


The Polovtsian Dances—brimming with melody, rhythmic excitement and orchestral
colour—have always been a favourite concert piece, though Prince Igor, the opera
from which they come, is rarely performed outside Russia. Borodin was a professor
of chemistry and had limited time available for composition; Prince Igor, his only
opera, occupied him intermittently from 1869 till his death in 1887, but he never
finished it. His friends Rimsky-Korsakov and Glazunov completed and orchestrated
the opera after his death, and it was first performed in 1890 in St Petersburg. The
Polovtsian Dances, however, were entirely Borodin’s own work and had been
written and orchestrated as early as 1875.

The story of the opera (for which Borodin himself wrote the libretto) was based on
an old Russian chronicle. It is set in the twelfth century, a time of conflict between
Russia and the Tartars. Igor, prince of Seversk, is defeated by Khan Konchak of the
Polovtst, who holds him as an honoured and respected captive. The dances, which
bring Act 2 to a dazzling conclusion, are performed by the Khan’s slave dancers as
entertainment for Prince Igor.

Note: The piano reduction {which omits much of the orchestral detail in the interests
of playability) is editorial. The Russian transliteration is by Bruce Hamilton.

Instrumentation: Picc, 2fl, 2ob {2nd doubling English horn), 2¢cl, 2bsn, 4hn, 2tpt,
3tbn, tba, timp, perc, hp, strings.

Full orchestral scores and instrumental parts are available on rental from the
publisher.

"This chorus is one of the 35 choruses in the Oxford Choral Classics anthology -
Opera Choruses, edited by John Rutter.

An audio pronunciation guide for this and the other choruses in the volume is
available for purchase from the publisher on CD or cassette.
CD 0-19-343700-7 Cassette 0-19-343699-X

Approximate duration: 12 minutes



A NOTE ON THE RUSSIAN TRANSLITERATION

Those who have never sung in Russian using a phonetic spelling of the Cyrillic
alphabet should not be discouraged from attempting it. In fact, Russian sounds are
surprisingly similar to those found in English (though the vowels are largely
Iralianate), and no attempt at an ‘accent’ is necessary. Some choirs may be fortunate
enough to have a Russian speaker among their members or friends, who can help to
perfect what a transliteration can only broadly suggest. A recording of the text, read
out slowly and distinctly by two native Russian speakers, is also available from the
publisher (see previous page). The following remarks have therefore been kept to a
minimum in the hope that the undertaking will not appear too daunting,

1.

The most ‘foreign’ sound in Russian is the so-called ‘hard i’. Here it is
represented by ‘yi’ as in ‘Kryilyakh’ (see bar 15). This is pronounced not
forward, like the usual English ‘i’; but backward with an almost adenoidal
sound. The main thing is to avoid pronouncing ‘yi’ as the usual ‘i’; try to keep it
dark and covered.

Clusters of consonants can look intimidating but need not be so. The sound ‘kh’
is the guttural ‘ch’ as found in the Scottish word ‘loch’; ‘zh’ is the voiced version
of ‘sh’ and sounds as the 9§’ in French ‘je’; “shch’ sounds as in ‘English church’.

The letter ‘0> in a pre-stressed syllable (shown in this transliteration as &) is so
modified and lightened that it is best pronounced as an ‘a’ (as in ‘bar’), The
letter ‘o’ in any other unstressed position is pronounced like the ‘a’ in ‘sofa’.

Some Russian words, usually verbs, end with a ‘¢’ followed by a ‘soft sign’. This
so softens the ‘0’ that in practice it sounds like ‘ts’. These soft signs have been
ignored in the transliteration, as most English speaking is soft anyway.

The letter ‘s” in the middle of words has usunally been represented by ‘ss’ in order
to prevent it being mispronounced as a ‘2’ (i.e. ‘Mussorgsky’ and not the
regularly mispronounced ‘Muzorgsky’).

DAVID LLOYD-JONES
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Polovtsian dances

(from Prince Igor)

Text by the composer ALEXANDER BOROCDIN (1833-87)

Translation: David Lloyd-Jones Edited by John Rutter
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