836 in the St. Petersburg 
Bolshoi Theater. In 1842 Glinka started to work on his second opera, Rusland and Ludmila, based 
on a fairy tale poem by Pushkin. Glinka wanted Pushkin himself to write a libretto and help him 
with creating the plot. But unfortunately Pushkin died in 1837. This opera was Glinka’s second 
greatest achievement. The first performance took place on November, 27, 1842, exactly in 6 years 
after the premiere of Ivan Susanin. The new opera was a success, too, though it could not be 
compared to the success of the first opera. Glinka was quite upset with this fact and in 1844 he 
decided to take up another trip abroad, and made for France and Spain.  
This trip increased the European popularity of the “Russian genius”, how he was often called. 
Glinka’s personal concert in Paris was a huge success. In Spain he studied the culture, customs, and 
language of the people, gathered Spanish folk songs and melodies, observed local holidays and 
traditions. These impressions were summed up in two symphony overtures – Jota Aragonesa 
(1845) and Summer Night in Madrid (1848-51).  
In 1848, having nostalgia for his faraway Russia, he also created a symphonic fantasy 
Kamarinskaya with Russian folk motifs. In this work he established a new type of symphonic music 
and laid the foundation for its further development.  
In the spring of 1856 Glinka took up his last trip abroad – to Berlin. He was full of creative plans 
but his health was damaged by constant emotional strain and depressions. Glinka seemed to foresee 
his quite an early death. He died on February, 15 there in Berlin, and later his relatives brought his 
remains back to Russia. Mikhail Glinka was buried at the cemetery of the Alexander Nevsky Lavra.  
Glinka’s revolutionary ideas that he did not manage to carry out in life were later taken up by 
Sergey Rakhmaninov, Sergey Taneev and other Russian composers.  

Mikhail Glinka is universally considered the father of genuinely Russian music. He was the first to 
create romances, operas and other pieces to the Russian theme using Russian folk motives. His 
music is so truthful in all that Russia has suffered and poured out into a song; in his works the 
expression of Russian love, hate, joy and sorrow is heard; it’s darkening gloom and shining dawn.  
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