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Modest Mussorgsky

THE WORK:

Boris Godunov is an opera that centers around the Russian people in the early 17th century. Coronation Scene
is one of the grandest scenes in the opera. This is when the great square in Moscow is filled with people and
the pealing of the great bells of the Kremlin sound with trumpets, gong and full chorus. As Boris himself (the
baritone in this arrangement) proceeds towards the Cathedral of the Assumption the people sing out: “Voice
your joy - Now exult and rejoice”. When the Tsar Boris sings “My soul is sad”, the mood is quiet and
reflective but then, with the invitation of the great banquet, the feeling quickly returns to elation and this
section ends with “Glory, Glory. Glory” and “Long life and glory to our kind Father”.

This great opera was premiered in St. Petersburg in 1874 and the first American production was done at the
Metropolitan Opera House in 1913.

NOTES TO THE CONDUCTOR:

This piece is not too technically difficult but there are a number of subtle musical elements that must be
brought out for the performance to truly be successful.

The opening fp’s must drop down enough in volume for the sound of the gong to ring through. At bar 20 the
chimes (great bells of the Kremlin) are heard. The indicated pitches should be played randomly until a cutoff
from the conductor. This fermata may last anywhere from 3-15 seconds depending on the desired effect. The
pealing of the bells at bar 38 should, once again, be played randomly but time should be counted accurately
for the entrance of the brass two bars later.

The accelerandos should be sweeping and the sixteenth-notes should drive upwards to the new tempo.

The section beginning at the key change (114) is the singing of the title character Boris. The accompaniment
figures should always be far under the soloist in volume. The best way it can be described is to tell the
euphonium/baritone soloist to play as though she/he was the only one in the room. This effect is most
important to show the importance of the Tsar speaking. At bar 138 the trombones join the baritone and a more
blended sound is once again desirable.
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