
The idea to re-cast Alexander Pushkin's verse play Boris Godunov as an opera 
was suggested to Modest Mussorgsky by history professor Vladimir Nikolsky during 
a visit to Ludmila Shestakova's home in St. Petersburg. Shestakova sent Mussorg-
sky a copy of the play, which he'd adapt by the fall of 1868. The first version of 
Boris Godunov was composed between October 1868 and July 1869, with the 
orchestration done by December. Mussorgsky submitted the score of Boris to the 
Imperial Directorate of Theaters, which in February 1871 rejected the work. The 
Directorate's grounds for dismissing Boris Godunov had little to do with the 
revolutionary style of the opera; rather it was the lack of a central female character 
that was their primary concern. The Directorate recognized Mussorgsky's talent, 
and offered to reconsider provided an additional scene was added. Mussorgsky 
took this news with encouragement, and launched into a major overhaul of the 
opera, reaching far beyond what was required. He trimmed scenes, such as the 
one in Pimen's cell, and added others, including the scene in the Kromy forest, 
added dances, and added the role of Marina Mnishek. This version of the opera 
was accepted after a trial run of three scenes at the Mariinsky Theater in St. 
Petersburg in December 1873. Boris Godunov premiered under Nápravnik at the 
Mariinsky in January 1874.
 Boris Godunov was an unqualified success with the Russian public from the first. It 
was revived five times by 1882 for a total of 22 performances, unheard of for a 
native Russian opera. Boris Godunov has gone on to become the most popular of 
all Russian operas. Internationally, the version made by Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov 
earned this popularity through a luxuriant re-scoring of Mussorgsky's deliberately 
gritty orchestral textures. Hardly had the newer version begun to play the capitals 
of Europe before the call went out among critics to revive Mussorgsky's "original 
version." The problem is that there are two "original" versions that are distinctly 
different from one another. Starting in the 1970s, various combinations of the two 

became the standard for Boris, based on David Lloyd-Jones' 1975 critical edition that 
prints both operas side-by-side. Any combination of the 1869 and 1872 versions of 
Boris Godunov makes a muddle of the scenario; the 1869 version is tightly constructed 
in four "parts," totaling just seven scenes. It is bleak in tone and resembles Bertolt 
Brecht's alienist theater of the 1920s more than it does nineteenth-century opera. Boris 
is made more of an obvious villain in the first version than in the revision, which leaves 
that question open-ended. The 1872 version is also more expansive, laid out in four 
acts and a prologue, scenes run longer, and the edge of 1869 is softened somewhat. 
It wasn't until 1998 that a recording of the two versions of Boris were issued together 
within a single unit, and in practice the general consensus has become that one or the 
other Boris Godunov should be chosen when the "original" Mussorgsky score is 
presented.
 
Numerous composers have responded to Shakespeare's timeless drama of forbidden 
and youthful love, but Tchaikovsky's response (along with Berlioz's and Prokofiev's) is 
at the top of the list. It is the only one of the three to be intended as a number in a 
symphony concert, and, hence is by default the most famous of the lot.
 Tchaikovsky, a lawyer, was still developing as a composer at age 29 when Mily 
Balakirev (self-appointed father figure to Russian composers) persuaded him to write 
an orchestral work on the subject of the "star-cross'd lovers." Balakirev outlined the 
form, planned the keys, and even suggested some of the actual music. After the 1870 
premiere, he convinced Tchaikovsky to revise it. The work's success in this form did 
much to transform the composer's tendency toward crippling doubt into useful self-criti-
cism. (Not that the transformation was ever total; Tchaikovsky suffered bouts of 
depression and self-doubt throughout his career.) The composer revised it again in 
1880; this version is almost universally the one played. While the final version is 
probably the best one, the 1869 text is also a fine work and very much worth hearing. 
The earlier version begins with a charming tune that carries elements of the great love 

theme. In the first and second revisions Tchaikovsky eliminated this and replaced it 
with the benedictory theme representing Friar Laurence. The effect of this change on 
the overture's structure is large. The first version seems to begin with Juliet still in a 
relatively childlike state, but with the potential for the great love present in the 
disguised premonitions of the love theme. The focus is, therefore, on the develop-
ment of the drama as it unfolds. The later versions, beginning as it were with a 
prayer, seem to invite the hearer to look back on a tragedy that has already 
happened.
 Both versions proceed identically through depictions of the clashes between the 
houses of Montague and Capulet, and then unveil the great love music. After that, 
though, Tchaikovsky's original idea seems to this writer to be superior: There is a 
great development, fugal-sounding and allowing for contrapuntal conflict based on the 
overture's main rhythms and themes. It is tremendously exciting, more so than the 
music which replaced it. Justification for dropping it might be made along the lines 
that the original version has too much dramatic weight and overshadows the rest of 
the music. The main differences thereafter are in details of scoring, and in the finale, 
which in the original version is much too curt.
 It is often instructive to see what a great composer has done at two different times 
with the same ideas and material. Whether or not it has greater musical merit, 
Tchaikovsky's blessing of his final version served to ensure that it is the one that 
prevailed, and in that form it is accepted as one of the greatest programmatic pieces 
in the symphonic repertoire. The yearning love theme, in particular, is universally 
acknowledged as one of the greatest melodies ever written, while the exciting fight 
music and Tchaikovsky's unfailingly clear and imaginative orchestration carry the 
listener through with hardly a misstep. But the original version is not far behind it in 
musical worth; it should be given more frequent revivals, if only for the sake of 
hearing the great fugato passage described above.

Tchaikovsky - Romeo And Juliet Overture

Leopold Stokowski
L'Orchestre De La Suisse Romande

Mussorgsky - Boris Godunov



The idea to re-cast Alexander Pushkin's verse play Boris Godunov as an opera 
was suggested to Modest Mussorgsky by history professor Vladimir Nikolsky during 
a visit to Ludmila Shestakova's home in St. Petersburg. Shestakova sent Mussorg-
sky a copy of the play, which he'd adapt by the fall of 1868. The first version of 
Boris Godunov was composed between October 1868 and July 1869, with the 
orchestration done by December. Mussorgsky submitted the score of Boris to the 
Imperial Directorate of Theaters, which in February 1871 rejected the work. The 
Directorate's grounds for dismissing Boris Godunov had little to do with the 
revolutionary style of the opera; rather it was the lack of a central female character 
that was their primary concern. The Directorate recognized Mussorgsky's talent, 
and offered to reconsider provided an additional scene was added. Mussorgsky 
took this news with encouragement, and launched into a major overhaul of the 
opera, reaching far beyond what was required. He trimmed scenes, such as the 
one in Pimen's cell, and added others, including the scene in the Kromy forest, 
added dances, and added the role of Marina Mnishek. This version of the opera 
was accepted after a trial run of three scenes at the Mariinsky Theater in St. 
Petersburg in December 1873. Boris Godunov premiered under Nápravnik at the 
Mariinsky in January 1874.
 Boris Godunov was an unqualified success with the Russian public from the first. It 
was revived five times by 1882 for a total of 22 performances, unheard of for a 
native Russian opera. Boris Godunov has gone on to become the most popular of 
all Russian operas. Internationally, the version made by Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov 
earned this popularity through a luxuriant re-scoring of Mussorgsky's deliberately 
gritty orchestral textures. Hardly had the newer version begun to play the capitals 
of Europe before the call went out among critics to revive Mussorgsky's "original 
version." The problem is that there are two "original" versions that are distinctly 
different from one another. Starting in the 1970s, various combinations of the two 

became the standard for Boris, based on David Lloyd-Jones' 1975 critical edition that 
prints both operas side-by-side. Any combination of the 1869 and 1872 versions of 
Boris Godunov makes a muddle of the scenario; the 1869 version is tightly constructed 
in four "parts," totaling just seven scenes. It is bleak in tone and resembles Bertolt 
Brecht's alienist theater of the 1920s more than it does nineteenth-century opera. Boris 
is made more of an obvious villain in the first version than in the revision, which leaves 
that question open-ended. The 1872 version is also more expansive, laid out in four 
acts and a prologue, scenes run longer, and the edge of 1869 is softened somewhat. 
It wasn't until 1998 that a recording of the two versions of Boris were issued together 
within a single unit, and in practice the general consensus has become that one or the 
other Boris Godunov should be chosen when the "original" Mussorgsky score is 
presented.
 
Numerous composers have responded to Shakespeare's timeless drama of forbidden 
and youthful love, but Tchaikovsky's response (along with Berlioz's and Prokofiev's) is 
at the top of the list. It is the only one of the three to be intended as a number in a 
symphony concert, and, hence is by default the most famous of the lot.
 Tchaikovsky, a lawyer, was still developing as a composer at age 29 when Mily 
Balakirev (self-appointed father figure to Russian composers) persuaded him to write 
an orchestral work on the subject of the "star-cross'd lovers." Balakirev outlined the 
form, planned the keys, and even suggested some of the actual music. After the 1870 
premiere, he convinced Tchaikovsky to revise it. The work's success in this form did 
much to transform the composer's tendency toward crippling doubt into useful self-criti-
cism. (Not that the transformation was ever total; Tchaikovsky suffered bouts of 
depression and self-doubt throughout his career.) The composer revised it again in 
1880; this version is almost universally the one played. While the final version is 
probably the best one, the 1869 text is also a fine work and very much worth hearing. 
The earlier version begins with a charming tune that carries elements of the great love 

theme. In the first and second revisions Tchaikovsky eliminated this and replaced it 
with the benedictory theme representing Friar Laurence. The effect of this change on 
the overture's structure is large. The first version seems to begin with Juliet still in a 
relatively childlike state, but with the potential for the great love present in the 
disguised premonitions of the love theme. The focus is, therefore, on the develop-
ment of the drama as it unfolds. The later versions, beginning as it were with a 
prayer, seem to invite the hearer to look back on a tragedy that has already 
happened.
 Both versions proceed identically through depictions of the clashes between the 
houses of Montague and Capulet, and then unveil the great love music. After that, 
though, Tchaikovsky's original idea seems to this writer to be superior: There is a 
great development, fugal-sounding and allowing for contrapuntal conflict based on the 
overture's main rhythms and themes. It is tremendously exciting, more so than the 
music which replaced it. Justification for dropping it might be made along the lines 
that the original version has too much dramatic weight and overshadows the rest of 
the music. The main differences thereafter are in details of scoring, and in the finale, 
which in the original version is much too curt.
 It is often instructive to see what a great composer has done at two different times 
with the same ideas and material. Whether or not it has greater musical merit, 
Tchaikovsky's blessing of his final version served to ensure that it is the one that 
prevailed, and in that form it is accepted as one of the greatest programmatic pieces 
in the symphonic repertoire. The yearning love theme, in particular, is universally 
acknowledged as one of the greatest melodies ever written, while the exciting fight 
music and Tchaikovsky's unfailingly clear and imaginative orchestration carry the 
listener through with hardly a misstep. But the original version is not far behind it in 
musical worth; it should be given more frequent revivals, if only for the sake of 
hearing the great fugato passage described above.



For more info e-mail us:
admin@highdeftapetransfers.com

or visit our website:
www.highdeftapetransfers.com

M
us

so
rg

sk
y 

Bo
ris

 G
od

un
ov

 - 
Tc

ha
ik

ov
sk

y 
Ro

m
eo

 A
nd

 J
ul

ie
t -

 S
to

ko
w

sk
i

M
ussorgsky Boris Godunov - Tchaikovsky Rom

eo And Juliet - Stokow
ski

Recording Info: Recorded by Decca 1969
Recorded At – Opera House, Geneva

Engineer – Arthur Lilley  Producer – Marty Wargo
Recording Supervisor – Tony D'Amato

1 Mussorgsky Boris Godunov 22:40
2 Tchaïkovsky Romeo And Juliet Overture 19:42
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