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Russians Abroad in Late-19th-Century Britain:
Contacts and the Early Spread of Russian Music

NAKATA Akemi

The spread of Russian music in Britain began in the middle of the 19th century, and gathered
pace from the end of that century to the beginning of the 20th century. Statistics of Proms
programs from between 1895 and 1920 show that German music, particularly that of Wagner,
predominated. However, the outbreak of the First World War brought a gradual change in
the popularity of Russian and German music, and their roles reversed after the conflict.

It is well known that music journalist Rosa Newmarch contributed to introducing Russian
music to Britain, but behind her strong influence were two Russians abroad who were also
eager to promote it. These were Olga Wood (?-1909; a soprano singer and the first wife of
Henry Wood), who supported Newmarch’s activities and herself played Russian music, and
Olga Alekseevna Novikova (1840-1925), also known as Madame Novikoff, who spent approxi-
mately half of each year in England after visiting for the first time in 1863 and held salons in
both countries. She had a wide network of contacts in political and cultural circles, and was
a central figure in England’s Russian expatriate community as well as being renowned in the
musical world.

Mme. Novikoff was a Germanophobe and an ardent Anglophile, and strove to improve the
relationship between England and Russia, while we also sense the influence of Pan-Slavism in
the writings she created. It has been pointed out that what Newmarch introduced to Britain
was the idealistic Russian National School proclaimed by Vladimir Stasov. Accordingly,
behind the spread of Russian music, we see a certain amount of echo and expectation on both
sides; that is, Russians sought to determine their national identity and British sought the

nationalistic intentions in their musical journalism of those days.
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