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Abstract 

 
​ This thesis examines the profound relationship between language and music in 
nineteenth-century Russian opera, concentrating on how composers adapted literary works 
into rich musical narratives. While Western European operas of the same period were 
frequently based on specially written librettos, Russian composers, inspired by national 
literature, frequently created music for pre-existing texts by authors such as Pushkin, Gogol, 
and Lermontov. This literary foundation endowed Russian opera with exceptional emotional 
and linguistic depth. 
​ The study examines the contributions of Mikhail Glinka, The Mighty Handful 
(Balakirev, Borodin, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cui), and Pyotr Tchaikovsky, 
highlighting their shared aim to express the Russian spirit through a synthesis of word and 
sound. Special attention is given to Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Tchaikovsky’s Eugene 
Onegin, where the interplay of text and music demonstrates contrasting approaches to literary 
adaptation. Mussorgsky reshaped Pushkin’s drama through condensation, reordering, and 
musical reinterpretation to achieve psychological tension and dramatic coherence, while 
Tchaikovsky maintained the poetic integrity of Pushkin’s verse, using musical phrasing and 
orchestration to amplify emotional and psychological expression. 
​ Through the synthesis of national literature, folk motifs, and linguistic rhythm, 
nineteenth-century Russian composers established a distinctive operatic tradition. Their 
works illustrate how the union of music and language not only defined Russian cultural 
identity but also contributed significantly to the evolution of world opera. 
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Introduction 
 
Russian opera of the nineteenth century played a crucial role in shaping the global 

musical tradition. Initially influenced by Italian, French, and German operatic models, it 
gradually developed distinctive features that reflected the richness and complexity of Russian 
culture. Over time, Russian composers succeeded in creating a unique national style that 
combined European musical techniques with native linguistic and folkloric elements. 

The earliest Russian operas emerged under the strong influence of Western European 
traditions, yet their creators sought to establish a national identity through the incorporation 
of Russian folk melodies and historical subjects. Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka is widely 
recognized as the founder of Russian opera. His landmark works include A Life for the Tsar 
(1836), the first patriotic opera based on historical events, and Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842), a 
fairy-tale opera enriched with oriental motifs. These operas became the foundation for the 
subsequent development of Russian musical drama. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, a group of composers known as The Mighty Handful 
(or The Five) – Mily Balakirev, Alexander Borodin, Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai 
Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cesar Cui, sought to embody the Russian spirit in both musical and 
textual expression. Their goal was to move away from academic imitation of Western forms 
and to express the linguistic, psychological, and emotional depth of Russian life through 
music. 

Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin epitomize the 
centrality of language in Russian opera.  In Boris Godunov, Mussorgsky reinterpreted 
Pushkin’s drama, reshaping its structure and content to address historical, political, and 
psychological dimensions, while also navigating the challenges of censorship.1 In contrast, 
Tchaikovsky’s adaptation of Eugene Onegin preserves the poetic and narrative integrity of 
Pushkin’s text, using music to intensify its psychological and emotional depth.2 

These case studies reveal two complementary approaches to the interaction between 
literature and music: Mussorgsky’s dramaturgical transformation emphasizes dramatic and 
political meaning, whereas Tchaikovsky’s musical fidelity accentuates literary and emotional 
expression. Together, they demonstrate that language in Russian opera functioned not merely 
as a narrative tool but as a central vehicle for national identity, psychological insight, and 
aesthetic innovation.3 

By the end of the nineteenth century, Russian opera had reached its peak of dramatic 
and technical sophistication. Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s operas combined profound 
psychological depth with exceptional melodic beauty. His Eugene Onegin (1879), based on 
Alexander Pushkin’s novel in verse, exemplifies lyrical introspection and emotional realism, 

3 Robert William Oldani, “Boris Godunov and the Censor”, 19th-Century Music 2, no. 3 (1979): 245–253. 
2 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov, 245-247. 

1 Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov: Myths, Realities, 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 101. 
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while The Queen of Spades (1890) blends tragedy and mysticism in a masterful exploration 
of human fate and obsession. 

Rimsky-Korsakov continued to develop the fusion of folklore, history, and symbolism 
in his later works, such as Sadko (1896), a heroic opera with strong folk undertones, and The 
Golden Cockerel (1909), an allegorical and satirical opera that marked the culmination of the 
Russian romantic tradition. 

Language played a crucial role in shaping the identity of nineteenth-century Russian 
opera. Many composers drew inspiration from the nation’s literary masterpieces, particularly 
those of Alexander Pushkin, whose poetic language and rhythm influenced the musical 
phrasing and vocal intonation of operatic recitatives. The close interaction between text and 
music allowed composers to preserve the emotional nuances, psychological realism, and 
expressive power of the Russian language. Thus, the linguistic foundation of Russian opera 
became not merely a vehicle for storytelling but an essential element of its national and 
artistic identity. 

The nineteenth century witnessed a profound transformation in the relationship 
between language and music within the realm of opera. Unlike the dominant European 
traditions, where the libretto often served as a pretext for musical invention, many Russian 
composers treated language as an integral semiotic element – one that shaped melody, 
rhythm, and dramatic structure. 

This thesis explores the power of language in nineteenth-century Russian opera, 
focusing on how linguistic expression and musical form coexisted, interacted, and mutually 
reinforced one another. By examining the works of Modest Mussorgsky and Pyotr 
Tchaikovsky, the study investigates how Russian composers redefined the operatic genre 
through their engagement with literary language and text. The analysis reveals how opera 
became a site where the aesthetic, cultural, and national dimensions of Russian identity 
converged – a unique artistic dialogue between sound and word. 
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Research objectives 

 
The primary objective of this research is to analyze the linguistic and literary 

foundations of nineteenth-century Russian opera and to evaluate their influence on musical 
expression and dramaturgy. The study seeks to investigate how language functioned not 
merely as a libretto medium but as a structural and aesthetic force shaping operatic 
composition. 

This study examines the methods by which Russian composers adapted pre-existing 
literary works, particularly those of Alexander Pushkin and other major authors, into operatic 
form, assessing the extent to which poetic language, rhetorical expression, and emotional 
nuance were preserved or transformed in musical settings. It further investigates the 
interaction between the Russian language and musical structure, with specific attention to 
prosody, syntax, declamation, and stylistic nuance in shaping melody, rhythm, and vocal 
delivery. Through this lens, the research identifies how linguistic characteristics contributed 
to the formation of a distinctive national operatic style that diverged from the dominant 
traditions of Western Europe. In addition, the thesis explores the cultural and aesthetic 
implications of integrating literary language into music, emphasizing its role in articulating 
Russian identity and intellectual thought. Comparative case studies of Modest Mussorgsky’s 
Boris Godunov and Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin demonstrate contrasting strategies of 
textual adaptation and the synthesis of language, music, and national expression. Through 
this analytical framework, the thesis argues that language functioned as a generative force in 
Russian opera, shaping compositional decisions, performance practice, and the ideological 
essence of the genre. 

Through this analysis, the research seeks to demonstrate that language was not merely 
a medium for conveying a libretto but a formative force that influenced compositional 
choices, performance style, and the ideological essence of Russian opera. 
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Structure of the thesis 

 
The thesis is organized into four chapters, each addressing a different aspect of the 

relationship between language, literature, and music in nineteenth-century Russian opera. 
Chapter 1 provides a historical overview of the development of Russian opera during the 
nineteenth century, tracing its evolution from strong Western European influence toward the 
emergence of an independent national musical language. Additionally, this chapter examines 
the literary foundations that inspired Russian composers, with particular emphasis on the 
works of Alexander Pushkin, Nikolai Gogol, and other authors whose texts were transformed 
into operatic libretti. Chapter 2 shifts the focus to linguistic analysis, exploring how prosody, 
syntax, and stylistic features of the Russian language shaped musical phrasing, vocal 
declamation, and dramatic construction. Chapter 3 presents a comparative discussion of the 
ways in which composers such as Mikhail Glinka, Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai 
Rimsky-Korsakov, and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky employed language as a vehicle of national 
expression, situating Russian opera within the broader European artistic context. Finally, 
Chapter 4 offers detailed case studies of Boris Godunov and Eugene Onegin, highlighting the 
composers’ distinct approaches to literary adaptation, psychological depth, and the interplay 
between music and language. It also includes comparative tables illustrating differences in 
adaptation, censorship, dramatic strategy, and text-music interaction. 

The conclusion summarizes the findings from the historical, linguistic, and case study 
analyses, demonstrating how language and literature were central to the development of 
nineteenth-century Russian opera and its enduring cultural and national significance. 
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Chapter 1. Historical background and linguistic foundations of 
nineteenth-century Russian opera and the linguistic dimension of 
nineteenth-century Russian opera 

 
 
​ The nineteenth century marked the emergence of Russian opera as a distinct cultural 
and linguistic phenomenon. Initially shaped by Italian, French, and German influences, 
Russian opera gradually evolved into a national art form that reflected the country’s historical 
experience, folklore, and linguistic richness. It combined European musical structures with 
the expressive intonation, rhythm, and imagery of the Russian language, creating a new 
synthesis of word and sound. 
 
 

1.1. General characteristics 
 

Nineteenth-century Russian opera is distinguished by its use of folk melodies, 
fairy-tale plots, and historical narratives, as well as its psychological realism and linguistic 
authenticity. Composers strove to reproduce not only the emotional tone of the Russian word 
but also its prosodic rhythm and melodic contour. As a result, the language itself became an 
essential component of musical expression. 

The formation of the Russian national opera can be examined through several 
interrelated aspects: musical style, the linguistic nature of the libretto, the influence of 
historical and cultural context, and the individual techniques of composers. Together, these 
elements shaped the distinct sound and dramaturgy of Russian opera. 
 
 

1.2. Musical style and technique 
 
​ Early Russian opera developed under the influence of Italian and French traditions. 
Mikhail Glinka, often called the founder of Russian national music, borrowed structural 
principles from Western opera but integrated them with folk intonation and vernacular 
rhythm. His operas A Life for the Tsar (1836) and Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842) established a 
linguistic and musical foundation for later composers by showing how the natural 
accentuation of the Russian word could guide melodic development. 
​ By the mid-nineteenth century, the Mighty Handful – Balakirev, Borodin, 
Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cui – sought to express a distinctly Russian musical 
idiom. Their goal was not merely to imitate Western forms but to translate the intonational 
and emotional qualities of the Russian language into sound. Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov 
(1874), for instance, employs speech-like recitative and rhythmically flexible phrasing that 
reflect the cadences of natural Russian speech. As Richard Taruskin notes, Mussorgsky’s 
experiments centered on the creation of “musical speech”, through which linguistic 
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expression shaped structure.4 Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov used folk modes and melodic 
turns to strengthen the connection between musical and linguistic expression. 
​ Later, composers such as Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov advanced these 
innovations, creating more complex orchestral textures and harmonic progressions. In Eugene 
Onegin (1879) and The Queen of Spades (1890), Tchaikovsky’s melodic lines mirror the 
emotional logic of Pushkin’s text, while his orchestration reinforces the psychological 
nuances embedded in the language. 
 
 

1.3 Literary and linguistic foundations 
 
​ Russian opera of the nineteenth century was deeply intertwined with literature. Unlike 
many Western European operas, whose librettos were written specifically for musical 
composition, Russian composers often based their works on pre-existing literary 
masterpieces. This practice ensured a close connection between linguistic structure and 
musical form. 
​ Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar celebrates national heroism through a text imbued with 
historical and patriotic rhetoric, while Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov – inspired by Pushkin’s 
drama – translates the expressive rhythm and syntactic patterns of spoken Russian into music. 
Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, adapted from Pushkin’s novel in verse, preserves the lyrical 
quality and psychological subtlety of the original language. His treatment of the libretto 
demonstrates how the prosody and semantics of Russian poetry could determine musical 
phrase structure and emotional pacing. 
​ In Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Snow Maiden (1882), linguistic imagery and folklore 
merge into a symbolic system where nature, myth, and speech intertwine. The composer 
employs musical motifs that echo the repetitive structures and incantatory rhythm of folk 
storytelling, creating a soundscape where music and language become inseparable. 
 
 

1.4. Historical and cultural context 
 

The social and political transformations of nineteenth-century Russia inevitably 
shaped the operatic genre. The growing interest in national identity and the people’s language 
found its reflection in music. This orientation extended to large-scale choral scenes. Taruskin 
notes Mussorgsky’s use of “radical techniques of choral writing and choral dramaturgy”.5 
Composers turned to the vernacular as a source of authenticity and moral truth, opposing it to 
the artificiality of European models. 

Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov exemplifies this tendency: his use of unpolished, 
speech-like melody conveys both the historical truth of the epoch and the psychological depth 

5 Taruskin, “Mussorgsky vs. Mussorgsky”, 249–250. 

4 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 265. 
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of his characters. At the textual level, however, the opera was subject to ideological control. 
As Robert William Oldani records in censorship archives: “The content of this opera is 
adapted from Pushkin… but with the removal, in general, of the clergy… is a mutilation of 
Pushkin.”6 Similarly, the national orientation of The Mighty Handful resonated with the 
ideological and cultural currents of Russian Romantic nationalism. 

 
 
1.5. Compositional techniques and linguistic expression 

 
Each composer developed distinctive techniques to convey linguistic meaning 

through music. 
Tchaikovsky’s operas emphasize melody and emotion: his musical lines often follow 

the stress and intonation patterns of the Russian language, allowing the music to “speak”. In 
The Queen of Spades, orchestral transitions intensify the text’s mystical undertone, 
functioning as a continuation of verbal expression. 

Mussorgsky, by contrast, deliberately avoided polished harmonic structures, seeking 
instead a natural alignment between musical rhythm and everyday speech. His innovative use 
of prosody and declamation made Boris Godunov one of the most linguistically authentic 
operas of the nineteenth century. 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s mastery of orchestration enabled him to translate verbal imagery 
into sonic color. The snow maiden, the orchestra mirrors the symbolic and phonetic qualities 
of the libretto, reinforcing its poetic texture. 

 
 

1.6. Introduction: the role of language in opera 
 

The analysis of nineteenth-century opera from a linguistic perspective reveals several 
essential aspects. During this period, opera developed not only as a musical genre but also as 
a dramatic and linguistic form of art, where the word became a central structural and 
expressive element. As observed by Richard Taruskin, Russian composers sought to construct 
operatic expression through experiments in “musical speech”.7 The interaction between 
language and music shaped the artistic integrity of Russian opera, turning it into a synthesis 
of poetry, psychology, and national identity.  

The influence of Russian literature on opera was particularly profound. Literary 
language – with its rich vocabulary, philosophical undertones, and deep psychological insight 
– provided a foundation for the evolution of the operatic text. Thus, the linguistic aspect 
became a decisive factor in the development of Russian opera, determining its style, rhythm, 
and emotional depth. 

 

7 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs Musorgsky”, 262. 

6 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 205. 
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1.7. The influence of Russian literature on operatic language 
 
​ Nineteenth-century Russian literature had a major impact on the thematic and 
linguistic structure of opera. Literary works of this period often explored philosophical 
questions, moral conflicts, and the psychology of the human soul – themes that were later 
adapted into musical form. 
​ Most operas of the century were based on canonical Russian literary works. This 
literary dependence is particularly evident in Mussorgsky’s adaptation of Pushkin. Taruskin 
describes the opera’s textual basis as rooted in experiments with prose declamation and 
“musical speech”.8 Either through direct textual borrowing or through free reinterpretation of 
literary motifs. A prominent example is Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, based on Pushkin’s 
novel in verse. Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin occupies a singular position in Russian literature as 
a “novel in verse” that resists conventional dramatic adaptation. Its episodic structure, 
narrative digressions, and emphasis on psychological observation rather than plot-driven 
action posed significant challenges for operatic transformation. By choosing this work, 
Tchaikovsky deliberately turned away from grand historical or political subjects, opting 
instead for a literary source grounded in introspection, emotional restraint, and everyday 
social interaction. The libretto, created from Pushkin’s text, preserves the most significant 
lexical and stylistic features of the original language, yet it was also adapted for musical 
performance, requiring rhythmic and syntactic transformation.  
​ In Eugene Onegin, the poetic structure of Pushkin’s language dictated the musical 
rhythm, while Tchaikovsky’s melodic phrasing highlighted the psychological nuances of the 
characters’ inner monologues. In Eugene Onegin, the poetic structure of Pushkin’s language 
dictated the musical rhythm, while Tchaikovsky’s melodic phrasing highlighted the 
psychological nuances of the character’s inner monologues. 
​ In the Letter Scene from Eugene Onegin, Tatiana’s written confession is transformed 
into a process of vocalized thought. Pushkin’s flowing verse is fragmented into short musical 
phrases, punctuated by orchestral hesitations. The elongation of stressed vowels and the 
repetition of key lexical units translate poetic introspection into musical temporality, allowing 
the act of writing to unfold as psychological drama. 

This close collaboration between literature and music became a distinctive feature of 
Russian opera, distinguishing it from many Western European traditions, where librettos were 
often written specifically for music rather than derived from existing literary works. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

8 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 269. 
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1.8. Stylistic and lexical adaptation of literary language 
 
​ The adaptation of literary texts for operatic performance required both linguistic and 
stylistic modification. Librettists and composers needed to balance the aesthetic integrity of 
the original text with the rhythmic and melodic demands of music. The result was a unique 
hybrid form in which poetic language was transformed yet retained its expressive potential. 

Tchaikovsky’s treatment of Pushkin’s text demonstrates this duality. While 
simplifying some of the poetic lexicon and syntax to accommodate musical phrasing, he 
preserved the emotional and stylistic essence of Pushkin’s verse. Similarly, Mussorgsky’s 
adaptation of Pushkin’s Boris Godunov reflects the process of linguistic condensation and 
transformation – his version translates the dramatic power of the spoken word into a musical 
idiom that closely follows Russian prosody. Taruskin characterized this transformation as the 
creation of operatic prose through “musical speech”.9 

The stylistic features of nineteenth-century Russian literature – elevated tone, 
philosophical reflection, psychological depth, and tragic sensibility – were transposed into 
opera. Characters in Tchaikovsky’s and Mussorgsky’s works often express themselves 
through extended monologues, in which music and language combine to reveal their inner 
struggles. In this way, opera became not only a musical performance but also a continuation 
of the literary and linguistic traditions of its time.  

 
 
1.9.  Speech, prosody, and musical structure 

 
One of the most significant linguistic features of nineteenth-century Russian opera 

lies in the relationship between speech and musical form. The recitative, which occupies an 
important place in Russian operatic tradition, functions as a bridge between natural speech 
and melody. In the works of Glinka and Mussorgsky, the rhythm and intonation of Russian 
speech guided the composition of melodic lines and musical phrasing. 
​ Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov offers a striking example: the composer’s use of 
speech-like melody, free rhythm, and irregular phrase structure mirrors the prosodic patterns 
of spoken Russian. Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov offers a striking example: the composer’s 
use of speech-like melody, free rhythm, and irregular phrase structure mirrors the prosodic 
patterns of spoken Russian. 
​ In the monologue of Boris from Boris Godunov, syntactic brevity and irregular stress 
patterns generate a declamatory style closely aligned with spoken Russian. Mussorgsky 
avoids symmetrical phrasing, allowing speech rhythm to determine melodic contour – an 
approach that scholars have identified as foundational to his concept of “musical speech”. 

Scholars highlight the radical nature of this technique. Taruskin refers to 
Mussorgsky’s innovations as experiments in “musical speech” and in new forms of 

9 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 200. 
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declamatory realism.10 This creates a sense of realism and psychological immediacy, making 
the characters’ speech sound natural and emotionally truthful. 
​ The concept of “speech melodics’ – where the musical line follows the stress and 
intonation patterns of the language, became one of the most original features of Russian 
opera. This principle extended beyond solo declamation to collective scenes, including what 
Taruskin calls “radical techniques of choral writing and choral dramaturgy”.11 Composers 
used long vocalizations on specific vowels and consonant clusters to highlight pathos, 
lyricism, or tragedy. Tchaikovsky, for instance, employed vocal extension on vowels to build 
emotional tension and atmosphere in Eugene Onegin and The Queen of Spades.  
​ Thus, the linguistic sound structure of the Russian language directly influenced the 
shape and rhythm of musical expression. 
 
 

1.10. Language, national identity, and cultural expression 
 
​ Language in nineteenth-century Russian opera was not only a vehicle for dramatic 
storytelling but also a symbol of national identity. Through the integration of folk speech, 
dialectal expressions, and proverbs, composers sought to represent the linguistic and cultural 
diversity of Russia. 
​ In Mussorgsky’s operas, the heroes often speak in coarse, vernacular Russian, 
reflecting the social realities and spirit of the era. Taruskin links this vernacular realism to 
Musorgsky’s broader project of constructing an operatic language grounded in speech, or 
“musical speech”.12 This deliberate linguistic realism marked a departure from the polished 
diction typical of Italian and French opera, bringing Russian opera closer to the traditions of 
national theatre. 
​ Furthermore, the use of the Russian language in opera served an ideological purpose. 
It became a means of cultural self-expression and national affirmation, illustrating the idea 
that the Russian word – with its rhythm, emotional range, and imagery – could serve as a 
full-fledged artistic medium equal to the Italian or German operatic languages.  
​ In this sense, opera functioned as both a musical and linguistic space where the 
collective identity of the nation could be performed and experienced. It reflected the values, 
myths, and psychological landscapes of Russian society through the interplay of music and 
speech. 
 
 

1.11. Linguistic analysis in the context of dramaturgy 
 
​ The linguistic dimension of Russian opera also plays a crucial role in shaping the 
dramatic structure and emotional dynamics of the performance. Composers and librettists 

12 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 198. 

11 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 202. 
10 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 249–250. 
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employ specific lexical, syntactic, and stylistic devices to enhance the psychological depth of 
characters and reinforce the dramatic impact of the narrative. 
​ Vivid and expressive linguistic forms were frequently used to highlight internal 
conflict and emotional contrast between characters. Sharp transitions from declarative, 
restrained verbal forms to more expressive and emotionally charged utterances served to 
reflect the psychological contradictions of the protagonists. This technique is especially 
evident in Mussorgsky’s operas, where abrupt linguistic and intonational shifts heighten 
dramatic tension and bring the speech of the characters closer to natural dialogue. His 
dramaturgy relied on declamatory flexibility and prose-derived vocal writing, again described 
by scholars as experiments in “musical speech”.  
​ Russian opera also makes extensive use of metaphorical and symbolic language, 
functioning simultaneously on literary and musical levels. In Tchaikovsky’s The Queen of 
Spades, for example, lexical choices underscore the mystical and fatalistic atmosphere of the 
narrative. The repetition of certain words and syntactic structures mirrors the protagonists’ 
obsession and the overarching sense of doom. Such linguistic devices reinforce the emotional 
resonance of the musical score, uniting verbal and musical imagery into a single dramatic 
whole. 
​ Through these methods, the linguistic fabric of Russian opera becomes an active 
participant in the dramaturgy – shaping emotional perception, emphasizing psychological 
realism, and deepening the symbolic and expressive layers of the operatic text. 
 
 

1.12. Conclusion 
 
​ The linguistic perspective reveals the multidimensional nature of nineteenth-century 
Russian opera. Language shaped not only the content of the libretto but also the musical 
structure and emotional resonance of the genre. Through the adaptation of literary texts, the 
stylization of speech, and the embodiment of national identity in sound, Russian composers 
created an operatic language that was both musically expressive and linguistically authentic. 
​ The nineteenth-century Russian opera thus stands as a unique phenomenon where 
word and music are inseparable, reflecting the cultural consciousness and artistic ambitions 
of its time. 
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Chapter 2. Superimposing text onto music: the interaction between 
literature and musical expression in Russian opera 
 

3.1 Introduction: world and music as a unified artistic space 
​  

Superimposing text onto music in nineteenth-century Russian opera was a complex 
and multifaceted process. Composers did not merely preserve the literary source’s semantic 
and emotional content – they reinterpreted it through sound, rhythm, and melodic expression. 
As scholars note, Mussorgsky’s operatic method was grounded in experiments with what has 
been termed “musical speech”.13 In this synthesis, language and music merged into a single 
artistic space, where poetry acquired additional emotional and dramatic dimensions. Taruskin 
similarly emphasizes the fusion of dramaturgy”.14 

Russian opera of this period stands out for its reliance on canonical literary texts – 
primarily those by Pushkin, Gogol, and other great writers. Their works offered rich linguistic 
material and profound psychological insight, which composers transformed into musical 
equivalents. The resulting operas became more than musical dramatizations: they were 
reinterpretations of literature through the language of music. 
 
 

3.2. Pushkin and Tchaikovsky: Eugene Onegin – a lyric dialogue between word 
and sound 
 
​ Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin (libretto by Konstantin Shilovsky, based 
on Pushkin’s novel in verse) remains one of the most striking examples of how a literary text 
and a musical form can intertwine to produce a work of exceptional emotional depth. 
Pushkin’s verse novel provided Tchaikovsky with not only a plot but also a linguistic and 
psychological structure that shaped the opera’s rhythm, prosody, and mood. This reliance on 
literary language parallels broader tendencies in Russian opera, where composers explored 
new declamatory models derived from spoken and poetic Russian, often described as 
experiments in “musical speech”.15 
​ From the outset, Tchaikovsky understood the inherent difficulty of adapting Eugene 
Onegin to the operatic stage. The novel lacked typical operatic conventions: dramatic action, 
large-scale conflicts, or climactic finales. Instead, it offered subtle emotional development, 
lyrical introspection, and an almost conversational tone. Yet it was precisely this 
“anti-theatricality” that inspired the composer. 
​ In his correspondence, Tchaikovsky admitted: “It seems to me that the opera is 
doomed to failure… But those who seek in opera a musical representation of simple, 
universal feelings may find satisfaction in it.” 

15 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 263. 
14 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 249-250. 

13 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 178. 
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​ Thus, Eugene Onegin became an opera of inner drama rather than external spectacle. 
This inward dramaturgy, however, does not preclude national expression. On the contrary, 
Tchaikovsky’s musical language constructs Russianness through lyrical intimacy rather than 
folkloric display. The waltz and polonaise episodes, for instance, evoke the social soundscape 
of the Russian aristocracy, embedding national identity within patterns of salon culture and 
courtly ritual rather than overt folk stylisation. In this sense, national character emerges not 
through the ethnographic color but through the musical representation of social environment 
and emotional ethos in Eugene Onegin. Tchaikovsky superimposed his music on Pushkin’s 
verse with delicate precision, enhancing moments of lyrical reflection through melodic motifs 
and harmonic shading. Such inward dramaturgy reflects a wilder nineteenth-century shift 
toward psychologically grounded operatic expression.16 
​ In Tatiana’s letter scene, for instance, the music amplifies the rhythm of her emotional 
confession, translating the natural cadence of Pushkin’s language into a soaring musical 
monologue. Where Pushkin’s text implies quiet emotional tension, Tchaikovsky’s music 
intensifies it, revealing Tatiana’s vulnerability and strength. 
​ Here, superimposing music on text does not distort meaning – it deepens it. The 
composer’s musical imagination rearticulates Pushkin’s poetic thought in a different semiotic 
medium, transforming word into sound without losing its essence. 
​ Tchaikovsky’s libretto strategy relied less on structural reordering than on selective 
condensation and lyrical framing. Rather than reshaping the narrative architecture, he isolated 
psychologically pivotal moments and allowed musical form to expand their emotional 
significance. 
​ Where Mussorgsky sought realism rooted in spoken Russian, Tchaikovsky treated 
poetic language as a melodic continuum. Pushkin’ verse becomes inseparable from musical 
phrasing, a form of psychological realism grounded not in speech imitation but in lyrical 
introspection. 
 
 

3.3. Glinka and Pushkin: Ruslan and Lyudmila – from poetic epic to musical 
myth 
 

Mikhail Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmila represents another landmark in the synthesis 
of Russian literature and opera. Based on Pushkin’s poem of the same name, the libretto 
(created with the participation of Valerian Shirkov, Konstantin Bakhturin, and the composer 
himself) preserves elements of the original verse, yet the musical component significantly 
expands its figurative and emotional range. 
​ Pushkin’s poem constructs a mythological world filled with magic, heroism, and 
irony. Glinka transforms this world into living sound, where the orchestra assumes a narrative 
function equal to that of the text. Musical themes embody characters, landscapes, and moods 

16 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 146. 
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– turning poetic imagery into musical symbols. Through this symbolic orchestral language, 
Glinka constructs a foundational mythology of Russian identity. Folk modes, epic choruses, 
and stylised ritual scenes transform Pushkin’s literary fantasy into a sonic image of the 
nation’s imagined past. The opera’s musical idiom does not merely accompany the narrative 
but participates in the cultural project of nation-building, articulating a shared historical and 
mythological consciousness in Ruslan and Lyudmila. This transformation anticipates later 
developments in Russian opera, where literary narrative became inseparable from musical 
dramaturgy.  
​ For example, in Ruslan’s battles and enchanted episodes, Glinka’s orchestral writing 
conveys the grandeur and fantasy that Pushkin suggested through metaphor. The composer 
retains the linguistic rhythm of Pushkin’s verse but overlays it with musical color, harmonies, 
and dynamic contrasts that emphasize the poem’s epic and folkloric qualities.  
​ Thus, Ruslan and Lyidmila demonstrate how the literary text serves as both 
foundation and framework for musical imagination. Such synthesis would reach its most 
radical realisation in Mussorgsky’s operatic experiments with prose-based declamation.17 
Through the process of superimposition, the poetic language is not replaced but reinterpreted 
– expanded into the broader expressive space of music. 
 
 

3.4. Rimsky-Korsakov and Gogol: The night before Christmas – language, folk 
color, and musical narrative 
 
​ Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Night Before Christmas, based on Nikolai Gogol’s 
story from The Evenings on a farm near Dikanka cycle, offers yet another example of literary 
transformation through music. Rimsky-Korsakov wrote the libretto himself, preserving much 
of Gogol’s language and narrative texture. Self-authored librettos allowed composers greater 
control over the alignment of linguistic rhythm and musical structure.18 
​ In this opera, music serves not only to accompany the text but to recreate the folk and 
mythological atmosphere characteristic of Gogol’s prose. This reflects a broader Russian 
operatic tendency to treat text as a generative structural force rather than a subordinate 
element.19 The composer uses melodic patterns drawn from Ukrainian folk traditions, 
rhythmic repetitions, and choral textures to evoke the linguistic flavor of the original. Such 
musical folklorism operates as a marker of imperial cultural diversity while simultaneously 
reinforcing a broader Russian national frame. By incorporating regional melodic idioms into 
operatic form, Rimsky-Korsakov transforms local speech and song into elements of a shared 
national repertoire. Opera thus becomes a space where linguistic, ethnic, and mythological 
plurality is reorganised into an aesthetic image of collective identity in The Night Before 
Christmas. 

19 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 265. 
18 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 249. 

17 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 189. 
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​ Where Gogol’s prose relies on dialect, humor, and hyperbole, Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
music translates these linguistic traits into tonal and rhythmic gestures. The playful 
exchanges between characters, the fantastical scenes, and the supernatural elements of the 
story are all rendered through the interplay of vocal and instrumental expression. 
​ Thus, the superimposition of music upon Gogol’s text archives a double effect: it 
reinforces the story’s folk authenticity while elevating it into a mythic, timeless form of art. 
 
 

3.5. Conclusion 
 
​ The nineteenth-century Russian opera became a space of profound dialogue between 
word and music. Through the process of superimposing text onto sound, composers like 
Tchaikovsky, Glinka, and Rimsky-Korsakov transformed the literary work into a new 
semiotic form – one where linguistic rhythm, emotional tone, and cultural symbolism were 
preserved and magnified. 
​  In adapting the works of Pushkin and Gogol, they did not merely illustrate the text 
but engaged with their linguistic essence, transforming the poetic and narrative language into 
music that speaks the same emotional truth through another medium. 
​ Thus, Russian opera of the nineteenth century stands as one of the most remarkable 
examples of interdisciplinary synthesis, where literature and music coexist as equal partners 
in the creation of national and artistic identity. Opera functioned not only as an artistic 
synthesis but as a performative space in which national consciousness was staged, heard, and 
emotionally internalised. Through the fusion of literary language, folk intonation, and 
historical imagination, nineteenth-century Russian composers transformed operatic 
performance into a medium of cultural self-definition. 
​ In summary, the nineteenth-century Russian opera evolved from imitation of Western 
European models into a distinct national form that combined musical innovation, 
psychological realism, and deep engagement with literature. The use of folk motifs, historical 
plots, and philosophical ideas transformed the operatic stage into a reflection of Russian 
cultural identity. 
​ However, the significance of Russian opera in this period cannot be understood solely 
through its musical or historical development. The linguistic and semiotic dimensions of the 
genre – the interaction between word and sound, between literature and musical expression – 
played a decisive role in shaping its artistic identity. The following chapter, therefore, 
explores the semiotic and linguistic meaning of music in nineteenth-century Russian opera, 
focusing on how composers interpreted, adapted, and transformed literary language into 
musical form. 
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Chapter 3. The semiotic and linguistic meaning of music in 
nineteenth-century opera 
 
​ Building on the historical and stylistic evolution of Russian opera discussed in the 
previous chapter, this section focuses on the linguistic and semiotic dimensions of the genre. 
In the nineteenth century, opera in Russia developed into a complex form of artistic synthesis, 
where language and music were inseparable elements of meaning-making. Scholars have 
described this synthesis as a system in which vocal writing itself becomes a dramaturgical 
force, particularly in the operas of Mussorgsky.20 The text no longer served merely as a 
narrative foundation but became an active component of the musical expression itself. 
Instead, operatic language functioned through what Taruskin terms experiments in “musical 
speech”.21 
​ Russian composers treated language as both a symbolic and sonic substance, capable 
of shaping musical rhythm, emotional tone, and character psychology. The adaptation of 
literary texts – particularly those by Pushkin, Gogol, and other canonical authors – brought a 
new linguistic depth to the operatic form. This synthesis of music and literature not only 
reflected the national identity of Russian culture but also created a new artistic paradigm in 
which word and sound interacted dynamically to convey psychological and emotional 
complexity. 
​ The chapter explores this phenomenon through the works of Glinka, Tchaikovsky, 
Mussorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov, paying particular attention to how their treatment of 
language and text contributed to the development of a distinct Russian operatic style. It also 
considers the comparison with Western European traditions, where the relationship between 
music and text followed different creative principles. 
 

4.1. The Mighty Handful and the national linguistic identity of Russian music 
 
The Mighty Handful (also known as The mighty five) was an informal association of 

Russian composers in the mid-nineteenth century – Mily Balakirev, Alexander Borodin, 
Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cesar Cui. Their main artistic goal was 
to create a truly national Russian music that would reflect the cultural and linguistic 
distinctiveness of the nation. Their work demonstrates a profound interconnection between 
music and text, in which language functions not merely as a carrier of meaning but as a sonic 
and symbolic material within musical structure.  
 

1.​ Folk motifs and vernacular language 
 

The composers of The Mighty Handful drew extensively upon folk songs, oral 
traditions, and vernacular speech. Mussorgsky, in particular, sought to reproduce the natural 

21 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 265. 

20 ¹ Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 249. 
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rhythm and intonation of spoken Russian in his operas Boris Godunov and Khovanshchina. 
Through these linguistic patterns, he constructed a musical realism that mirrored the speech 
of the common people. Such realism extended to choral scenes, where collective speech 
acquired structural musical significance.22 The vocabulary in Boris Godunov – simple, 
sometimes coarse, yet highly expressive – conveys both the historical atmosphere and the 
emotional authenticity of the characters. 
 

2.​ Psychology of character through text and music 
 
The Mighty Handful developed a compositional technique where text and music work 

together to reveal psychological depth. Mussorgsky diverged from the conventionally 
melodious style of his contemporaries, instead using fragmented, speech-like melodic lines to 
express his characters’ internal turmoil. Taruskin notes that Mussorgsky rejected conventional 
lyricism in favor of declamatory psychological truth.23 In Boris Godunov, the tension between 
Boris’s guilt and his political power is underscored by musical dissonances and dark tonal 
transitions, amplifying the dramatic meaning of the text. 
 

3.​ Dramatic unity and textual expression 
 
For these composers, music was inseparable from the dramatic structure of the text. 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Tale of Tsar Saltan, based on Pushkin’s poem, exemplifies this 
approach. Rather than setting the poem verbatim, Rimsky-Korsakov interprets its imagery 
through orchestral colour and choral textures. The music becomes a continuation of the text’s 
poetic rhythm and narrative energy, transforming Pushkin’s words into vivid, performative 
soundscapes. 
 

4.​ Form and the transformation of text 
 
Mussorgsky rejected the rigid recitative-aria form typical of Western opera, favouring 

flexible, quasi-conversational structures. This allowed the text to maintain its linguistic 
integrity while still adapting to musical form. In Boris Godunov, the absence of closed arias 
and the prevalence of through-composed scenes create a seamless dramatic flow where the 
music and words merge into a single expressive system. 
 

 
4.2. Russian opera of the nineteenth century: Music based on literature 
 
The central distinction of Russian opera in the nineteenth century lies in its literary 

foundation. Whereas in Western Europe operas were often written from original librettos 

23 Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky”, 63. 

22 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985):  249–250. 
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commissioned for musical settings, Russian composers turned to pre-existing literary 
masterpieces. This approach reflected both the cultural prestige of literature in 
nineteenth-century Russia and the composers’ desire to translate its linguistic and 
psychological nuances into music. 
​ Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin is a prime example. The libretto, adapted from 
Pushkin’s words, transforms the text into a living sound environment. Similarly, 
Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov draws from Pushkin’s historical drama, preserving its syntactic 
and lexical features to enhance the authenticity of speech and historical realism. Yet literary 
fidelity was often complicated by theatrical and political pressures. 
​ This reliance on literature was also connected to the broader cultural movement of the 
time – the rise of nationalism and the search for a distinctly Russian identity. The 
combination of literary language and music allowed composers to express both individual 
psychology and collective cultural consciousness.  
 
 
​ 4.4. Conclusion 
 
The nineteenth-century Russian opera established a unique synthesis between literature, 
language, and music. While European composers often treated the text as a functional 
component of musical drama, Russian composers regarded it as an autonomous aesthetic 
substance. In their operas, the word shapes the music as much as the music shapes the word. 
This reciprocity between verbal and musical structures defines the linguistic aesthetics of 
Russian opera. This linguistic-musical dialogue – evident in the works of Glinka, 
Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov – became a defining feature of Russian 
musical culture, transforming opera into a medium where language, national identity, and 
emotional truth coexisted in perfect harmony. 
 
 
​  
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Chapter 4. Case study: Boris Godunov from Pushkin to Mussorgsky 
 

This case study examines how linguistic structure, dramatic organization, and musical 
setting interact in Mussorgsky’s adaptation of Pushkin, revealing language as a determining 
force in operatic form. This interaction is already embedded in Pushkin’s conception of 
historical drama, where language mediates between historical representation, political 
reflection, and collective memory. 

Alexander Pushkin drama Boris Godunov (1825) emerges from a profound 
engagement with Russian history, specifically the period known as the Time of Troubles 
(Smuta), a turbulent era marked by dynastic collapse, political instability, famine, imposture, 
and popular unrest. This period, spanning from the death of Tsar Feodor I in 1598 to the 
accession of the Romanov dynasty in 1613, constituted what has been described as a 
foundational trauma in Russian historical consciousness, marked by the collapse of dynastic 
legitimacy and the intrusion of competing claims to sovereign power. 24 

Pushkin drew extensively on historical sources, most notably Nikolai Karamzin’s 
History of the Russian State, as well as chronicles and annalistic materials, adopting a 
quasi-documentary approach to historical narrative. However, rather than producing a 
chronicle drama in the classical sense, Pushkin reshaped historical material into a form of 
historical tragedy that foregrounds moral ambiguity, political responsibility, and the 
psychological burden of power. As Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano observes, Pushkin’s 
engagement with historical sources does not result in a neutral chronicle but in a deliberate 
aesthetic transformation of historical material, in which documented events are reconfigured 
to foreground ethical responsibility, political ambiguity, and the psychological burden of 
power.25 

Within the context of early nineteenth-century Russian literature, historical drama 
occupied a particularly sensitive position. In the context of early nineteenth-century Russia, 
historical drama functioned as a privileged but highly regulated space in which questions of 
sovereignty, legitimacy, and popular agency could be explored only indirectly. As Ottomano 
notes, the historical stage became a site where political reflection was displaced into the past 
in order to render it aesthetically and ideologically permissible.26 In the aftermath of the 
Decembrist uprising, representations of historical crises acquired heightened ideological 
sensitivity, as depictions of unstable sovereignty risked implicit analogy with contemporary 
political anxieties. By dramatizing the crisis of sovereignty and depicting the people as an 
active historical force, Boris Godunov implicitly invited reflection on contemporary political 
realities. For this reason, Pushkin’s tragedy encountered significant censorship obstacles and 
was denied full theatrical staging during the poet’s lifetime. The drama’s engagement with 
questions of power, guilt, and legitimacy rendered it politically charged, situating it at the 
intersection of literary innovation and ideological risk. The representation of the people as a 

26 Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, 74–76. 
25 Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, 72–74. 

24 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 66-68. 
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collective historical subject, rather than a passive backdrop to dynastic power, constituted one 
of the most politically sensitive aspects of Pushkin’s drama. This emphasis, as Ottomano 
underlines, directly challenged the dominant ideological model of autocratic legitimacy by 
foregrounding popular presence within historical causality.27 

Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov cannot be understood without situating it within 
the intertwined historical, literary, political, and cultural forces that shaped both Pushkin;s 
original drama (1825) and Mussorgsky’s operatic reinterpretation (1869/1872). As recent 
scholarship emphasizes, this historical and literary framework does not determine the opera’s 
meaning but provides the conditions within which Mussorgsky’s operatic reimagining could 
emerge as an autonomous aesthetic project.28 

 
 

​ 5.1. Pushkin and the origins of Boris Godunov 
 

Alexander Pushkin wrote Boris Godunov in 1825 while confined at his family estate 
in Mikhaylovskoe under political surveillance. His turn to historical drama coincided with a 
period of intensified engagement with Russian history and with the constraints imposed by 
imperial censorship. Pushkin relied extensively on Nikolai Karamzin’s History of the Russian 
state, which provided both the narrative framework and the ethical gravity of the drama. As 
Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani observe, “Pushkin relied extensively on 
Karamzin’s History of the Russian State, adopting not only its narrative framework but also 
its moral seriousness in confronting the problem of power and responsibility.”29 
​ While Pushkin followed Karamzin closely in structure and historical sequence, his 
dramatic treatment of Boris introduced psychological ambiguity. The tsar appears neither as a 
purely criminal usurper nor as a heroic ruler, but as a figure torn between guilt, ambition, and 
a sense of paternal responsibility toward the Russian people. 
​ The subject matter of the drama was politically sensitive. The Time of troubles, 
marked by dynastic collapse, imposture, famine, and popular unrest, posed obvious 
difficulties for the imperial stage. Although Boris Godunov was eventually published, its 
theatrical realisation was delayed, and its circulation remained subject to censorship. Rather 
than rewriting the drama in a systematic way, censorship functioned primarily by restricting 
performance and shaping the conditions under which the text could appear. These tensions 
surrounding authority, legitimacy, and the crowd would later resurface in Mussorgsky’s 
operatic adaptation. While the subject matter of Boris Godunov was indeed politically 
sensitive, this sensitivity can only be fully understood through the historical and cultural 
significance of the Time of Troubles (Smuta) in Russian collective memory. The period, 
spanning the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, was marked by dynastic collapse 
following the extinction of the Rurikid line, widespread famine, social unrest, foreign 

29 Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov: Myths, Realities, 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 83. 

28 Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, 78. 

27 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 76–78. 
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intervention, and the emergence of impostors claiming the throne. Far from being a distant 
historical episode, the Smuta represented a foundational trauma in Russian historiography, 
symbolising the fragility of political legitimacy and the volatility of popular power. 
​ Pushkin’s decision to dramatise this period was therefore neither accidental nor purely 
antiquarian. His tragedy engages directly with the problem of sovereignty, presenting power 
not as divinely guaranteed but as historically contingent and morally ambiguous. By 
centering the drama on Boris’s troubled conscience rather than on heroic action, Pushkin 
shifted historical drama away from celebratory national myth toward psychological and 
ethical inquiry. In doing so, he departed from the dominant conventions of classical tragedy 
and aligned himself instead with Shakespearean models of historical drama, where political 
authority is inseparable from inner conflict and moral uncertainty. 
​ Pushkin’s principal historical source for Boris Godunov was Nikolai Karamzin’s 
History of the Russian State, a work that profoundly shaped nineteenth-century Russian 
conceptions of national history. From Karamzin, Pushkin adopted not only factual material 
but also a narrative emphasis on causality, moral responsibility, and the role of the people as a 
historical force. At the same time, Pushkin drew on chronicles and annalistic sources, 
preserving their episodic structure and collective perspective. This choice allowed him to 
construct a drama in which individual psychology, political legitimacy, and popular unrest 
coexist within a fragmented, polyphonic historical landscape. 
​ The political implications of such a drama were immediately apparent to Pushkin’s 
contemporaries. By depicting the people not as a passive backdrop but as an active, volatile 
presence, Boris Godunov implicitly challenged official narratives of autocratic stability. 
Moreover, the drama’s refusal to provide clear moral resolution – Boris is neither a 
straightforward tyrant nor an unequivocal villain, undermined simplistic ideological readings 
of history. For these reasons, Pushkin’s play encountered significant censorship obstacles, 
remaining unpublished for several years and only reaching the stage posthumously. The 
drama’s uneasy status reflects the broader tension between historical truth, artistic freedom, 
and political authority in early nineteenth-century Russia. 
​ In this context, Boris Godunov must be understood not merely as a historical tragedy 
but as a meditation on power, language, and legitimacy. Pushkin’s treatment of history 
foregrounds speech – public proclamations, rumours, prayers, and confessions as a vehicle 
through which authority is asserted, questioned, and established. This linguistic and dramatic 
structure would later prove especially significant for Mussorgsky, whose operatic adaptation 
sought to translate precisely this intersection of speech, psychology, and history into musical 
form. 
​ Pushkin’s dramaturgical method – episodic, chronicle-like, alternating between court 
politics and scenes of popular unrest, proved foundational for Mussorgsky. At the same time, 
the drama’s poetic density and fragmented structure posed significant challenges for operatic 
transformation. 
​ Alexander Pushkin’s tragedy Boris Godunov occupies a distinctive place in 
nineteenth-century Russian literature, not only as a foundational historical drama but also as a 
politically charged reinterpretation of national history. Written in 1825, during a period of 
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heightened censorship and ideological control following the Decembrist uprising, the play 
reflects Pushkin’s sustained engagement with the problem of power, legitimacy, and historical 
responsibility. 
​ The drama is set during the Time of Troubles (smutnoe vremia), a period of profound 
political, social, and dynastic crisis in Russia at the turn of the seventeenth century. Following 
the death of Tsar Feodor I and the extinction of the Rurikid dynasty, Russia experienced a 
sequence of disputed successions, impostures, foreign interventions, famine, and widespread 
popular unrest. This era was marked by the fragile nature of political authority and the 
ambiguous relationship between ruler and people, themes that Pushkin places at the centre of 
his dramatic conception. 
​ For Pushkin, the Time of Troubles functioned not merely as a historical backdrop but 
as a means of exploring the mechanisms of power and collective memory. Drawing 
extensively on Nikolai Karamzin’s History of the Russian State, as well as chronicles and 
annalistic sources, Pushkin sought to reconstruct history with documentary precision while 
simultaneously subjecting it to dramatic reinterpretation. His Boris Godunov departs from 
classical dramaturgical models, particularly those of French tragedy, and instead adopts a 
fragmented, episodic structure that mirrors the instability of the historical period it depicts. 
​ The choice of Boris Godunov as a protagonist was especially significant. Pushkin 
presents Boris not simply as a tyrant or usurper but as a psychologically complex figure, 
burdened by guilt, political anxiety, and moral ambiguity. At the same time, the drama 
assigns an unprecedented role to the people (narod ), portraying them as an active historical 
force rather than a passive background. This emphasis on popular agency represented a 
radical departure from conventional court-centered historical drama and implicitly challenged 
autocratic narratives of power. 
​ The political sensitivity of Boris Godunov was evident in its reception history. The 
play was subjected to extensive censorship and was not permitted to be staged during 
Pushkin’s lifetime. Its portrayal of regicide, illegitimate rule, and popular unrest resonated 
uncomfortably with the political climate of Nicholas I’s reign, in which historical 
representation was closely monitored for ideological conformity. As a result, Boris Godunov 
circulated primarily as a literary text rather than a theatrical work, reinforcing its status as a 
drama intended for reflective reading rather than immediate performance.  
​ Pushkin’s approach to historical drama thus combines documentary ambition with 
poetic and philosophical inquiry. His use of vernacular speech, shifting perspectives, and 
episodic scenes anticipates later realist aesthetics and foreground language as a bearer of 
historical meaning. These features would prove decisive for later composers, particularly 
Modest Mussorgsky, who recognized in Pushkin’s drama not only a compelling narrative but 
also a linguistic and structural model capable of transformation into a new form of musical 
drama. 
 
 
​  
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5.2. Mussorgsky: composer and context  
 

By the late 1860s, Mussorgsky had developed a distinctive artistic ideology centered 
on ‘pravdivost’ (fidelity) understood as fidelity to lived speech and psychological immediacy. 
Unlike several of his contemporaries, he sought a musical language that would mirror the 
rhythms and intonations of spoken Russian. Emerson and Oldani note that “for Mussorgsky, 
the principle of pravdivost’ meant fidelity to the natural rhythms and intonations of spoken 
Russian.”30 
​ Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky occupied a singular position within nineteenth-century 
Russian musical culture. Although associated with the circle known as the Mighty Handful, 
his artistic trajectory was marked by a particularly radical approach to musical language, 
dramaturgy, and the relationship between text and sound. Balakirev, Borodin, 
Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cui, Mussorgsky sought to reject academic European models in 
favour of a national musical language rooted in Russian history, folklore, and speech. This 
aesthetic programme privileged expressive truth over formal polish and placed particular 
emphasis on the natural rhythms and intonations of the Russian language. 

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Mussorgsky conceived musical composition as 
inseparable from linguistic and dramatic expression. His approach to opera rejected the 
conventional hierarchy in which text served merely as a vehicle for musical display. Instead, 
he pursued what he termed musical speech, a compositional principle whereby melody 
emerges directly from verbal intonation, syntax and emotional inflection. In his letters to 
Vladimir Stasov (1868-1868), Mussorgsky repeatedly formulates his rejection of 
conventional operatic forms and insists that must speak the language of living human speech, 
prioritizing truthfulness over aesthetic polish. 

 
“Я не признаю условных оперных форм, где правда приносится в жертву красоте.” 
 
“I reject conventional operatic forms in which truth is sacrificed to aesthetic beauty”31 
 
This formulation articulates Mussorgsky’s aesthetic principle of pravdivost’ not as 

stylistic naturalism but as a structural reorientation of operatic composition. Musical form is 
no longer conceived as an autonomous framework into which text is fitted, but as a direct 
extension of linguistic rhythm and psychological emphasis. Within the context of 
nineteenth-century opera, this position represented a radical challenge to established 
hierarchies between poetry and music. 
​ The aesthetic programme of the Mighty Handful was shaped by a shared desire to 
establish a distinctly national Russian music, independent of Western academic models. Yet 
within this collective framework, Mussorgsky emerged as the most uncompromising 
innovator. While composers such as Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov pursued national colour 
through folk melody and orchestration, Mussorgsky focused on the problem of musical 

31 Modest Mussorgsky, letter to Vladimir Stasov (1868). 

30 Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov: Myths, Realities, 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 83. 
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speech (rech’), aiming to reproduce the contours of everyday language within a musical 
framework. This ambition placed him at the centre of debates concerning realism, 
truthfulness, and the social function of art in post-reform Russia. 
​ Mussorgsky’s earlier operatic projects, including Salammbo and The Marriage after 
Gogol, remained unfinished, but they reveal an increasing commitment to operatic realism 
and declamatory truth. Boris Godunov became his first completed opera largely because 
Pushkin’s text offered a dramaturgical model grounded in public events and collective 
experience rather than in private romance. As Emerson and Oldani emphasize, “the drama 
unfolds not through private romance. As Emerson and Oldani emphasize, “the drama unfolds 
not through private romance or individual heroism but through public events in which 
collective states of mind become historically decisive.”32 
​ The political and cultural climate of the 1860s further conditioned Mussorgsky’s 
artistic development. The era of Alexander II was marked by reform, social unrest, and 
intensified debates about the role of the people in history. Imperial theatres remained under 
strict state supervision, and opera was regarded not merely as entertainment but as an 
ideological medium. In this context, Mussorgsky’s interest in a drama centered on historical 
crisis, popular unrest, and moral ambiguity was inherently risky. Unlike conventional operas 
focused on dynastic heroism or romantic intrigue, Boris Godunov foregrounded collective 
scenes, fragmented dramaturgy, and the psychological burden of power. 
​ Mussorgsky’s conception of opera thus challenged established hierarchies between 
poetry and music. Rather than treating the libretto as a pretext for musical elaboration, he 
approached text as a structural and semantic foundation:  
 

“Моя музыка должна быть художественным воспроизведением человеческой речи во 
всех ее тончайших изгибах.” 
 

“My music must be the artistic reproduction of human speech in all its subtlest inflections.”33 
 
Mussorgsky’s insistence on the people as the locus of dramatic agency aligns his 

operatic practice with contemporary realist literature while simultaneously intensifying the 
political sensitivity of the work within the imperial theatrical system. 

Speech rhythms, syntactic breaks, and lexical repetition were translated directly into 
musical gesture. This approach, which he articulated repeatedly in his correspondence, 
reflects his conviction that musical truth could only emerge from fidelity to linguistic 
expression. As a result, Mussorgsky assumed an unusually active role as his own librettist, 
reshaping Pushkin’s drama in accordance with his musical and dramaturgical vision. 
​ It is within this framework that Boris Godunov must be understood not merely as an 
operatic adaptation but as a rethinking of opera itself. Mussorgsky’s work stands at the 
intersection of literary realism, historical consciousness, and musical innovation. His refusal 
to subordinate language to melody, combined with his commitment to psychological and 

33 Modest Mussorgsky, letter to Vladimir Stasov, July 30, 1868. 

32 Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov: Myths, Realities, 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 90. 
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social truth, positioned him as a disruptive figure in Russian opera – one whose legacy would 
only be fully recognised in the twentieth century. 
​ The conception of drama allowed Mussorgsky to treat the Russian people not as a 
decorative chorus but as a central dramatic presence, shaping the opera’s moral and historical 
horizon. 
 
 
​ 5.3. Political and theatrical context of the 1860s:  
 

Mussorgsky composed Boris Godunov during a period of intense political and cultural 
transition. The reforms of Alexander II, including the emancipation of the serfs (1861), had 
opened new debates about national identity, social responsibility, and political authority. At 
the same time, the Imperial Theatres remained a deeply conservative institution: their 
approval was required for staging any new opera, and they frequently insisted on 
dramaturgical norms aligned with French grand opera, including the expectation of a central 
love story, virtuosic arias, and spectacular scenic tableaux. 

An opera based on Russian history, especially on the politically explosive Time of 
troubles was inherently risky. Decisions regarding approval and staging were shaped not by a 
single ideological agenda but by administrative caution and aesthetic expectations. As Robert 
Oldani demonstrates, “the censorship apparatus functioned less as an ideological monolith 
than as an administrative mechanism whose decisions were often inconsistent and reactive.”34 

This context helps explain both the rejection of Mussorgsky’s first version of Boris 
Godunov (1869) and the subsequent revision of the opera. Importantly, these developments 
cannot be attributed solely to censorship. Mussorgsky’s own aesthetic dissatisfaction played a 
crucial role in motivating the expanded 1872 version, including the addition of The Polish 
act. 

By the time Mussorgsky began work on Boris Godunov, Pushkin had become a 
canonical figure, often invoked as the national poet whose works embodied the structure and 
cadence of the Russian language. Yet adapting Pushkin for opera was a fraught endeavor. 
Emerson and Oldani describe Pushkin’s verse as posing a fundamental tension for composers: 
“Pushkin’s language poses a double challenge to the composer; its rhythmic exactitude 
invites musical setting, while its compression resists expansion.”35 

Mussorgsky approached Pushkin not simply as a source of linguistic and 
psychological authenticity. His task was not to decorate the text with music but to transform it 
into what he conceived as “musical speech”, intensifying the expressive force of the language 
without distorting its natural contours. Both Pushkin and Mussorgsky were drawn to the Time 
of troubles because it represented a foundational crisis of Russian statehood. For Pushkin, it 
was a laboratory of political psychology; for Mussorgsky, a lens through which to examine 
the relationship between ruler and people.  

35 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1994), 81. 

34 Robert William Oldani, “Boris godunov and the Censor”, The musical quarterly 65, no. 3 (1979): 367. 
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​ Later interpretations have often treated Boris Godunov as a prophetic warning against 
tyranny. Richard Taruskin cautions against such retrospective politicization, arguing that “to 
treat Boris Godunov as a prophetic warning against tyranny is to impose a retrospective 
political coherence foreign to its original aesthetic premises.”  The opera’s enduring power  ¹
lies not in a single political message but in its refusal to resolve questions of authority, guilt, 
and collective responsibility.36 
 

 
5.4. Mussorgsky: composer, aesthetic context, The Mighty Handful: 
 
Modest Mussorgsky emerged as a composer at a moment when Russian musical 

culture was actively redefining its relationship to Western European models. Unlike 
composers trained within the conservatory system, Mussorgsky developed largely outside 
academic institutions, aligning himself instead with the circle of composers known as The 
Mighty Handful (Moguchaya Kuchka). United by their opposition to what they perceived as 
artificial academic formalism, this group sought to cultivate a distinctly Russian musical 
language grounded in national history, vernacular speech, and folk tradition. 

Within this circle, Mussorgsky occupied a particularly radical position. While 
composers such as Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov remained attentive to formal balance and 
orchestral refinement, Mussorgsky pursued a more experimental aesthetic that privileged 
expressive truth over technical polish. Mussorgsky’s refusal of academic formalism was not 
an act of technical incompetence but a deliberate aesthetic choice grounded in his conviction 
that musical truth must emerge from linguistic and psychological necessity rather than 
inherited compositional rules. His compositional thinking was shaped by a deep engagement 
with literature, psychology, and spoken language, leading him to question conventional 
operatic forms , especially the separation between recitative and aria that dominated Italian 
and French opera. In The Marriage Musorgsky went much further, choosing a prose text 
molded on anti-lyrical and slangily colloquial speech. 

Mussorgsky’s early operatic projects reveal both the ambition and difficulty of this 
aesthetic program. Several works, including Salammbo and The Marriage (Zhenitba), 
remained unfinished, not merely due to practical obstacles but because of the compositional 
challenges inherent in his attempt to translate spoken Russian into musical form. These 
experiments nonetheless proved decisive in shaping his artistic priorities, particularly his 
conviction that music should arise organically from the natural rhythms and intonations of 
speech. As Ottomano observes, these unfinished projects functioned as a laboratory for 
Mussorgsky’s emerging concept of musical speech, allowing him to test the limits of 
linguistic realism within operatic form.¹  

Central to Mussorgsky’s aesthetic was the concept of musical speech (muzykal’naya 
rech”), an approach in which melodic line, rhythm, and harmonic progression are determined 
by linguistic syntax and psychological emphasis rather than by abstract musical symmetry. 

36 ¹ Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 211. 
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For Mussorgsky, music does not accompany the word; it grows out of it. Musical form is 
generated by the semantic weight, rhythmic contour, and emotional charge of speech itself. In 
this respect,  Mussorgsky treated the libretto not as a neutral vehicle  for music but as the 
generative core of musical structure itself. This position placed him at odds with prevailing 
operatic conventions and aligned him more closely with emerging realist tendencies in 
Russian literature. As Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano argues, Mussorgsky’s conception of 
musical speech represents a decisive crossing of the boundary between spoken language and 
musical form, in which syntax and intonation become the generative forces of composition.37 

The choice of Boris Godunov as Mussorgsky’s first completed opera must be 
understood within this broader aesthetic and ideological framework. With Boris Godunov, 
Mussorgsky effectively crosses the Rubicon, transforming the aspiration toward speech-based 
musical realism into a coherent operatic system.”38 Pushkin’s drama, with its episodic 
structure, shifting perspectives, and speech-driven characterization, offered a uniquely 
suitable foundation for Mussorgsky’s compositional aims. Unlike operatic subjects built 
around romantic intrigue or heroic spectacle, Boris Godunov allowed for a form of musical 
dramaturgy in which psychological tension, collective voice, and historical process could be 
articulated through language itself. 

Mussorgsky’s position within the cultural environment of the 1860s further intensified 
the radical nature of this project. The period was marked by social reform, intellectual 
ferment, and renewed debates about the representation of history and the people in art. Within 
this context, Mussorgsky conceived opera not as an elite spectacle but as a medium capable 
of engaging directly with national memory and collective consciousness. His approach to 
Boris Godunov thus reflects both an individual aesthetic vision and a broader cultural 
aspiration to redefine the relationship between music, language, and historical truth. 

At the time of composing Boris Godunov, Mussorgsky was closely associated with 
the aesthetic ideals of the Mighty Handful, a group committed to the creation of a national 
Russian music independent of Western academic models.  

 
 
5.5. Genesis of Mussorgsky’s the opera 
 
The genesis of Boris Godunov reflects both the ambition and the difficulties of 

Mussorgsky’s operatic project. Work on the opera began in 1868, during a period in which 
the composer was actively searching for a new model of musical drama that could reconcile 
historical truth, linguistic realism, and psychological depth. Unlike traditional operatic 
practice, Mussorgsky assumed full responsibility for the libretto, adapting Pushkin’s dramatic 
text himself rather than relying on a professional librettist. This decision was not incidental 
but stemmed directly from his conviction that music must grow organically out of language.  

38 Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, 81. 

37 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 67. 
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Mussorgsky’s correspondence from this period provides crucial insight into his 
aesthetic priorities. In letters addressed to Vladimir Stasov, his closest intellectual ally, the 
composer repeatedly emphasized his desire to create a form of musical declamation rooted in 
spoken Russian. Rejecting conventional operatic rhetoric, he articulated an ideal of musical 
speech in which melody follows the natural inflections, accents, and emotional contours of 
language. In one frequently cited letter, Mussorgsky insists that his task is not to embellish 
words with music but allow music to emerge from the word itself, preserving its 
psychological truth and expressive force.39 

This conception of musical realism shaped the compositional process of Boris 
Godunov at every level. Mussorgsky did not treat Pushkin’s drama as a fixed literary 
authority but as a reservoir of linguistic and dramatic material to be reshaped for the operatic 
stage. He selected scenes that foreground collective speech, inner monologue, and moral 
conflict, while discarding others that relied on narrative exposition or rhetorical ornament. 
The resulting libretto privileges fragmented dialogue, abrupt emotional shifts, and stark 
contrasts between private reflection and public utterance. 

The compositional timeline further reveals the complexity of the project. By 1869, 
Mussorgsky completed the first version of the opera, which was submitted to the Imperial 
Theatres. Its rejection marked a critical turning point. Official objections focused on 
structural irregularities, the absence of a conventional love plot, and the opera’s unsettling 
portrayal of political power and popular unrest. These criticisms exposed the tension between 
Mussorgsky’s artistic ideals and the institutional expectations of imperial operatic culture. 

Rather than abandoning the project, Mussorgsky entered a prolonged phase of 
revision, reassessing both the musical and textual dimensions of the work. This process 
culminated in the 1872 version, which incorporated significant structural changes, including 
the addition of The Polish act and the reconfiguration of key scenes. Importantly, these 
revisions cannot be understood solely as concessions to censorship. As Richard Taruskin has 
argued, the later version represents not a dilution but an intensification of psychological and 
dramatic coherence, particularly in the portrayal of Boris’s inner disintegration.40 

Throughout the genesis of Boris Godunov, Mussorgsky remained committed to his 
original aesthetic vision. Even as he negotiated external pressures, he preserved the principle 
that language must dictate musical form. The opera thus emerged not as a static adaptation of 
Pushkin’s drama but as a living document, shaped by literary inheritance, compositional 
experimentation, and institutional constraint. The genesis of Boris Godunov therefore 
exemplifies the complex interaction between linguistic innovation, dramatic conception, and 
sociopolitical reality that defines Mussorgky’s contribution to nineteenth-century Russian 
opera. 
​ Mussorgsky began work on Boris Godunov in 1868, completing the first version of 
the opera in 1869. This initial version adhered closely to Pushkin’s play and relied 

40 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 209. 

39 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 83. 
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extensively on the poet’s original verse. As scholars have emphasized, Mussorgsky’s 
commitment to Pushkin at this stage was unusually rigorous by operatic standards. 

The 1869 version was ultimately rejected for performance by the Imperial theatres. 
While institutional expectations played a role, particularly the absence of a conventional love 
plot and virtuosic arias, this rejection should not be interpreted as the result of a unified 
censorial doctrine. Taruskin stresses that the decision reflected broader theatrical norms rather 
than a targeted political intervention.41 
​ Mussorgsky’s revision of the opera in 1872 demonstrated continued engagement with 
questions of dramatic effectiveness and musical realism. He expanded and reorganized 
several scenes and added the so-called Polish act, thereby introducing new political and 
psychological contrasts while preserving the opera’s historical orientation.42 
​ However, the rejection of the opera was determined not by artistic considerations 
alone, but by the broader institutional and ideological framework of the Imperial theatrical 
system. The evolution of Boris Godunov cannot be understood without reference to imperial 
censorship and the institutional constraints of the Russian theatrical system. The 1869 version 
of the opera was rejected by the Imperial Theatres on multiple grounds, including the absence 
of a conventional love plot and the opera’s unorthodox portrayal of political authority. 
Particularly troubling to censors was the emphasis on the people as an active historical force 
and the opera’s refusal to present a clear affirmation of monarchical ideology. 
​ As Oldani documents, censorship operated not merely as a prohibitive mechanism but 
as a force that shaped artistic negotiation. Mussorgsky’s subsequent revisions, culminating in 
the 1872 version, should therefore not be interpreted as simple concessions. As Taruskin 
argues, these changes reflect a recognition of dramaturgical priorities rather than ideological 
retreat. The addition of the Polish Act and the reorganisation of scenes intensified political 
contrast and psychological complexity, reinforcing rather than diluting the opera’s dramatic 
power.  

In this sense, revision emerges as a generative process through which linguistic, 
political, and musical imperatives intersect, transforming the libretto into a dynamic 
document responsive to both artistic vision and external constraint. 
 
​  

5.6 Mussorgsky’s correspondence and stated goals:  
 

Mussorgsky’s correspondence provides crucial insight into his aesthetic priorities. In 
letters written during the composition of Boris Godunov, he repeatedly articulated his 
commitment to what he termed muzykal’naya rech’ (musical speech). Rather than 
subordinating words to melody, Mussorgsky sought a form of musical expression that would 
intensify the semantic and psychological force of spoken language. 

42 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 97. 

41 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 211. 
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​ Taruskin characterizes this approach as a rejection of ornamental lyricism in favor of 
a declamatory style grounded in the rhythms, inflections, and emotional tensions of Russian 
speech.43 This principle shaped Muussorgsky’s handling of Pushkin’s text, which he treated 
not as a fixed libretto but as a flexible dramaturgical foundation. 

Mussorgsky adaptation of Pushkin’s drama may be understood through three primary 
strategies: 

 
1.​ Selection: he chose scenes from the play that best lent themselves to dramatic and 

psychological exploration, omitting episodic or non-dramatic passages that might 
hinder musical pacing. Emerson and Oldani note that ceremonial or episodic material 
was frequently reduced to its dramatic core.44 

2.​ Condensation: Dialogue and monologue were streamlined to align with musical 
phrasing while preserving Pushkin’s lexical and syntactic character. This allowed the 
language to remain recognizably Pushkinian while becoming musically viable.45 

3.​ Restructuring:Certain sequences were rearranged to heighten tension and continuity. 
The Terem scenes, in particular, were shaped to emphasize Boris’s growing paranoia 
and moral disintegration, creating a sustained psychological arc. 
 
Together, these strategies reveal a compositional method grounded in both literary 

fidelity and musical innovation. 
As Ottomano notes, the genesis of Boris Godunov must be understood as a process 

marked by tension between aesthetic aspiration, institutional resistance, and the unresolved 
problem of translating spoken realism into operatic form.46 

 
In this sense, the genesis of Boris Godunov was shaped by a prolonged and complex 

compositional process, during which Mussorgsky gradually clarified his aesthetic priorities 
and dramatic aims. His correspondence from the late 1860s provides invaluable insight into 
his understanding of opera as a form of musical speech rather than conventional melodic 
construction. In letters exchanged with Vladimir Stasov, Mussorgsky articulated a vision of 
opera grounded in linguistic realism, psychological truth, and historical authenticity.  

Mussorgsky’s correspondence from the period of composition provides crucial insight 
into his aesthetic priorities and creative method. In a letter to Vladimir Stasov dated 1868, the 
composer articulated his rejection of conventional operatic forms in unequivocal terms: 

“I want to bring the human speech on stage – not beautified, not smoothed over, but living, 
truthful, real.”47 

47 Letter from Modest Mussorgsky to Vladimir Stasov, 1868. 
46 Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, 66–67. 

45 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Mussorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 83. 

44 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 98. 

43 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 216. 
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This statement encapsulates Mussorgsky’s conviction that musical expression must 
arise organically from language itself. In another letter to Stasov, written during the 
composition of Boris Godunov, he further clarified his intent: 

“The past lives in the present; it is not history that interests me, but the living man, the 
speaking man.”48 

​ “I am working towards a form in which music does not embellish speech, but grows out of it. 
I want the truth of spoken language, its living intonations, to become the foundation of musical 
expression.”49 

​ This statement encapsulates Mussorgsky’s rejection of operatic convention. Rather 
than adapting text to pre-existing musical forms, he sought to construct music directly from 
linguistic material. Speech rhythms, pauses, and syntactic irregularities were not obstacles to 
be smoothed over, but expressive resources to be preserved. This principle would become 
central to his work on Boris Godunov, where declamation frequently replaces traditional 
aria-based structures. 
​ These letters reveal that Mussorgsky’s engagement with Pushkin’s drama was guided 
less by fidelity to historical narrative than by a desire to capture psychological and linguistic 
authenticity. His conception of opera as a form of heightened speech informs both the 
structure of the libretto  and the musical declamation, anticipating the radical departure from 
traditional operatic dramaturgy that Boris Godunov would represent. 

Mussorgsky’s engagement with Pushkin’s drama was therefore neither passive nor 
reverential in a conventional sense. Although deeply respectful of Pushkin’s text, he regarded 
it as material to be transformed through musical dramaturgy. His correspondence reveals a 
consistent emphasis on selection, condensation, and restructuring as necessary tools for 
operatic composition: 

​ “Pushkin gives the truth of character and situation; my task is to find the musical equivalent 
of that truth. I must cut, rearrange, and sometimes reforge the text so that it speaks through music.”50 

​ This passage demonstrates that Mussorgsky understood adaptation as an act of 
interpretation rather than transcription. His revisions were guided not by fidelity to the 
literary surface of Pushkin’s drama, but by a desire to intensify its psychological and 
historical force. Scenes were reordered to create cumulative tension, monologues were 
expanded or reframed to expose inner conflict, and collective scenes were emphasised to 
foreground the role of the people as a historical agent. 

 
 

 
 
 

50 Letter from Modest Mussorgsky to Vladimir Stasov, 1868. 
49 Letter from Modest  Mussorgsky to Vladimir Stasov, 1869. 
48 Letter from Modest  Mussorgsky to Vladimir Stasov, 1869. 
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7. Deep textual comparison: Pushkin’s drama, the 1869 libretto, and the 1872 
revised version: 

 
The comparison between Pushkin’s dramatic text and Mussorgsky’s two librettos 

reveals the extent to which Boris Godunov was reshaped under the pressure of linguistic, 
dramatic and political considerations. Although Mussorgsky declared his deep admiration for 
Pushkin and relied extensively on his text, the operatic libretto cannot be understood as a 
mere transcription of the drama. Instead, it constitutes a systematic reinterpretation of 
Pushkib’s work, guided by the requirements of musical speech, theatrical effectiveness, and 
ideological negotiation. 

The 1869 libretto mirrors Pushkin’s original drama with remarkable closeness, 
retaining substantial portions of the original verse. Yet Mussorgsky introduced subtle 
rhythmic and musical adjustments that anticipate later revisions. Emerson and Oldani 
emphasize that even in this early version, Mussorgsky actively reshaped Pushkin’s drama 
through selection and condensation in order to realize his own conception of musical 
dramaturgy.51 

Following the rejection of the 1869 version, Mussorgsky undertook a substantial 
revision of the opera. The 1872 version introduced several key changes: the addition of the 
Polish act increased psychological intensity in scenes such as Boris’s Terem monologues, and 
revised orchestration designed to support rather than overshadow the text.  

Taruskin argues that these changes should not be understood as concessions to 
censorship. Instead, they represent deliberate artistic decisions aimed at deepening the opera’s 
expressive and psychological complexity and at archiving a more integrated relationship 
between music and speech.52 
 

 
​ 7.1. Pushkin’s Boris Godunov: dramatic and linguistic foundations:  
 

Pushkin conceived Boris Godunov as a historical chronicle rather than a conventional 
tragedy. Drawing on Karamzin’s historiography and Shakespearean models, Pushkin 
structured the drama as a sequence of episodic scenes that alternate between private and 
public spaces, court intrigue and popular unrest. Emerson and Oldani emphasize that 
Pushkin’s dramaturgy deliberately avoids closure, ending instead in historical suspension 
rather than moral resolution. 
​ A defining feature of Pushkin’s text is its linguistic economy. Meaning is conveyed 
through concise dialogue, elliptical phrasing, and sharp shifts in register. Boris’s speech, in 
particular, oscillates between ceremonial authority and moments of intimate psychological 
exposure. For instance, in Boris’s monologue following his coronation, Pushkin writes: 
 

52 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky vs. Musorgsky: The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19th-Century Music 8, no.3 
(1985): 225 

51 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 1994), 94. 
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*”Достиг я высшей власти; шестой уж год 
Я царствую спокойно; но счастья нет…”* 
 

“I have attained supreme power; for six years already 
I have ruled in peace, yet I have found no happiness…”53 

​  
​ The restrained syntax and lack of overt emotional markers create an atmosphere of 
suppressed anxiety, inviting interpretation rather than explicit psychological exposition. As 
Emerson and Oldani note, Pushkin’s language presents an ideal yet challenging foundation 
for musical adaptation because of its compression and rhythmic precision.54  
​ At the same time, Pushkin’s drama resists operatic convention. It lacks a central love 
plot, features abrupt scene transitions, and ends not with resolution but with historical 
suspension. These characteristics contributed both to the play’s political sensitivity in 
Pushkin’s lifetime and to the difficulties Mussorgsky later encountered in adapting it for the 
operatic stage. 

Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto adheres with remarkable fidelity to Pushkin’s text. Large 
portions of the drama are preserved verbatim, particularly in scenes involving Boris, Pimen, 
and the people (народ). Rather than treating Pushkin’s verse as material for conventional 
operatic numbers, Mussorgsky approached it as the basis for what he termed musical speech 
(muzykal’naya rech’). 
​ Emerson and Oldani note that in this first version of Boris Godunov, Pushkin’s 
language functions as “a script for musical speech rather than a pretext for melody.”55 
Traditional arias are minimized in favor of extended declamatory passages that follow the 
rhythms and inflections of spoken Russian. This is especially evident in the coronation scene, 
where choral writing mimics the collective voice of the people rather than functioning as 
ornamental spectacle. 
​ However, Mussorgsky also exercised selective intervention. Certain scenes from 
Pushkin, particularly those less conductive to dramatic continuity – were omitted or 
compressed. The Marina-Dmitry subplot, already marginal in Pushkin’s play, was entirely 
absent from the 1869 version. As Oldani documents, this omission became a focal point of 
institutional criticism during the censorship process.56 
 

7.2. The 1872 revision; expansion and reorientation:  
 
The rejection of the 1869 version by the Imperial theatres stemmed primarily from 
dramaturgical and ideological concerns rather than from musical shortcomings. In his 
analysis of the censorial process, Oldani demonstrates that officials objected to the opera’s 

56 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 95. 
55 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 91-93. 

54 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridhe: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 83. 

53 Modest Mussorgsky, Boris Godunov, Act II, Boris’s Monologue, English translation. 
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lack of conventional love intrigue ‘любовная интрига’, the absence of a prominent female 
role, and its bleak portrayal of autocratic authority.57 
​ Particularly troubling was the opera’s emphasis on the people (narod) as an active 
historical force. Oldani notes that this focus, inherited directly from Pushkin, conflicted with 
prevailing operatic norms and heightened official unease about the opera’s political 
implications.58 The result was not a demand for specific textual excisions, but sustained 
pressure for structural revision. 
​ In response to these objections, Mussorgsky undertook a substantial revision of the 
opera in 1872. Although often described as a concession to censorship, this revision 
represents a fundamental rethinking of the opera’s dramaturgical balance. The most visible 
addition is the Polish act, centered on Marina Mniszech and the Jesuit Rangoni. While this 
act introduces a conventional operatic love plot, its function expands beyond institutional 
compliance by providing a geopolitical counterpoint to the Russian narrative. 
​ Richard Taruskin argues that the 1872 version “does not dilute the opera’s ideological 
force but redistributes it,” shifting emphasis from historical chronicle toward psychological 
disintegration.59 This reorientation is particularly evident in the expanded Terem scenes, 
where recurring musical symbols articulate Boris’s inner collapse. In the revised version, 
objects such as the clock and the parrot acquire symbolic weight, reinforcing themes of time, 
surveillance, and moral decay. 
​ As Emerson and Oldani observe, Mussorgsky’s work as a librettist reveals “his 
concern for the sung Russian word and for a realism rooted in speech.”60 Rather than merely 
setting Pushkin’s text, Mussorgsky reshaped it through selection, condensation, and 
reordering, creating a musical drama in which language and sound are inseparable. 
​ Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov provides a compelling example of how 
linguistic, dramatic, and political forces shaped a libretto that is deeply rooted in Pushkin’s 
drama yet fundamentally transformed through musical reinterpretation. While Pushkin’s 
Boris Godunov (1825) is conceived as a historical tragedy in the tradition of Shakespearean 
chronicle drama, Mussorgsky approached the text not as a finished literary structure but as 
raw material for musical dramaturgy. As Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani observe, 
Mussorgsky’s work as a librettist reveals ” his concern for the sung Russian word and for a 
realism rooted in speech.”61 Rather than merely setting Pushkin’s text to music, Mussorgsky 
re-envisioned his source material, selecting, condensing, and reshaping scenes to serve his 
dramatic and musical conception. 

 
 

​  
 

61 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 300. 
60 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 351. 
59 Richard Taruskin, “Boris Godunov and the Censor’, Journal of Musicology 8, no. 3 (1990): 349. 
58 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky,  95.  

57 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994),  
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7.3. Principles of adaptation:  
 

The transformation of Pushkin’s drama into operatic form involved several 
interrelated processes. Mussorgsky reduced Pushkin’s extensive rhetorical monologues, 
eliminated secondary scenes, and reorganised the dramatic sequence in order to heighten 
psychological tension and historical immediacy. This process was guided not by narrative 
completeness, but by what Mussorgsky perceived as the musical viability of spoken 
language.  
​ In contrast to Pushkin’s emphasis on verbal argumentation and political dialogue, 
Mussorgsky prioritised moments of emotional and psychological exposure. Speech-like 
declamation, fragmented syntax, and repetitive verbal structures become musical devices 
through which character psychology is articulated. 

The existence of two distinct librettos (1869 and 1872) further demonstrates that Boris 
Godunov was not a static text but a work in continual transformation. The 1869 version 
reflects Mussorgsky’s initial attempt to translate Pushkin’s historical tragedy into a musically 
viable structure centred on Boris’s psychological collapse. Following the rejection of this 
Version by the Imperial Theatres, Mussorgsky revised the opera extensively, resulting in the 
1872 version. 
​ These revisions were not limited to superficial additions but entailed a fundamental 
reconfiguration of dramatic balance, political emphasis, and psychological focus. The 
addition of the Polish Act, the expansion of crowd scenes, and the redistribution of 
monologues altered the opera’s ideological and dramaturgical profile. 
​ The differences between Pushkin’s original drama, Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto, and 
the revised 1872 version may therefore be understood as the result of shifting artistic 
priorities, institutional constraints, and evolving conceptions of musical realism. These 
transformations are summarised in Table 1, which compares the three textual states across 
key dramatic, linguistic, and ideological dimensions. 
​ As Caryl Emerson and Robert William Oldani observe, Mussorgsky’s work as a 
librettist reveals “his concern for the sung Russian word and for a realism rooted in speech”.62 
Rather than merely setting Pushkin’s text to music, Mussorgsky actively reshaped the drama 
by selecting, condensing, and reordering scenes in accordance with his musical and 
psychological conception. The table below illustrates how these interventions transformed 
both the structure and expressive focus of the original drama. 
 
 

7.8. Comparative table: 
 
Table 1. Comparison of Pushkin’s original, Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto, and 

Mussorgsky’s 1872 revised libretto. 

62 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 83. 
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Aspect Pushkin 1825 Mussorgsky 1869 Mussorgsky 1872 

1.​ Dramatic 
structure 

Episodic chronicle 
rather than linear 
tragedy; sequence of 
discrete scenes 
without conventional 
dramatic closure. 

Scenes selected and 
ordered food 
operatic continuity; 
substantial fidelity to 
Pushkin’s episodic 
structure with 
limited compression. 

Structural expansion 
and reordering; 
Terem scenes 
intensified; 
dramaturgy oriented 
toward sustained 
psychological 
progression rather 
than historical 
chronicle. 

2.​ Political 
content 

Depicts the Time of 
troubles; emphasizes 
the historical 
narrative and moral 
ambiguity; critiques 
power and 
legitimacy. 

Retains historical 
focus; compresses 
some political 
dialogues; intensifies 
dramatization of 
Boris’s indecision 
and guilt. 

Reorganizes scenes 
to heighten political 
tension; Polish act 
added to underline 
external threats; 
shifts emphasis on 
Boris’s paranoia and 
moral decline. 

3.​ Language Highly economical 
poetic language; 
abrupt shifts in 
register; coexistence 
of elevated rhetoric 
and vernacular 
speech. 

Pushkin’s text is 
preserved 
extensively; 
language treated as 
the basis for musical 
speech 
(muzykal’naya 
rech’); declamation 
follows spoken 
Russian. 

Further condensation 
and rhythmic 
adjustment; 
heightened reliance 
on declamatory 
recitative; linguistic 
realism intensified 
without abandoning 
elevated diction. 

4.​ Psychology Psychological states 
implied rather than 
articulated; Boris’s 
guilt suggested 
through restraint and 
silence. 

Psychological 
conflict made 
audible through 
musical declamation 
and monologue; 
tension articulated 
rather than narrated. 

Psychological 
disintegration 
foregrounded; Terem 
scenes expanded; 
symbolic objects 
(e.g., clock, parrot) 
reinforce inner 
collapse. 

5.​ Genre Historical tragedy in 
verse; chronicle 
form resistant to 
theatrical closure. 

Opera grounded in 
historical realism; 
rejection of 
conventional 
aria-centered 
dramaturgy; hybrid 

Opera refined for 
stage; recitative-aria 
blend; psychological 
opera; maintains 
historical-tragic 
genre but with 

36 
 



of declamation and 
choral drama. 

musical dramaturgy 
integrated. 

6.​ Censorship 
impact 

Pushkin’s play was 
delayed and 
modified due to 
Imperial censorship; 
staging prohibited; 
political sensitivity 
acknowledged but 
not resolved. 

Libretto was shaped 
under anticipation of 
censorship and 
institutional norms; 
absence of love plot 
identified as a 
structural liability. 

Revision responds to 
censors and practical 
stage concerns; 
Polish Act 
negotiated; text and 
scenes adjusted to 
meet approval while 
preserving 
psychological depth. 

7.​ Love plot Absent as a 
structural principle; 
political history 
dominates personal 
relations. 

Almost entirely 
removed; attention 
on political and 
collective 
dimensions. 

Introduced indirectly 
through the Polish 
act but subordinated 
to political and 
psychological 
themes rather than 
romantic resolution. 

8.​ Role of the 
people 

The people function 
as historical witness 
and moral 
barometer; episodic 
but ideologically 
central. 

Chorus elevated to a 
collective 
protagonist; depicts 
national sentiment; 
participates in 
political action. 

Chorus further 
dramatized; chorus 
functions as 
historical and moral 
counterweight to 
Boris’s isolation. 

  
The comparison presented in Table 1 highlights how Mussorgsky’s adaptation 

progressively departs from Pushkin’s literary model in order to accommodate musical, 
dramatic, and political imperatives. In terms of political content, Pushkin’s drama maintains 
an ambivalent historical distance, whereas Mussorgsky foregrounds popular unrest and 
collective responsibility, particularly in the choral scenes.  

Pushkin’s Boris Godunov depicts the Time of troubles, focusing on historical events, 
legitimacy, and moral ambiguity. Emerson and Oldani note that Pushkin drew heavily on 
Karamzin’s History of the Russian state and other chronicles, highlighting the moral 
responsibility of rulers.63 Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto compresses some political dialogues and 
externalizes Boris’s internal indecision through musical declamation. In the 1872 revision, 
the addition of the Polish act introduces external political pressures and emphasizes Boris’s 
paranoia and moral decline, reflecting both dramatic and historical considerations. 

Pushkin’s original language is elevated and poetic, with complex sentences typical of 
literary drama. Mussorgsky adapted it for musical needs, simplifying some lines for recitative 
while preserving key elevated passages. In the 1872 version, further condensation and 

63 ¹ Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 219. 
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rhythmic adaptation enhance musical expressiveness, allowing some conversational 
recitatives while maintaining elevated diction essential for dramatic effect. Taruskin 
emphasizes the integration of linguistic prosody and musical rhythm in Mussorgsky’s musical 
declamation.64 

In Pushkin, Boris’s guilt and fear are subtle and implied. Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto 
makes internal conflict explicit, particularly through monologues, with music emphasizing 
psychological tension. The 1872 revision foregrounds psychological realism: the extended 
Terem scene employs motifs such as the clock and parrot to reinforce mental deterioration, 
demonstrating the synergy of text and musical symbolism. 

Pushkin’s work is a historical tragedy in verse. The 1869 libretto adapts this into an 
opera, blending lyrical and dramatic elements. The 1872 version refined the genre for stage 
performance, integrating recitative and aria while emphasizing psychological depth rather 
than imposing a new genre label. 

Imperial censorship influenced both Pushkin and Mussorgsky. Pushkin’s play faced 
delays and required modifications due to restrictions on political commentary. Mussorgsky’s 
early libretto anticipates censorship concerns: love subplot minimized, and dramaturgy 
cautions in politically sensitive areas. The 1872 revision negotiated censorship requirements, 
particularly through the Polish act, while preserving Boris’s psychological depth.65 

Pushkin’s play contains minimal romantic content, peripheral to the main political 
narrative. Mussorgsky’s 1869 libretto almost entirely removes the love subplot, focusing on 
political and psychological aspects.66 In the 1872 revision, the absence of the love plot is 
maintained, reflecting stage and censorship considerations. 

In Pushkin, the chorus and secondary characters function as a moral and national 
conscience. Mussorgsky elevates the chorus in 1869, giving the people a more active 
dramatic role and reflecting national sentiment.67 In 1872, the chorus was further dramatized, 
functioning as witness and moral voice, amplifying tension and national identity. 

 
These structural transformations are summarised in Tables 1 and 2, which illustrate 

both Mussorgsky’s reorganisation of Pushkin’s dramatic material and the evolving 
dramaturgical logic of the opera’s two principal versions. While Table 1 highlights the 
chronological restructuring of Pushkin’s historical drama in the transition from literary text to 
operatic libretto, Table 2 clarifies how the 1872 revision reconfigures scene order and 
dramatic emphasis in response to both artistic and institutional pressures. Together, these 
tables provide a structural framework that complements the preceding analytical comparison 
of linguistic, political, and psychological dimensions. 

 
 

67 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 101. 
 

66 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 97. 

65 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press,, 90. 

64 Richard Taruskin, “Boris Godunov and the Censor”, Journal of Musicology 8, no. 3 (1990): 352-353. 
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Table 2. Plot chronology in Pushkin’s Boris Godunov and Mussorgsky’s operatic 
adaptation. 

 

Aspect  Pushkin’s drama (1825) Mussorgsky’s libretto 
(1869/1872) 

Opening setting  Kremlin/ Red Square/ Virgin 
Field: public pressure on 
Boris to accept the throne  

Public crowd scenes 
compressed; emphasis shifts 
from historical panorama to 
dramatic focus 

Narrative structure Episodic chronicle with 
rapid spatial and temporal 
shifts 

Selective reorganisation: 
fewer scenes, stronger causal 
and psychological continuity 

Role of the people  The people appear 
intermittently as a historical 
background 

The people become an active 
dramatic force, integrated 
into the musical and textual 
fabric 

Focus of drama  Political history of the Time 
of Troubles 

Psychological trajectory of 
Boris as central axis 

Temporal span  Broad historical sweep 
across years and locations 

Condensed timeframe, 
privileging internal conflict 
over historical completeness 

Genre orientation Historical drama in verse, 
modelled on Shakespearean 
chronicle 

Musical drama privileging 
declamation, speech rhythm, 
and psychological realism 

 
Source: adapted from Alexander Pushkin, Boris Godunov; Richard Taruskin, “The 

versions of ‘Boris Godunov’.” 
 
Table 2 highlights the fundamental shift from Pushkin’s conception of Boris Godunov 

as a historical chronicle to Mussorgsky’s operatic reconfiguration centred on psychological 
and linguistic realism. Pushkin’s drama unfolds as an episodic sequence of scenes that span a 
wide historical and geographical canvas, closely following the conventions of Shakespearean 
historical tragedy. Mussorgsky, by contrast, selectively condenses and reorganises this 
material, abandoning historical completeness in favour of dramatic coherence. This 
reorganisation reflects the composer’s aesthetic priority: not the documentation of history as 
such, but the representation of historical experience as lived, spoken, and psychologically 
internalised. 

Particularly significant is the transformed role of the people. While in Pushkin’s 
drama the народ functions primarily as a contextual presence within the historical narrative, 
Mussorgsky elevates the people to an active dramatic and musical force. Choral scenes are no 
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longer episodic illustrations of historical circumstance but become integral to the opera’s 
dramaturgy, shaping both the political atmosphere and Boris’s psychological trajectory. This 
shift reinforces Mussorgsky’s commitment to speech-based musical realism, in which 
collective utterance and vernacular language acquire structural and expressive significance. 

 
Table 3. Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov: comparison of the 1869 and 1872 versions. 
 

Aspect 1869 Versions 1872 Revised version 

Overall structure Compact, austere 
dramaturgy 

Expanded structure with 
added contrasts 

Polish act Absent  Added to provide political 
and dramatic counterbalance 

Love plot No conventional romantic 
subplot 

Introduction of 
Marina-Dmitry line to 
satisfy theatrical 
expectations 

Psychological emphasis Strong but concentrated Intensified through 
expanded scenes and 
symbolic motifs 

Terem scene Shorter, less developed  Expanded with clock and 
parrot motifs highlighting 
Boris’s paranoia 

Political focus Internal crisis of authority External political tension 
(Poland vs. Russia) 
reinforces internal collapse 

Censorial reception Rejected by Imperial 
Theatres 

Approved after revisions 

Dramaturgical logic Radical realism, 
speech-based musical 
declamation 

Broader theatrical appeal 
without abandoning core 
aesthetic 

 
Source: Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov, 

Richard Taruskin, “The versions of ‘Boris Godunov’.” 
 
Table 3 further demonstrates that the evolution from the 1869 to the 1872 version of 

Boris Godunov should be understood as a process of dramaturgical refinement rather than 
ideological compromise. While the 1869 version presents a stark and radically compact form 
of musical drama, its rejection by the Imperial Theatres prompted Mussorgsky to expand the 
opera’s structural and theatrical dimensions. The addition of the Polish Act and the 
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reorganisation of scenes introduced external political contrast and a limited romantic subplot, 
yet these changes did not dilute the opera’s core aesthetic. On the contrary, as Taruskin has 
argued, the revisions intensified psychological tension and clarified dramatic oppositions, 
particularly through the expanded Terem scene, where symbolic motifs such as the clock and 
the parrot deepen the portrayal of Boris’s moral disintegration. 

Read together, Tables 2 and 3 reveal that Mussorgsky’s libretto was not a static 
literary adaptation but a dynamic textual construct shaped by linguistic, political, and 
theatrical forces. The comparison underscores how structural modification, censorship 
pressure, and musical dramaturgy interested to produce an opera in which language functions 
as both a historical medium and a psychological instrument. In this sense, Boris Godunov 
exemplifies the uniquely Russian operatic approach to literary adaptation, where text and 
music are inseparable agents in the construction of meaning. 

 
 
7.9. Linguistic transformation and meaning:  
 
What distinguishes Mussorgsky’s adaptation from conventional operatic practice is 

not merely structural change but linguistic transformation. In both versions of the libretto, 
Mussorgsky preserves Pushkin’s lexical core while altering its temporal and emotional 
articulation through music. Speech becomes prolonged, fragmented, or intensified depending 
on psychological context. 

In the 1872 version, this process reaches its culmination: language and music form a 
single expressive system. As Taruskin argues, in the later version verbal declamation and 
musical process become inseparable, producing a heightened form of psychological realism 
in which emotional states are articulated through the interaction of text and sound.68 

As Emerson and Oldani observe, Mussorgsky’s work as a librettist reveals a profound 
concern for “the sung Russian word and for realism rooted in speech.”69 Rather than merely 
setting Pushkin’s text to music, Mussorgsky subjected the literary source to a process of 
linguistic transformation, selectively condensing dialogue, eliminating rhetorical excess, and 
reshaping scenes to align verbal rhythm with musical declamation. This process did not 
impoverish the text but intensified its expressive force, allowing psychological tension to 
emerge through economy of language and musical inflection.  

Linguistic transformation thus functions as a central mechanism through which 
Mussorgsky translates literary drama into operatic form, preparing the ground for the 
structural and ideological revisions that distinguish the 1869 and 1872 versions of the libretto. 

 
 
 
 

69 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 102. 

68 Richard Taruskin, “Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov: Tragic Vision”, in Defining Russia Musically (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), 307. 
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9. Censorship 
 
The evolution of Boris Godunov was profoundly shaped by the strictures of the 

Imperial censorship in the 19-th century Russia. Modest Mussorgsky’s libretto, derived from 
Pushkin's drama, initially encountered resistance due to its treatment of politically sensitive 
material. The Time of troubles, depicted in both Pushkin’s original text and Mussorgsky’s 
1869 libretto, involved a historical narrative concerning dynastic instability, usurpation, and 
social unrest – topics inherently delicate under Tsarist oversight. 

Imperial censorship operated through a complex system of aesthetic, ideological, and 
institutional expectations, requiring that operatic works conform not only to political 
orthodoxy but also to established theatrical norms. Censorship in the context of the Imperial 
Theatres did not function primarily as an apparatus of explicit ideological prohibition. Rather, 
it operated through a network of administrative, aesthetic, and institutional norms that 
determined what could be staged, how it could be staged, and under what dramaturgical 
conditions a work could enter the repertoire.70 One major issue was the absence of a romantic 
subplot, which theatre administrators regarded as a violation of operatic convention and a 
practical obstacle to staging, rather than an explicit demand of the censor.71 “The absence of a 
love plot in Boris Godunov was perceived less as an ideological provocation than as a 
structural anomaly. Within the system of the Imperial Theatres, the love intrigue functioned 
as a stabilising dramaturgical device, ensuring narrative coherence, emotional identification, 
and performative balance.” As Taruskin notes, “The Imperial censors objected to the work’s 
pessimistic portrayal of authority, requiring that Mussorgsky adapt or soften aspects of the 
text to comply with ideological expectations.”72 

Additionally, the censors scrutinized scenes portraying political machinations or 
conspiracies, fearing any parallel to contemporary Russian society. The 1869 libretto retained 
much of Pushkin’s historical chronicle but omitted explicit acts or dialogue that could be 
construed as a critique of the monarchy. The subsequent 1872 revision introduced 
modifications, including the Polish act, which redirected the ideological focus and provided a 
contrast that alleviated censorial concern by framing political tension externally rather than 
internally.73 

Textual and musical revisions in response to Censorship: Mussorgsky’s revisions 
demonstrate the complex interplay between artistic intention, musical dramaturgy, and 
regulatory pressure. Mussorgsky’s revisions extended beyond structural reorganisation to a 
recalibration of the relationship between text, vocal declamation, and musical texture, 
through which Boris’s psychological instability is progressively articulated. For example, the 
clock and parrot motifs in the Terem scene (1872) underscore Boris’s paranoia and moral 
decay, effectively converting a political critique into a personal psychological drama. 

73 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 83. 
 

72 Taruskin, 115. 
71 Richard Tarudkin, Musorgsky: Eight essays and an epilogue (Princeton university press, 1993), 112. 

70 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 83. 
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The censorship impact can also be traced through the language and dramaturgy of the 
opera. Mussorgsky adapted Pushkin’s text for musical declamation, but in several cases, 
lexical choices and syntactical constructions were modified to satisfy both the practical needs 
of singing and the ideological safety demanded by the censors. 

Conclusion on censorship influence: Imperial censorship, rather than merely 
obstructing artistic expression, inadvertently shaped the psychological and structural 
evolution of Boris Godunov. Mussorgsky’s ability to negotiate these constraints – retaining 
fidelity to Pushkin’s narrative while achieving dramatic and musical innovation, exemplifies 
how extramusical pressures influenced the Russian operatic tradition. As a result, the opera’s 
final form, post-1872 revision, represents a synthesis of literary fidelity, musical creativity, 
and political compliance, all of which remain critical to understanding its enduring 
significance. 

Contrary to later myths, the censorship of Boris Godunov was not limited to isolated 
textual objections but reflected a broader institutional resistance to the opera’s dramatic 
structure, ideological implications, and aesthetic principles. 

Operatic censorship in nineteenth-century Russia functioned not merely as political 
surveillance but as a mechanism enforcing aesthetic and dramaturgical norms. The Imperial 
Theatres expected operas to conform to established conventions, including the presence of a 
central love plot, a clear moral hierarchy, and a dramaturgy centred on individual protagonists 
rather than collective forces. 

The problem of the love plot and political ideology: one of the principal objections 
raised against Mussorgsky’s 1869 version was the absence of a conventional love intrigue. As 
Robert Oldani demonstrates, the censorial authorities regarded this omission as a structural 
flaw rather than a neutral artistic choice, since the love plot traditionally served as stabilising 
narrative element within operatic dramaturgy.74 

Even more troubling was the opera’s emphasis on the people (narod) as an active 
historical subject. What proved most problematic was not the depiction of a weak or guilty 
tsar, but the elevation of the people to the status of an autonomous historical agent. In Boris 
Godunov, the narod is no longer a passive chorus but a dramatic subject whose collective 
voice shapes historical meaning.75 In Mussorgsky’s setting, the crowd is not a passive 
backdrop but a central dramatic force whose suffering, unrest, and moral ambiguity shape the 
political narrative. This representation challenged official expectations of monarchical 
ideology and historical determinism. 

Revision as creative strategy, not capitulation: the revisions undertaken between 1869 
and 1872 should therefore not be understood as a simple concession to censorship. Revision 
in Boris Godunov should not be interpreted as a retreat from aesthetic radicalism. On the 
contrary, the process of revision intensifies Mussorgsky’s dramaturgical thinking and clarified 
his conception of musical speech, transforming external constraint into an internal 

75 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 73. 
 
 

74 ¹ Robert Oldani, “Boris Godunov and the Censor”, Cambridge Opera Journal 2, no. 3 (1990): 247. 
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compositional principle.76 As Richard Taruskin argues, Mussorgsky used the institutional 
rejection as an opportunity to rethink the opera’s dramatic architecture, intensifying rather 
than diluting its psychological and ideological complexity.77 

The most visible result of this process was the addition of the Polish Act, which 
introduced new characters, political contrasts, and a more explicit international dimension. At 
the same time, Mussorgsky redistributed Boris’s monologues, refined declamatory patterns, 
and expanded symbolic motifs that underscore the protagonist’s psychological disintegration. 

Taruskin notes that the 1872 version heightens psychological tension through 
recurring symbolic elements, such as the clock and the parrot in the Terem Scene, which 
function as auditory and visual markets of Boris’s paranoia and moral collapse.78 

Transition to stage history: despite these revisions, the opera’s path to the stage 
remained complex. The difficulties surrounding censorship, dramaturgy, and institutional 
acceptance continued to shape the performance history of Boris Godunov, influencing not 
only its initial reception but also later editorial interventions. These issues will be addressed 
in the following section, which examines the opera’s stage history and subsequent revisions. 
 

 
10. Revision (1872 version) 
 
The 1872 revision of Boris Godunov marks a fundamental transformation in the 

opera’s dramaturgy, thematic focus, and psychological depth. In contrast to the 1869 version, 
which adhered more closely to Pushkin’s chronicle and emphasized the political dimension of 
the Time of troubles, the revised libretto reoriented the narrative towards the inner tragedy of 
Boris’s conscience and the broader ideological context of Russia’s historical destiny. “The 
work’s rejection by the Imperial Theatres provided Mussorgsky with the impulse for a 
comprehensive review of the opera and its significance, leading to a rethinking and a 
different understanding of history and musical dramaturgy.”79 This shift was shaped by three 
forces: Mussorgsky’s maturing artistic principles, practical concerns for staging, and the 
explicit demands of Imperial censorship. 

The addition of the Polish act: the most consequential alteration between the 1869 
and 1872 versions was the inclusion of the Polish act. This new material, centered on Marina 
Mniszech and the Pretender, served multiple dramaturgical functions. First, it addressed 
institutional and theatrical expectations for a female role and lyrical contrast, rather than a 
formal requirement imposed by the censor.80 Second, the Polish act reframed the opera’s 
conflict: while the earlier version emphasized internal dissent and the moral ambiguity of 

80 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 1994), 183. 
 

79 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 73. 

78 Richard Taruskin, “The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19-th-century music 6, no. 3 (1983): 217. 
77 Richard Taruskin, “The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19-th-century music 6, no. 3 (1983): 217. 

76 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 70. 
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Russian governance, the revised libretto juxtaposed Russian suffering with Western ambition, 
thereby shifting the ideological burden outward.81 

Moreover, the Polish act expanded the opera’s musical palette. The stylized Polish 
dances, ornamented vocal writing, and contrasting harmonic language provided a 
counterpoint to the stark declamation of the Russian scenes. As Taruskin argues, this contrast 
heightened the psychological alienation of the Pretender and underscored the cultural 
dichotomy central to Mussorgsky’s conception.82 

Reinforcing psychological tragedy: the 1872 revision foregrounded the centrality of 
Boris’s psychological decline, with particular emphasis on paranoia, guilt, and moral 
disintegration. “The false Dmitry transforms himself dramaturgically into the personification 
of all the specters haunting the tsar’s conscience.”83 The Terem scene exemplifies this shift: 
its symbolic motifs – such as the clock marking inexorable fate and the parrot as mockery of 
conscience – render Boris’s inner voice audible within the orchestral fabric. Unlike the earlier 
version, where political intrigue dominated, the revision situated tragedy within the 
sovereign's mind, proposing a more introspective reading of leadership and culpability. 

This enhanced psychological focus aligns with Mussorgsky’s aesthetic program of 
“musical speech”, which sought to merge prosody with dramatic verisimilitude. Accordingly, 
the 1872 version exhibits greater refinement in declamatory rhythm and tonal inflection, 
often departing from Pushkin’s syntax to achieve heightened realism. 

Reordering and reframing historical narrative: dramaturgically, Mussorgsky 
restructured scenes to clarify narrative progression and thematic emphasis. The dramaturgical 
emphasis of the Kromy Forest scene towards the conclusion of the opera reshaped the work’s 
ideological trajectory altered the work’s ideological conclusions: the succession of popular 
revolt, foreign intervention, and personal collapse reframed the tragedy not as the fall of a 
ruler, but as the crisis of national identity itself. “A bitter pessimistic reflection on the fate of 
Russia, certainly valid for the time of troubles, but which easily suggests a more universal – 
and perhaps much more timely – interpretation of the inescapable fate of the oppressed and 
their loss of faith in an autocratic government torn apart by internal conflicts.”84 Emerson and 
Oldani note that this adjustment reinforced the opera’s trajectory from political chronicle to 
“national lament”, underscoring Mussorgsky’s evolving conception of collective agency.85 

Furthermore, several deletions-most notably the reduced role of certain clerical and 
bureaucratic characters – reflect an effort to streamline the drama and intensify its emotional 
core, rather than dilute it through episodic historical detail. 

Consequences of the revision: the 1872 version, while satisfying external demands, 
ultimately achieved deeper artistic coherence. The addition of contrasting stylistic registers, 
enriched characterization, and stronger dramaturgical continuity elevated Boris Godunov 

85 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 186–187. 
 

84 Vincenzina Caterina Ottomano, “Boris Godunov”, in Musorgsky: Boris Godunov. Vox imago, ed. Federico 
Fornoni (Milan: Edizioni Gallerie d’Italia | Skira, 2023), 72. 

83 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and “Boris Godunov”: Myths, Realities, and 
Reconsiderations (Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 1994), 185–186. 

82 Richard Taruskin, “The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19-th-century music 6, no. 3 (1983): 217. 
81 Richard Taruskin, “The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19-th-century music 6, no. 3 (1983):, 217-219. 
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beyond the realm of historical narrative. The opera became not merely a representation of 
political turmoil, but a mediation on authority, legitimacy, and spiritual burden. 

In effect, the revision transformed the opera’s significance: it allowed Mussorgsky to 
retain Pushkin’s historical gravitas while articulating a uniquely modern psychological 
realism that defined his contribution to Russian opera. 

 
 
8. Stage history: 
 

​ The premiere of Boris Godunov took place on January 27, 1874, at the Mariinsky 
Theatre in St. Petersburg, the principal imperial operatic stage. As an institution, the 
Mariinsky operated under both aesthetic and political constraints, requiring new works to 
conform to established operatic conventions while avoiding material deemed institutionally 
sensitive. Mussorgsky’s opera, with its historical realism, focus on political events of the 
Time of Troubles, and lack of a conventional romantic subplot, posed an unusual challenge to 
both the authorities and audiences. The Mariinsky Theatre functioned as a highly regulated 
institution, where aesthetic expectations were inseparable from administrative and ideological 
control. Any new opera had to negotiate not only musical convention but also the limits 
imposed by imperial theatrical governance.86 
 

 
Figure 1. Early Mariinsky Theatre production of Boris Godunov (late nineteenth century), illustrating 
the opera’s uneasy integration into imperial operatic conventions. 
 

86 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 102. 
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​ Pushkin’s drama is set during the Time of Troubles, a period marked by dynastic 
collapse, famine, imposture, and popular unrest following the extinction of the Rurikid 
dynasty. By foregrounding the legitimacy of power and the role of the people in historical 
change, Pushkin departed from conventional court-centered historical drama. In the political 
climate of Nicholas I’s Russia, such a representation of unstable authority and popular agency 
rendered the drama ideologically problematic. The play’s emphasis on moral ambiguity and 
collective responsibility challenged the official narrative of autocracy, contributing to its 
troubled censorship history. 

Contemporary responses to the premier were divided. Some critics recognized the 
opera’s psychological depth and historical seriousness, while others expressed reservations 
about its episodic structure, unconventional pacing, and lack of familiar operatic climaxes. 
Emerson and Oldani note that early audiences, accustomed to established models of operatic 
spectacle and lyricism, found Mussorgsky’s dramaturgy difficult to assimilate within 
prevailing aesthetic norms.87 What troubled contemporary listeners was not simply the 
opera’s subject matter but its refusal to conform to inherited dramaturgical expectations. The 
episodic structure, the absence of lyrical climaxes, and the prominence of declamatory speech 
challenged prevailing notions of what opera was supposed to be. 

In the aftermath of the premiere, Mussorgsky encountered sustained institutional 
pressure to revise the opera. Concerns centered less on explicit political content than on 
dramaturgical irregularities and deviations from accepted operatic models. As Robert Oldani 
demonstrates, imperial censorship functioned primarily through administrative oversight 
rather than through systematic ideological intervention, shaping performance conditions 
rather than prescribing specific textual alterations.88 Censorship in the case of Boris Godunov 
operated less as a set of explicit prohibitions than as a system of institutional negotiation, in 
which dramaturgical norms, performance logistics, and ideological caution converged. 

Despite subsequent revisions, Boris Godunov remained challenging for both 
audiences and theatrical institutions. Its unconventional dramaturgy limited its immediate 
popularity and contributed to its uneven performance history in the late nineteenth century. 

A decisive turn in the opera’s stage history came with the revisions undertaken by 
Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. Seeking to secure the opera’s place in the repertory, 
Rimsky-Korsakov reorchestrated the score, adjusted harmonic progressions, and reorganized 
certain scenes to enhance clarity and continuity. Emerson and Oldani emphasize that these 
revisions were motivated by performative and pedagogical concerns, aiming to align the 
opera more closely with contemporary expectations of operatic coherence and vocal 
lyricism.89 

Rimsky-Korsakov's interventions had lasting consequences. On the one hand, they 
facilitated wider dissemination and ensured the opera’s survival on major stages. On the other 
hand, they altered key aspects of Mussorgsky’s aesthetic, particularly his use of abrupt 

89 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Musorgsky, 103. 
 

88 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Musorgsky, 123. 

87 ¹ Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 104. 
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declamation and speech-based musical structures designed to reflect natural prosody. As 
Taruskin argues, these revisions inevitably softened the stark realism and linguistic 
immediacy that were central to Mussorgsky’s original conception.90 

Throughout the twentieth century, musicologists and performers sought to restore 
Mussorgsky’s original score and libretto. Critical editions, based on manuscripts and early 
printed sources, highlighted the significance of his original choices, particularly the natural 
prosody, speech rhythms, and psychological tension conveyed through orchestration and 
vocal lines. Emerson and Oldani document how modern productions often negotiate between 
competing versions of the opera, sometimes combining elements of Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
revisions with restored passages from Mussorgsky’s original score.91  

 

 
 
Figure 2. Contemporary staging of Boris Godunov, illustrating modern reinterpretations of 

the opera’s political and psychological themes. 
 
This extended stage history demonstrates that Boris Godunov is not a fixed artifact 

but a work continually reshaped by aesthetic priorities, institutional pressures, and changing 
cultural contexts. Its performance trajectory illuminates the complex interaction between 
artistic intention and practical staging conditions, helping to explain the opera’s enduring 
centrality in the Russian operatic tradition. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

91 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 92. 

90 Richard Taruskin, “The Versions of Boris Godunov”, 19-th-century music 6, no. 3 (1983): 217. 
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Case study: Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin 
 
​ Alexander Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin occupies a unique position within Russian 
literature as a “novel in verse” that resists conventional dramatic adaptation. Its episodic 
structure, narrative digressions, and emphasis on psychological observation rather than 
plot-driven action posed significant challenges for operatic transformation. Unlike historical 
dramas or tragedies, Eugene Onegin lacks overt conflict, spectacular events, or climatic 
resolution. By selecting this work as the basis for an opera, Tchaikovsky deliberately turned 
away from monumental historical or political subjects, choosing instead a literary source 
grounded in introspection, emotional restraint, and the subtleties of everyday social life. 
These characteristics make the novel less immediately suited to theatrical representation, yet 
they also account for its exceptional potential as a vehicle for lyrical and psychological 
exploration. 
​ The genesis of Eugene Onegin reflects Tchaikovsky’s highly personal engagement 
with Pushkin’s text. In correspondence written during the composition of the opera, the 
composer repeatedly emphasized his desire to avoid theatrical spectacle in favour of “lyrical 
scenes” centred on emotional truth. Unlike the long and institutionally fraught genesis of 
Boris Godunov, Onegin emerged from a relatively autonomous creative process, in which 
Tchaikovsky exercised careful control over both musical and textual adaptation. The 
collaboration with Konstantin Shilovsky was instrumental in shaping a libretto that preserved 
Pushkin;s poetic voice while accommodating musical form. 

The genesis of Eugene Onegin as an operatic project reflects Tchaikovsky’s highly 
personal engagement with Pushkin’s text. In correspondence written during the composition 
of the opera, the composer repeatedly emphasized his desire to avoid theatrical spectacle in 
favour of “lyrical scenes” centred on emotional truth. This aesthetic orientation would 
decisively shape both the selection of episodes and the musical treatment of language in the 
opera. 

As Richard Taruskin observes, “since the literary model in this case was not a 
Shakespearean historical drama but a novel of (almost) contemporary Russian society and 
mores, ‘monument’ is not quite the right word. Its scale is small.” 92 

 
 
6.1. Tchaikovsky as composer and aesthetic context:  
 
Pyotr Tchaikovsky occupied a distinctive position within nineteenth-century Russian 

musical culture, situated between the nationalist aspirations of the Mighty Handful and the 
traditions of Western European symphonic and operatic composition. Unlike Mussorgsky, 
whose aesthetic programme was explicitly oriented toward the rejection of academic models, 
Tchaikovsky pursued a more integrative approach, seeking to reconcile Russian literary and 
emotional sensibility with established European musical forms. This dual orientation 

92 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, Vol. 3: Music in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 105. 
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profoundly shaped his approach to opera and, in particular, his treatment of language and 
text. 

By the time he began composing Eugene Onegin in 1877, Tchaikovsky had already 
achieved considerable success in instrumental genres and had composed several operas, yet 
he remained dissatisfied with conventional operatic dramaturgy. In contrast to grand 
historical subjects and spectacular stage effects, he articulated a growing interest in intimate 
psychological situations and lyrical expression. This aesthetic shift is explicitly articulated in 
his correspondence, where he repeatedly stressed his desire to compose an opera consisting of 
“lyrical scenes” rather than a traditional dramatic narrative. Such an approach required a 
fundamentally different relationship between music and language, one in which musical form 
would emerge from the emotional cadence of the text rather than impose itself upon it. 

Tchaikovsky’s conception of operatic language in Eugene Onegin is grounded in a 
heightened sensitivity to poetic rhythm, syntactic flow, and emotional nuance. Rather than 
pursuing Mussorgsky’s speech-based musical realism, Tchaikovsky sought to preserve the 
melodic and rhythmic integrity of Pushkin’s verse by translating its prosody into fluid, 
song-like musical phrases. Language, in this context, functions not as a vehicle for 
declamatory realism but as a catalyst for lyrical expansion, allowing music to articulate 
interior states of consciousness that remain only implicitly suggested in the text. 

This approach is closely linked to Tchaikovsky's collaborative work with Konstantin 
Shilovsky, whose role in shaping the libretto was guided by the composer’s aesthetic 
priorities. Together, they selected episodes that foreground psychological transformation such 
as Tatiana’s Letter Scene, the name-day, and the final encounter between Tatiana and Onegin 
while omitting or compressing passages that relied on narrative commentary or social satire. 
The resulting libretto does not attempt to reproduce Pushkin’s novel in its entirety but instead 
distils its emotional core, aligning linguistic economy with musical expressivity. Taruskin 
characterises Tchaikovsky as “the great poet of everyday life” and “a genius of emotion”, 
whose expressive power lay in his ability to channel ordinary experience through musical 
form.93 

In this sense, Tchaikovsky emerges as an innovator in a mode distinct from 
Mussorgsky. While Mussorgsky sought to approximate the rhythms of spoken Russian and to 
embed linguistic realism within musical declamation, Tchaikovsky developed a lyrical 
operatic language in which poetry and music form a continuous expressive surface. His 
treatment of language prioritises melodic continuity, psychological introspection, and 
emotional resonance, thereby establishing Eugene Onegin as a paradigmatic example of 
operatic adaptation grounded in poetic sensitivity rather than historical or political 
dramaturgy. 

 
 
 
 

93 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, Vol. 3: Music in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 112. 

50 
 



6.2. Primary sources:  
 
Tchaikovsky’s correspondence and the genesis of Eugene Onegin. Insight into 

Tchaikovsky's compositional priorities and his conception of operatic language is provided 
most clearly by his extensive correspondence written during the genesis of Eugene Onegin. 
The genesis of Eugene Onegin is documented in an extensive body of correspondence that 
provides direct insight intoTchaikovsky;s aesthetic priorities and his conception of operatic 
language. Unlike Mussorgsky, whose letters often reveal a struggle with institutional 
constraints and censorship, Tchaikovsky’s correspondence reflects a more autonomous yet 
deeply personal creative process. From the outset, he articulated a clear intention to reject 
conventional operatic dramaturgy in favour of an intimate, text-driven musical form. 

In a letter written during the early stages of composition, Tchaikovsky famously 
defined Eugene Onegin not as an opera in the traditional sense but as a cycle of “lyrical 
scenes”: 

“Я влюблен без памяти в образ Татьяны, я очарован стихами Пушкина и пишу на них 
музыку, потому что чувствую к ним непреодолимое влечение.  

Я не пишу оперу в принятом смысле этого слова, а пишу лирические сцены. В сюжете 
этом нет почти никакого действия, нет эффектных положений, но зато есть поэзия, 
человечность, простота, правда. 

Я хочу выразить простые, глубоко человеческие чувства, а не сценические эффекты. 
Я знаю, что это не опера и что она не будет иметь успеха но меня это не 

останавливает.” 
 
”I am deeply in love with the image of Tatiana; I am enchanted by Pushkin’s verses and I am 

setting them to music because I feel an irresistible attraction to them. I am not writing an opera, but 
lyrical scenes. In this subject there is almost no action, no striking situations, but there is poetry, 
humanity, simplicity, and truth. 

I want to express simple, deeply human feelings, not stage effects. I know that this is not an 
opera and that it will not be a success, but that does not stop me.”94 
 

By defining Eugene Onegin as a sequence of “lyrical scenes”, Tchaikovsky implicitly 
positioned the work in tension with the expectations of the imperial operatic stage. While 
Boris Godunov confronted political authority through historical representation, Onegin 
challenged operatic convention at the level of genre, replacing spectacle and action with 
psychological stasis and emotional intimacy. This constituted a different, but no less 
significant, form of artistic risk. 

This statement reveals a fundamental shift in operatic thinking. Rather than 
subordinating the literary text to musical architecture, Tchaikovsky conceived music as 
emerging organically from the emotional and poetic substance of Pushkin’s language. The 
emphasis on “irresistible attraction” underscores the affective dimension of this process: 
composition becomes an act of interpretative intimacy rather than dramatic construction. 

94 Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, letter to Nadezhda von Meck, 17 (29) May 1877. 
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Here, language and psychology replace plot as the primary engines of operatic 
meaning. Pushkin’s text is valued not for its narrative progression but for its capacity to 
articulate interior states of consciousness. This perspective directly informs Tchaikovsky’s 
approach to libretto construction, where textual selection becomes an act of emotional 
filtration rather than narrative compression. 

The collaboration with Konstantin Shilovsky further illustrates this method. While 
Shilovsky assisted in shaping the libretto, Tchaikovsky retained firm control over textual 
decisions, selecting scenes that lent themselves to musical introspection. As Tchaikovsky 
explained in his correspondence, he and Shilovsky selected only those passages of Pushkin’s 
text that were naturally suited to musical expression, discarding descriptive or dramatically 
inert material. This remark encapsulates Tchaikovsky’s linguistic criterion for operatic 
adaptation: text must already contain an implicit musicality, whether in rhythm, imagery, or 
emotional resonance. Unlike Mussorgsky’s pursuit of speech-based realism, Tchaikovsky 
sought a poetic language capable of seamless melodic expansion. 

Tchaikovsky himself recognised the unconventional dramaturgy of the subject. 
Writing to his brother Modest during the composition of Eugene Onegin in May 1877, he 
openly acknowledged the absence of traditional operatic intrigue: 

 
“Ты не поверишь, до чего я одержим эти сюжетом. Как я рад избавиться от эфиопских 

принцесс фараонов, отправлений, всякого рода ходульности. Какая бездна поэзии в “Онегине” 
Пушкина. Я не заблуждаюсь; я знаю, что сценических эффектов и движения будет мало в этой 
опере. Но общая поэтичность, человечность, простота сюжета в соединении с гениальным 
текстом заменят с лихвой эти недостатки”. 

 
“You cannot imagine how obsessed I am with this subject. How glad I am to be rid of 

Ethiopian princesses, pharaohs, poisonings, and every kind of stiltedness. There is an abyss of poetry 
in Onegin. I am not under any delusions; I know there will be little action or stage effects in his opera. 
But the overall poetic quality, the humanity, and the simplicity of the subject, combined with a text of 
genius, will more than compensate for these defects.”95 

 
This statement illustrates the composer’s deliberate rejection of conventional operatic 

dramaturgy. What might have appeared as a structural weakness within traditional operatic 
logic became, for Tchaikovsky, the central artistic strength of the project. The absence of 
external action allowed him to focus on interior psychological development and the musical 
articulation of emotional states.  

Tchaikovsky’s own correspondence confirms this aesthetic orientation. In a letter to 
Nadezhda von Meck in May 17(29), 1877, written during the composition of Eugene Onegin, 
the composer explicitly describes the unconventional nature of the work: 

 
“Я влюблен без памяти в образ Татьяны, я очарован стихами Пушкина и пишу на них 

музыку, потому что чувствую к ним непреодолимое влечение. 

95 Letter from Tchaikovsky to Modest Tchaikovsky, May 1877. 
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Я не пишу оперу в принятом смысле этого слова, а пишу лирические сцены.” 
 
“I am passionately in love with the image of Tatiana; I am enchanted by Pushkin’s poetry and 

I am setting it to music because I feel an irresistible attraction to it. 
I am not writing an opera in the accepted sense of the word, but rather a series of lyrical 

scenes.”¹ 96 
 
This statement reveals Tchaikovsky’s awareness of the unconventional nature of his 

project. By explicitly rejecting stage effects and traditional operatic action he redefined opera 
as a sequence of psychologically charged lyrical scenes. The composer’s own words confirm 
that the structure of Eugene Onegin was determined not by theatrical spectacle, but by 
emotional and linguistic priorities. 

Taken together, these letters demonstrate that Eugene Onegin was conceived as an 
opera in which language does not serve dramatic propulsion but lyrical revelation. 
Tchaikovsky’s engagement with Pushkin’s text is thus grounded in selection, condensation, 
and musical amplification rather than structural reconfiguration. The composer’s 
correspondence confirms that his operatic innovation lies in redefining the relationship 
between word and music as a space of psychological and poetic intimacy. 

Tchaikovsky’s aesthetic choices also entailed a significant institutional and generic 
risk, although of a different nature from that faced by Mussorgsky. Whereas Boris Godunov 
encountered political and ideological sensitivities, Eugene Onegin challenged operatic 
conventions at the level of genre and dramaturgy. The work deliberately avoided the grand 
historical conflicts, spectacular finales, and heroic action expected of imperial opera, 
presenting instead a sequence of intimate psychological scenes centered on everyday 
emotional experience. This intimate, chamber-like scale placed the opera at odds with 
institutional expectations of large-scale historical or mythological subjects and raised doubts 
about its suitability for the imperial stage. In this sense, Eugene Onegin represented not a 
political but an aesthetic and generic risk: a work that questioned the boundaries of opera by 
privileging lyric introspection over theatrical spectacle. 

Early reception of Eugene Onegin reflected this generic ambiguity. Initial responses 
were marked less by political concern than by aesthetic uncertainty: critics and audiences 
struggled to recognise the work as an opera in the traditional sense. The absence of 
large-scale dramatic conflicts, virtuosic arias, and spectacular finales created a sense of 
disorientation, as the work seemed to unfold through intimate emotional episodes rather than 
through conventional operatic action. Some early commentators perceived the opera as too 
restrained, too камерная, or insufficiently theatrical for the imperial stage. Only gradually did 
performers, critics, and audiences come to appreciate the psychological depth and structural 
coherence of Tchaikovsky’s conception. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
Eugene Onegin had come to be recognised as one of the central works of the Russian operatic 
repertory, its initial ambiguity reinterpreted as a sign of artistic originality. In this respect, the 
reception of Eugene Onegin mirrors that of Boris Godunov: both operas initially unsettled 

96 Letter from Tchaikovsky to Nadezhda von Meck in May 17(29), 1877 
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audiences, not because of technical deficiencies, but because they challenged prevailing 
assumptions about what opera should represent and how it should function. 

In this respect, the reception of Eugene Onegin mirrors that of Boris Godunov: both 
operas initially unsettled audiences, not because of technical deficiencies, but because they 
challenged prevailing assumptions about what opera should represent and how it should 
function. 

 
 
6.3. Genesis of the opera 
 
The genesis of Eugene Onegin reflects Tchaikovsky’s deeply personal engagement 

with Pushkin’s text. From the outset, the composer conceived the opera not as a conventional 
stage spectacle but as a sequence of “lyrical scenes” centered on emotional truth and 
psychological credibility. As Richard Taruskin observes, Tchaikovsky conceived Eugene 
Onegin as “an opera of inwardness in which the decisive action takes place within the 
characters rather than on the stage.”97 In his correspondence from the period of composition, 
Tchaikovsky repeatedly expressed scepticism toward operatic conventions that privileged 
external action over inner experience. This aesthetic position shaped both the musical 
language of the opera and the structure of the libretto, which was developed in collaboration 
with Konstantin Shilovsky. Together, they sought to preserve the poetic voice of Pushkin 
while adapting the text to the temporal and expressive demands of musical form. 

Genesis of the libretto. Collaboration with Konstantin Shilovsky: the libretto of 
Eugene Onegin was created through close collaboration between Tchaikovsky and Konstantin 
Shikovsky. Unlike Mussorgsky, who assumed full control over his libretto, Tchaikovsky 
relied on Shilovsky to assist in selecting, rearranging, and condensing Pushkin’s text. 

The process involved significant structural decisions. Entire sections of the novel 
were omitted, including many narrative digressions and secondary episodes, while others 
were reordered to enhance dramatic continuity. Crucially, however, Tchaikovsky preserved 
Pushkin’s verse wherever possible, maintaining its rhythmic and lexical integrity even as it 
was adapted for musical setting. 

This selective fidelity reflects a deliberate aesthetic choice: the libretto does not 
attempt to reproduce the novel in its entirety but instead dislikes its emotional core. 
 

 
6.4. Textual adaptation and musical treatment:  
 
Tchaikovsky did not attempt a literal musical recitation of Pushkin’s verses. Instead, 

he translated the literary text into musical dramaturgy, respecting poetic rhythm but adding 
harmonic and orchestral means to emphasize character emotions. 

Examples: 

97 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
561. 
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– Tatyana’s letter scene: Pushkin’s introspective monologue is extended musically, 
with orchestral color highlighting emotional nuances. 
– Lensky’s aria: musical motifs intensify the tragic inevitability of his duel, adding 
dramatic tension beyond the textual narrative. 

​ Unlike Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky’s adaptation was not shaped by overt censorship 
debates, and its primary focus remains psychological and emotional fidelity rather than 
political representation. 
​ The transformation of Eugene Onegin from a novel in verse into a lyrical opera 
involved not a comprehensive setting of Pushkin’s text but a process of radical selection and 
condensation. These structural and aesthetic shifts are summarised in Tables 3 and 4, which 
illustrate how Tchaikovsky reshaped Pushkin’s narrative into a sequence of psychologically 
charged musical scenes. 
 
 
​ 6.5. Linguistic transformation:  
 

The transformation of Pushkin’s poetic language into operatic discourse in Eugene 
Onegin differs fundamentally from Mussorgsky’s speech-oriented realism, yet it is no less 
systematic or deliberate. Whereas Mussorgsky sought to reproduce the rhythms and 
inflections of spoken Russian, Tchaikovsky approached Pushkin’s verse as a lyrical substance 
whose internal musicality could be expanded through melody, harmony, and orchestration. 

Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin is characterized by its refined poetic meter, irony, and 
narrative distance. Its language oscillates between intimate psychological reflection and 
detached authorial commentary, creating a textual texture that resists straightforward 
dramatic declamation. Rather than attempting to preserve this narrative voice, Tchaikovsky 
selectively extracted moments of heightened emotional concentration and reshaped them into 
contained lyrical scenes. 

As Emerson observes, Tchaikovsky’s achievement lies in his ability to convert poetic 
rhythm into  musical phrasing without undermining the integrity of the original text. The 
composer does not replicate Pushkin's verse mechanically; instead, he allows melodic line 
and harmonic progression to articulate emotional states that remain implicit in the poetry.98 In 
this sense, music functions as a semantic amplifier rather than a substitute for language. 

This process is particularly evident in Tatiana’s Letter Scene, where Pushkin’s text is 
retained with minimal verbal alteration yet undergoes profound transformation through 
musical means. The unfolding melody, shifting tonal centers, and orchestral texture 
externalize Tatiana’s inner monologue, translating poetic introspection into audible 
psychological space. Language here retains its primacy, but its expressive potential is realized 
fully only through musical expansion. 

Unlike Mussorgsky’s condensation and fragmentation of text in pursuit of dramatic 
immediacy, Tchaikovsky privileges continuity and lyrical flow. Passages that might appear 

98 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 25-27. 
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static on the page acquire temporal and emotional depth through musical duration. As Oldani 
notes, this approach reflects a fundamentally different conception of operatic language: one in 
which poetry is not dramatized through conflict but illuminated through sustained musical 
reflection.99 

Thus, linguistic transformation in Eugene Onegin operates through selection, 
preservation, and amplification rather than restructuring. Tchaikovsky’s opera demonstrates 
how literary language can remain intact while being recontextualized within a musical 
framework that deepens psychological insight. In contrast to the politically charged and 
speech-driven strategies of Boris Godunov, Eugene Onegin exemplifies a mode of operatic 
adaptation in which lyrical language and musical form converge to articulate interiority rather 
than historical or social drama. 

 
 
6.6. Dramaturgy and scene selection in Eugene Onegin:  
 
Unlike Boris Godunov, whose dramaturgical evolution was shaped by external 

pressures such as censorship and institutional rejection, Eugene Onegin emerged through a 
process of internal selection guided primarily by aesthetic and psychological criteria. 
Tchaikovsky’s adaptation of Pushkin’s novel in verse is marked not by revision in response to 
constraint, but by deliberate omission, condensation, and reorganization intended to preserve 
emotional coherence and lyrical intensity. 

Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin presents a broad narrative panorama, encompassing social 
observation, authorial digression, and episodic progression across several years. Tchaikovsky 
and Shilovsky responded to this narrative openness by constructing an operatic dramaturgy 
based on moments of emotional crystallization rather than chronological completeness. 
Scenes were chosen not for their contribution to plot development but for their capacity to 
sustain musical and psychological focus. “The opera’s structure is organised around moments 
of emotional crystallisation rather than narrative continuity.”100 

This selective dramaturgy is evident in the exclusion of significant portions of 
Pushkin’s narrative, including extended social satire, narrative commentary, and secondary 
episodes that resist musical dramatization. By contrast, scenes such as Tatiana’s Letter, the 
confrontation between Onegin and Lensky, and the final encounter between Tatiana and 
Onegin are preserved and expanded musically, functioning as emotional nodes around which 
the opera’s structure is organized. 

The absence of transitional narrative material results in a dramaturgy characterized by 
ellipsis and concentration. Rather than smoothing over these gaps, Tchaikovsky embraces 
them, allowing music to supply continuity where language recedes. Musical form thus 
assumes a dramaturgical function, shaping temporal flow and emotional progression 
independently of narrative logic. 

100 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
550. 

99 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 27. 
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As Oldani observes, Tchaikovsky’s approach reflects a conception of opera as 
psychological sequence rather than dramatic action.101 The opera unfolds through juxtaposed 
interior states, each articulated through distinct musical language. This method stands in 
contrast to Mussorgsky’s historically grounded dramaturgy, where scene structure is closely 
tied to collective action and political process. 

The final structure of Eugene Onegin reveals a dramaturgical economy grounded in 
restraint. By resisting expansion, spectacle, and external conflict, Tchaikovsky constructs an 
operatic form in which language and music collaborate to express emotional inevitability 
rather than narrative causality. Dramatic tension arises not from action but from the temporal 
distance between utterance and realization, a tension that music alone is able to sustain.  

In this sense, dramaturgy in Eugene Onegin emerges as an extension of linguistic 
transformation. Scene selection, omission, and musical expansion operate together to 
translate Pushkin’s poetic introspection into an operatic language defined by psychological 
continuity and lyrical depth. 

In the absence of censorship, dramaturgical coherence in Eugene Onegin emerges not 
through revision but through selection. Tchaikovsky’s exclusion of politically neutral yet 
theatrically expansive episodes reflects an aesthetic logic analogous to Mussorgsky’s 
revisions: both composers reshape literary sources in response to constraint, whether external 
or self-imposed. In this sense, dramaturgy in Eugene Onegin is governed by lyrical economy 
rather than ideological negotiation. 

 
​ Table 3. Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin vs. Tchaikovsky’s libretto (1879) 
(Literary source and operatic adaptation) 
 

Aspect Pushkin’s novel in verse 
(1823-1831) 

Tchaikovsky/Shilovsky 
libretto (1879) 

Genre Novel in verse combining 
lyric poetry, narrative 
digressions, and social 
commentary 

Lyrical opera (“lyrical 
scenes”), focused on 
emotional and psychological 
moments 

Narrative scope  Broad panorama of Russian 
society, authorial 
commentary, irony 

Narrowed dramatic focus; 
authorial voice removed 

Structure  Chronological but 
expansive; includes 
reflections, digressions, and 
narrative distance 

Episodic structure centered 
on selected emotional 
climaxes 

Language  Highly poetic, ironic, Condensed poetic language 

101 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University press, 1994), 17. 
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self-reflexive adapted for vocal delivery 

Psychology Character psychology 
mediated through narrator 

Psychology externalised 
through music, vocal line, 
and orchestration 

Tatiana  Psychological depth 
revealed through narration  

Central dramatic figure; 
Letter scene becomes 
emotional core 

Onegin  Ironically distanced, socially 
reflective 

More introspective, 
musically shaped character  

Role of society Social context explicitly 
narrated 

Society functions as 
background rather than 
driving force  

Authorial presence  Strong, ironic narrator  Entirely absent 

 
Table 3 demonstrates that Tchaikovsky’s adaptation of Eugene Onegin is governed not 

by historical or political imperatives but by a selective reorientation toward lyrical 
psychology. Pushkin’s novel in verse presents a broad social panorama mediated through a 
highly self-conscious narrative voice, in which irony, authorial digression, and social 
observation are as central as the protagonists themselves. In transforming this text into an 
opera, Tchaikovsky and Shilovsky deliberately abandoned the narrative totality of the source, 
suppressing the authorial presence in favour of a dramatically focused sequence of 
emotionally charged scenes. The result is not a musical retelling of the novel but a 
reconfiguration of its poetic essence within the constraints and expressive possibilities of 
operatic form. 
​ Language plays a crucial role in this transformation. Whereas Pushkin’s verse 
operates autonomously, shaping meaning through poetic structure and narrative mediation, 
the operatic libretto condenses and rearticulates the text to serve vocal delivery and musical 
pacing. As Table 3 indicates, character psychology in the opera is no longer conveyed 
through narration but externalised through melodic contour, orchestration, and harmonic 
language. Tatiana's letter scene exemplifies this shift: while its textual content remains close 
to Pushkin’s original, its dramatic significance is radically amplified through musical 
expansion, transforming a private act of writing into the emotional and structural centre of the 
opera. 
 
​  
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Table 4. Structural transformation in Eugene Onegin 
(Selection and reorganisation of Pushkin’s text) 
 

Aspect  Pushkin’s novel Operatic adaptation 

Opening  Rural life and social 
observation  

Domestic, intimate setting 

Letter scene One episode among many Dramatic and musical centre 
of the opera  

Narrative digressions Extensive  Eliminated  

Time span  Long temporal arc Compressed 

Duelling episode Part of broader narrative  Dramatic turning point  

Final encounter  Philosophical resignation Emotional confrontation 

Language-music relation  Text autonomous  Music shapes pacing, 
emotion, and meaning 

 
​ Table 4 further illustrates how Tchaikovsky’s adaptation strategy priorities 
psychological coherence over narrative completeness. Entire layers of Pushkin’s social 
commentary and temporal development are omitted, and the opera’s structure is organised 
around a limited number of decisive emotional encounters: the Letter Scene, the duel, and the 
final confrontation between Tatiana and Onegin. This selective approach contrasts sharply 
with Mussorgsky’s chronicle-based dramaturgy in Boris Godunov. Yet it reflects an equally 
rigorous engagement with language, in which poetic rhythm and semantic nuance are 
translated into musical expression rather than preserved through textual fidelity alone. 
​ Taken together, Tables 3 and 4 reveal that Eugene Onegin embodies a distinct Russian 
operatic model in which literary language is not subordinated to music but transformed by it. 
Tchaikovsky’s libretto demonstrates how the operatic medium can intensify the psychological 
and emotional dimensions of a literary text, even as it relinquishes narrative breadth. In this 
sense, Eugene Onegin stands as a complementary case study to Boris Godunov, showing how 
language in nineteenth-century Russian opera could serve not only historical and political 
realism but also lyrical introspection and intimate psychological drama. 

 
 
6.7. Tchaikovsky and the decision to compose Eugene Onegin:  
 
Tchaikovsky’s decision to adapt Eugene Onegin emerged in a cultural climate 

markedly different from that which shaped Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov. Rather than 
engaging with questions of national history and political legitimacy, Tchaikovsky was drawn 
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to what he described as “intimate, human drama” – emotional conflicts that unfold quietly 
rather than through historical catastrophe. 

The composer initially doubted the operatic viability of Pushkin’s text, noting the 
absence of conventional dramatic climaxes. Nevertheless, he came to view these very 
qualities as a source of artistic freedom. In correspondence, Tchaikovsky emphasised his 
desire to create an opera of “lyrical scenes”, rejecting grand operatic spectacle in favour of 
psychological truth and emotional immediacy. 

 
 
6.8. The disappearance of Pushkin’s narrator: from ironic mediation to musical 

interiority 
 
One of the most profound transformations in Tchaikovsky’s adaptation of Eugene 

Onegin concerns the disappearance of Pushkin’s authorial narrator. In the novel in verse, the 
narrator is not merely a neutral storyteller but an active, self-conscious presence who 
mediates between characters and reader. He comments on events, interrupts the narrative with 
digressions, reflects on literary conventions, and frequently introduces ironic distance 
between action and interpretation. This narrative voice shapes the epistemological structure 
of the novel: events are filtered through reflection, irony, and cultural commentary rather than 
presented as immediate psychological truth. 

Pushkin’s narrator performs several crucial functions. First, he frames characters 
within a broader social and literary context, often undermining romantic pathos through 
irony. Second, he creates temporal distance, constantly reminding the reader that the story is 
being recollected and reconstructed. Third, he destabilizes emotional identifications by 
oscillating between empathy and playful detachment. The novel’s psychological depth 
therefore emerges not solely from the characters’ utterances but from the tension between 
their interior experiences and the narrator’s interpretative stance. 

This layered narrative structure poses a fundamental challenge for operatic adaptation. 
Opera, by its very nature, privileges embodied presence over narratorial mediation. In 
Tchaikovsky’s adaptation, the authorial voice disappears entirely. “Pushkin’s intrusive 
narrator, so essential to the novel’s irony, has no place in the opera.102 There is no equivalent 
to Pushkin’s ironic commentary, no external mediator to frame or reinterpret the characters’ 
actions. The removal of this narrative layer produces a decisive shift in the mode of 
representation: irony yields to immediacy, and reflective distance gives way to emotional 
immersion. 

The consequences of this transformation are structural as well as interpretative. 
Without the narrator’s ironic filtering, characters in the opera are no longer objects of subtle 
literary commentary but subject of direct psychological exposure. Tatiana’s emotional 
vulnerability in the Letter Scene, for example, is not mediated by narrative distance; it 

102 ¹ Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 420. 
 

60 
 



unfolds in real time through musical expansion. Similarly, Onegin’s belated recognition in the 
final scene is not framed by reflective irony but intensified through harmonic tension and 
vocal expression. The audience is invited not to observe characters from a distance, but to 
inhabit their emotional states. 

Music thus assumes functions previously carried by narration. Orchestration replaces 
commentary; harmonic shifts substitute for ironic qualification; melodic contour articulates 
inner hesitation or longing where Pushkin’s narrator might have offered reflective insight. In 
this sense, Tchaikovsky’s adaptation does not simply eliminate the narrator – it redistributes 
narrative authority into the musical fabric itself. The orchestra becomes an interpretative 
agent, shaping perception through tonal color, rhythmic pacing, and thematic development. 

This transformation can be understood as epistemological rather than merely 
structural. In Pushkin, knowledge about characters emerges through narrative mediation 
through the interplay of voice, irony, and reflection. In Tchaikovsky, knowledge is produced 
through affective experience. Emotional truth is not commented upon but enacted. The opera 
replaces discursive irony with lyrical subjectivity, and narrative distance with musical 
immediacy. 

Importantly, this shift aligns with Tchaikovsky’s own aesthetic priorities, as expressed 
in his correspondence. His insistence on “lyrical scenes” and his rejection of theatrical artifice 
imply a move toward interiority rather than commentary. The disappearance of the narrator 
therefore reflects not a limitation of operatic form but a deliberate aesthetic decision: to 
transform Pushkin’s ironic narrative into a drama of direct emotional presence. 

In this respect, Eugene Onegin represents not a loss of literary complexity but a 
reconfiguration of it. Where the novel balances irony and empathy, the opera privileges 
psychological continuity and lyrical immersion. The interpretative distance characteristic of 
Pushkin’s narrative voice is replaced by musical subjectivity, thereby redefining the 
relationship between language, music, and meaning within nineteenth-century Russian opera. 
 
 

6.9. Gendered perspective and musical interiority 
 
A further dimension of Tchaikovsky’s adaptation concerns the transformation of 

gendered perspective and the intensification of interiority, particularly in the figure of 
Tatiana. While Pushkin’s novel distributes narrative attention across multiple characters and 
frames them through an ironic male narrator, the operatic version reorients the emotional 
centre of gravity toward the female protagonist. This shift is not merely structural but 
ideological and expressive,  altering both the gender dynamics and the psychological 
architecture of the work. 

In Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin, Tatiana’s subjectivity is mediated by narration. Her 
emotions are filtered through descriptive commentary, irony, and retrospective framing. 
Although the Letter Scene in the novel offers access to her interior world, it remains 
embedded within a broader narrative structure that contextualizes and occasionally distances 
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her emotional intensity. The reader’s understanding of Tatiana emerges through a dynamic 
interplay between her voice and the narrator’s interpretative authority. 

In Tchaikovsky’s opera, this mediating layer disappears. Tatiana’s interiority is no 
longer narrated but directly embodied through musical time. The Letter Scene becomes not 
simply one episode among many but the emotional and structural fulcrum of the opera. 
“Tatiana’s Letter Scene forms the psychological axis of the opera.”103 Through extended 
melodic lines, shifting tonal centers, and evolving orchestral textures, Tchaikovsky 
transforms poetic introspection into sustained psychological presence. The audience 
experiences Tatiana’s vulnerability not as narrated reflection but as temporal immersion. 

This transformation produces a gendered reconfiguration of the work’s dramatic 
hierarchy. Whereas Pushkin’s novel balances perspectives and maintains ironic distance from 
both Tatiana and Onegin, the opera privileges Tatiana’s emotional trajectory. Her inner 
development – from naive romanticism to mature self-awareness, structures the opera’s arc. 
Onegin, by contrast, becomes psychologically legible primarily in relation to her. The shift 
subtly relocates narrative authority from a male ironic narrator to a musically articulated 
female subjectivity. 

Music plays a crucial role in this reorientation. Tchaikovsky’s lyrical idiom allows 
Tatiana’s voice to unfold with expressive continuity, granting her extended musical space 
unavailable to other characters. The orchestration supports her interior states with delicate 
harmonic shading and timbral nuance, reinforcing her centrality. In this sense, music becomes 
a medium of empathetic identification, amplifying female interiority in a way that the novel’s 
ironic narration deliberately tempers. 

The final scene intensifies this gendered perspective. In Pushkin, Tatiana’s refusal of 
Onegin is framed within narrative commentary that underscores moral restraint and social 
obligation. In the opera, however, the confrontation unfolds as a musical dialogue in which 
Tatiana’s emotional conflict is articulated through dynamic contrast and harmonic tension. 
Her decision is not narrated as a moral lesson but experienced as a psychologically charged 
moment of self-determination. The operatic Tatiana is therefore not merely an object of 
romantic idealization but an autonomous subject whose interior conflict structures the drama. 

This emphasis on interiority aligns closely with Tchaikovsky’s broader aesthetic 
programme. His correspondence repeatedly affirms his desire to express “simple, deeply 
human feelings” rather than theatrical effects. In Eugene Onegin, these “deeply human 
feelings” are most fully realized through Tatiana’s perspective. The opera’s intimacy – its 
chamber-like scale focus on emotional nuances allows female psychological experience to 
assume unprecedented prominence within the operatic framework of the imperial stage. 

The gendered transformation is therefore inseparable from the opera’s linguistic and 
musical strategies. By eliminating the ironic narrator and amplifying lyrical subjectivity, 
Tchaikovsky relocates meaning from narrative commentary to embodied emotion. The result 
is a form of operatic discourse in which gendered interiority becomes the primary site of 
dramatic truth.  

103 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
231. 
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In contrast to Boris Godunov, where collective voice and political legitimacy 
dominate the dramatic horizon, Eugene Onegin constructs its meaning through intimate 
psychological confrontation. Where Mussorgsky’s opera foregrounds historical agency and 
national discourse, Tchaikovsky’s centres on emotional recognition and personal ethical 
choice. The two works thus represent not only different approaches to literary adaptation but 
different configurations of subjectivity itself: one collective and political, the other interior 
and gendered. 
​ While Eugene Onegin has traditionally been interpreted through the lens of lyricism 
and psychological realism, its operatic reconfiguration of Tatiana’s role also invites 
consideration from a gender-oriented perspective. Without imposing an anachronistic 
framework, it is nevertheless possible to observe that Tchaikovsky’s adaptation redistributes 
narrative authority in a way that foregrounds female interiority and vocal presence. 
​ In Pushkin’s novel, Tatiana’s subjectivity is mediated through a male narrative voice 
that frames, contextualizes, and occasionally ironizes her emotional experience. Although her 
Letter Scene provides access to her interior world, it remains embedded within a textual 
structure governed by authorial commentary. Her voice is powerful, yet it is never fully 
autonomous: it is interpreted for the reader through narrative mediation. 
​ Opera, however, transforms this configuration through embodiment and vocalisation. 
As feminist musicologists such as Catherine Clement have argued, opera frequently stages 
female emotion as spectacle, often privileging the suffering or silencing of women. In Eugene 
Onegin, however, Tatiana's voice is neither marginal nor decorative. Instead, it becomes the 
structural and expressive centre of the work. The extended duration of the Letter Scene grants 
her an unprecedented space of uninterrupted self-expression. Musical time expands around 
her interior monologue, suspending external action in favour of psychological unfolding. 
​ From this perspective, Tchaikovsky’s operatic language can be understood as enabling 
a form of female subjectivity that is less mediated and more experimentally immediate than 
in the literary source. The absence of the ironic narrator removes a layer of interpretative 
control, allowing Tatiana’s emotional articulation to stand on its own terms. Her confession, 
doubt, and vulnerability are not commented upon but enacted in real time through melody 
and orchestration. 
​ The final confrontation scene further reinforces this shift. Tatiana’s refusal of Onegin, 
though framed within moral and social constraints, is musically articulated as an assertion of 
agency rather than submission. Her vocal line resists collapse into passive resignation; 
instead, it maintains structural integrity and expressive strength. The musical architecture 
supports her autonomy, positioning her decision as the ethical culmination of the opera. 
​ This gendered redistribution of dramatic focus does not imply that the opera abandons 
nineteenth-century social norms. Tatiana ultimately remains within the boundaries of marital 
duty. Yet the path toward that resolution is framed through sustained interior articulation 
rather than narrative judgment. The opera thus grants her psychological authority even within 
conservative social structures. 
​ From a feminist analytical standpoint, Eugene Onegin can therefore be read as a work 
in which musical discourse complicates traditional gender hierarchies of narration. Whereas 
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Pushkin’s text balances irony and empathy within a male-authored narrative frame, 
Tchaikovsky’s opera relocates interpretative power into the female singing voice. The 
transformation from narrated subject to vocal subject marks a significant reconfiguration of 
gendered representation within Russian opera. 
​ In contrast to Boris Godunov, where collective political agency dominates the 
dramaturgical field, Eugene Onegin centres emotional truth within individual, and 
specifically female interiority. The opera thereby demonstrates how the operatic medium can 
function not only as a vehicle of national discourse but also as a space for the articulation of 
gendered subjectivity. 
 
 

7. Language, music, and psychological realism:  
 
Language plays a central role in Tchaikovsky’s operatic conception. Unlike 

Mussorgsky’s speech-based declamation, Tchaikovsky privileges melodic continuity and 
lyrical expansion. Nevertheless, his music remains closely attuned to the prosody and 
emotional contour of Pushkin’s verse. 

The famous Letter Scene exemplifies this approach. Tatiana’s monologue retains 
much of Pushkin’s original text, yet the musical setting transforms internal reflection into an 
extended emotional arc. Melody, orchestration, and vocal line do not merely accompany the 
words but amplify their psychological resonance, allowing the audience to experience the 
character’s inner turmoil in real time. 

Tatiana’s letter is presented as a completed textual unit: the narrator introduces it, and 
the reader encounters it as an already written confession. The psychological process that led 
to its creation remains largely implicit, conveyed through poetic framing rather than 
dramatized action. 

Tchaikovsky, by contrast, transforms the episode into an extended process unfolding 
in real time. The opera follows Tatiana through hesitation, emotional fluctuation, and 
self-interrogation as she composes the letter. Moments that occupy only a brief narrative 
space in Pushkin, such as her uncertainty, fear of rejection, and oscillation between hope and 
shame are expanded musically through repetition, pauses, and orchestral commentary. 

The composer also introduces verbal expansions that have no direct equivalent in the 
novel’s linear poetic presentation. Tatiana’s apostrophes to herself and to onegin are 
prolonged through reiterated phrases, exclamatory lines, and lyrical vocalizations that slow 
dramatic time. Music thus renders audibly the act of emotional formulation: the letter 
emerges gradually before the audience rather than appearing as a finished document. 

In this sense, Tchaikovsky shifts the narrative focus from textual artifact to 
psychological genesis. The scene dramatizes not simply what Tatiana writes, but how she 
arrives at the act of writing – her sleeplessness, agitation, and imaginative projection of 
Onegin’s response. Musical form becomes the medium through which interiority is 
externalized, allowing the process of composition itself to function as operatic drama. 

64 
 



Tchaikovsky’s adaptation thus operates as a form of translation rather than 
transformation: the poetic language remains recognisable, while music provides an additional 
expressive dimension. 

In Eugene Onegin, linguistic rhythm plays a formative role in shaping musical 
structure. Tchaikovsky’s melodic lines often follow the natural prosody of Pushkin’s verse, 
privileging vocal cantilena over declamatory realism. This approach contrasts with 
Mussorgsky’s speech-driven musical syntax, yet it reflects an equally deliberate engagement 
with language as a compositional force. Music thus becomes a medium through which poetic 
meaning is extended rather than replaced. 

In contrast to Boris Godunov, Eugene Onegin avoids overt political or historical 
themes. Its dramatic structure is inward-facing , centred on personal regret, emotional 
misalignment, and temporal distance. The absence of a collective protagonist, so central to 
Mussorgsky, underscores the opera’s focus on individual psychology. 

This difference is reflected linguistically. Where Mussorgsky foregrounds vernacular 
speech and collective discourse, Tchaikovsky cultivates a refined poetic idiom, shaped by 
lyrical balance and emotional restraint. Language functions not as a marker of social conflict 
but as a medium of introspection. “Language functions not as a marker of social conflict but 
as a medium of introspection.”104 

A central yet often underemphasised dimension of Eugene Onegin concerns the 
transformation of narrative time into musical time. Pushkin’s novel is structured around 
temporal distance: it unfolds retrospectively, shaped by recollection, maturation, and the 
awareness of irreversibility. The narrator frequently signals the passage of years, reflecting 
upon characters with irony and hindsight. Emotional meaning emerges not only from events 
themselves but from the distance between past experience and present understanding. 

In adapting the novel for the operatic stage, Tchaikovsky necessarily relinquishes this 
narrative temporality. Opera cannot sustain retrospective commentary in the same way prose 
can. Instead, the composer reconfigures temporal distance as a musical phenomenon. Rather 
than narrating memory, he composes it. Musical duration, repetition, and expansion assume 
the structural function previously fulfilled by retrospective narration. “Music replaces 
narrative retrospection with experiential immediacy.”¹ 105 

The Letter Scene offers the clearest example of this transformation. In Pushkin's 
novel, Tatiana’s confession occupies a defined textual space within a broader narrative arc. In 
the opera, however, the moment is temporally magnified. Musical time stretches beyond 
realistic duration, suspending external action and isolating a single emotional state. Through 
extended melodic lines, harmonic modulation, and orchestral layering, Tchaikovsky 
transforms a narrative episode into an immersive psychological present. Time ceases to 
advance; it deepens. 

This dilation of musical time allows interiority to unfold gradually rather than be 
summarized or framed by commentary. The orchestra sustains emotional tension through 

105 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
231. 

104 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
125. 
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harmonic instability, while recurring motifs mirror the oscillation of doubt and hope within 
Tatiana’s consciousness. What in the novel is remembered and contextualised becomes, in the 
opera, experientially immediate.  

The opera’s broader structure further reinforces this temporal logic. The duel and the 
final confrontation are separated by a significant narrative gap in Pushkin’s text, marked by 
maturation and social transformation. In the opera, this gap is not verbally elaborated but 
musically implied. The shift in tonal language, orchestral weight, and vocal maturity between 
earlier and later scenes signals the passage of time without narratorial explanation. Temporal 
development is registered effectively rather than discursively.  

Most striking is the opera’s reversal of emotional chronology in the final act. In the 
earlier Letter Scene, Tatiana occupies the position of emotional vulnerability, while Onegin 
remains detached. In the final confrontation, this dynamic is inverted. Onegin now 
experiences the intensity of unreciprocated desire that once defined Tatiana’s position. The 
opera thereby creates a symmetrical temporal structure in which past emotion returns in 
altered form. Memory becomes embodied in musical recurrence and dramatic mirroring. 

This reversal produces a powerful sense of belated recognition. Unlike in the novel, 
where irony tempers emotional excess, the operatic finale intensifies regret through musical 
insistence. Harmonic tension and vocal escalation underscore the irreversibility of time. The 
audience does not observe regret from a reflective distance; it unfolds in the immediacy of 
performance. The opera thus converts narrative retrospection into musical inevitability. 

From a theoretical perspective, this shift may be understood as a transformation from 
narrated time to enacted time. Pushkin’s novel constructs meaning through temporal layering: 
past and present coexist within the narrator’s reflective voice. Tchaikovsky replaces this 
layered temporality with musical continuity, in which psychological states are prolonged and 
revisited through thematic development. Memory is no longer a discursive act but a structural 
principle embedded in musical form. 

Importantly, this temporal reconfiguration aligns with Tchaikovsky’s broader aesthetic 
orientation toward lyrical introspection. His rejection of grand historical spectacle in favour 
of intimate emotional scenes implies a reorientation from public historical time to private 
psychological time. Where Boris Godunov situates its drama within collective historical 
process, Eugene Onegin situates its meaning within the subjective experience of temporal 
loss. 

In this sense, musical time in Eugene Onegin becomes the primary vehicle of tragic 
awareness. The opera’s emotional force derives not from external catastrophe but from the 
recognition that certain moments cannot be reclaimed. Through elongation, repetition, and 
structural symmetry, Tchaikovsky transforms Pushkin’s meditation on memory into a musical 
architecture of irreversibility. 

The result is an operatic form in which temporality itself becomes a dramaturgical 
substance. Emotional truth is inseparable from duration, and psychological insight unfolds 
through time rather than narrative explanation. In converting narrative retrospection into 
musical immediacy, Tchaikovsky does not diminish Pushkin’s thematic concern with 
memory; he rearticulates it within the expressive grammar of opera. 
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7.1. Ethics of recognition and the Tragedy of Belatedness 
 
Beyond its lyrical and psychological dimensions, Eugene Onegin may be understood 

as an opera structured around an ethics of recognition. At its core lies not political conflict, as 
in Boris Godunov, but a moral drama grounded in perception, misrecognition, and belated 
awareness. The opera’s tragedy does not arise from external catastrophe but from the failure 
to recognise emotional truth at the moment when it demands response. 

In Pushkin’s novel, the theme of belated recognition is filtered through narrative 
irony. Onegin’s eventual realisation of Tatiana’s worth is presented with a degree of 
detachment, as the narrator frames his transformation within a broader meditation on time, 
maturity, and social convention. The reader perceives the symmetry between Tatiana’s earlier 
vulnerability and Onegin’s later desperation, yet this symmetry remains embedded within 
reflective commentary. 

Tchaikovsky’s adaptation intensifies this ethical structure by removing ironic 
mediation and allowing recognition to unfold as an immediate emotional crisis. The opera 
foregrounds two mirrored scenes: Tatiana’s Letter Scene in Act I and the final confrontation 
in Act III. In the first, Tatiana recognises and articulates her love openly, exposing herself to 
rejection. Onegin, unable or unwilling to respond ethically to this confession, retreats into 
detachment. In the final act, the positions are reversed. Onegin now recognises the depth of 
his earlier blindness and confronts the consequences of his emotional inertia. 

This structural mirroring creates an ethical arc defined by asymmetry and delay. 
Recognition occurs, but too late. The tragedy lies not in the absence of feeling but in its 
temporal misalignment. Emotional truth is perceived only after the conditions for its 
fulfilment have vanished. In this sense, the opera dramatises not romantic failure alone but 
moral failure: the failure to respond appropriately to another’s vulnerability. 

Music plays a decisive role in articulating this ethical dynamic. In the Letter Scene, 
Tatiana’s extended melodic lines and harmonic instability convey openness and risk. Her 
confession unfolds as a sustained offering, musically expansive and emotionally transparent. 
Onegin’s earlier musical material, by contrast, often carries restraint and distance. In the final 
act, however, his vocal writing becomes urgent, marked by heightened tension and expressive 
insistence. The musical language thus enacts the reversal of ethical positions. 

The final confrontation between Tatiana and Onegin constitutes the opera’s ethical 
climax.Unlike in grand operatic tragedy, there is no death, no duel at this moment, no public 
catastrophe. Instead, the decisive action is a refusal. Tatiana acknowledges that she still loves 
Onegin, yet she chooses to remain faithful to her husband. This decision is not presented as 
passive submission but as an assertion of moral coherence. Her recognition of her own 
enduring feeling does not negate her commitment; rather, it intensifies the ethical weight of 
her choice. 

In this respect, the opera constructs an ethics grounded in responsibility rather than 
passion. Emotional authenticity alone does not justify action. Recognition must be 
accompanied by ethical self-limitation. Tatiana’s final position embodies a form of moral 
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maturity absent in Onegin’s earlier behaviour. The asymmetry between them is therefore not 
merely emotional but ethical. 

The opera’s tragic force derives from irreversibility. Recognition arrives, but the 
possibility of ethical reciprocity has already passed. Musical tension in the final duet 
underscores this irreversibility: harmonic instability and dynamic escalation convey urgency, 
yet resolution is withheld. The ending offers no cathartic reconciliation. Instead, it leaves 
Onegin isolated, confronting the consequences of belated understanding. 

Contrasted with Boris Gorunov, where ethical conflict is intertwined with political 
legitimacy and historical guilt, Eugene Onegin relocates moral drama into the private sphere. 
The ethical stakes are no less significant, but they operate within interpersonal relationships 
rather than national destiny. Where Mussorgsky’s opera interrogates the legitimacy of power, 
Tchaikovsky’s interrogates the legitimacy of emotional response. 

The concept of recognition thus becomes central to the opera’s dramaturgy. 
Characters are defined not by heroic action but by their capacity or incapacity to perceive and 
respond to emotional truth. The tragedy of Eugene Onegin lies in the temporal disjunction 
between feeling and acknowledgment. Musical form transforms this disjunction into lived 
experience: the audience witnesses recognition as it unfolds too late to alter fate. 

Through this ethical architecture, Tchaikovsky transforms Pushkin’s meditation on 
maturity and regret into a drama of moral timing. The opera demonstrates that tragedy may 
emerge not from violence or destiny, but from the failure to act at the right moment. In doing 
so, Eugene Onegin establishes a distinctly lyrical mode of ethical drama, grounded in 
interiority, responsibility, and the irreversible passage of time. 

 
 

8. Stage history and reception 
 
Eugene Onegin premiered in 1879 at the Maly Theatre in Moscow, performed by 

students rather than established operatic stars. This modest staging reflected Tchaikovsky’s 
conviction that the opera required sincerity rather than virtuosity. Initial reception was 
cautious but favourable, and subsequent productions at the Bolshoi Theatre confirmed the 
work’s viability. Over time, Eugene Onegin became one of the most frequently performed 
Russian operas, its success resting on its emotional accessibility and linguistic clarity. Unlike 
Boris Godunov, Eugene Onegin required no substantial posthumous revision. Its relatively 
stable performance history reflects the compatibility of its lyrical language with established 
operatic conventions.  

The stage history of Eugene Onegin thus underscores the opera’s aesthetic position 
within nineteenth-century Russian opera. It confirms that Tchaikovsky’s focus on linguistic 
fidelity, emotional restraint, and psychological realism was not a limitation but a source of 
enduring interpretative vitality. The work’s reception history demonstrates how an operatic 
form grounded in poetic language and introspective dramaturgy could achieve canonical 
status without reliance on historical spectacle or political allegory. 
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​ Figure 1: The first student production of Eugene Onegin at the Moscow Conservatory (1879). 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Contemporary staging of Eugene Onegin at Teatro alla Scala (2019). 
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8.1. Interim synthesis  
 
Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky compared: taken together, Boris Godunov and Eugene 

Onegin reveal two fundamentally different strategies for adapting Pushkin to the operatic 
stage. Mussorgsky approaches language as a vehicle of historical truth and social conflict, 
reshaping Pushkin’s drama through declamation and structural reorganisation. Tchaikovsky, 
by contrast, treats poetic language as an object of preservation, allowing music to unfold from 
verse with minimal textual disruption. 

These contrasting approaches demonstrate the flexibility of Russian opera as a 
linguistic and musical system. In both cases, language remains central, not as a passive 
libretto but as a generative force that shapes musical form, dramatic pacing, and expressive 
meaning. 
 
Table 2. Comparison of Mussorgsky’s and Tchaikovsky’s approaches to adapting Pushkin. 
 

Aspect Mussorgsky (Boris 
Godunov) 

Tchaikovsky (Eugene 
Onegin) 

Approach to literary source Reshapes Pushkin; 
condenses, rearranges, and 
adds symbolic elements; 
adapts for dramatic and 
musical needs. 

Preserves Pushkin’s text as 
much as possible; selects 
key scenes; compresses 
narrative for operatic flow. 

Textual fidelity Moderate; reorganization 
changes narrative; some 
liberties in dialogue and 
character focus. 

High; main text largely 
intact; minor adjustments for 
musical phrasing. 

Psychology Heightened; internal conflict 
made explicit; musical 
motifs reinforce 
psychological tension. 

Central; music amplifies 
Pushkin’s introspection; 
character emotions 
expressed through melodic 
lines. 

Language-music interplay Recitative and aria 
integrated; simplification for 
musical rhythm. 

Verse preserved; musical 
phrasing reflects poetic 
meter; orchestration 
enhances subtext. 

Dramatic structure Reorganized scenes; Terem 
scene central; Polish act 
added in revision. 

Selected episodic scenes; 
linear, but compressed; letter 
scene climaxes 
psychological tension. 

Love plot Minimal; omitted due to 
censorship. 

Central; Tatyana-Onegin 
relationship drives drama. 
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Role of the people Chorus represents moral and 
national conscience. 

Limited; minor chorus or 
crowd scenes; focus on 
individual psychology. 

Censorship Major factor; Revisions 
necessary; political context 
influenced scene selection. 

No significant censorship; 
creative freedom allowed 
faithful adaptation. 

 
 
8.2. Conclusion 
 
The examination of nineteenth-century Russian opera, with particular focus on 

Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, 
demonstrates the central role of language, literature, and cultural context in shaping the 
operatic genre. These case studies illustrate that Russian opera was not merely a musical 
adaptation of pre-existing texts but a sophisticated artistic synthesis, where music and literary 
language were deeply intertwined to convey emotional, psychological, and national 
meaning.106 

In Boris Godunov, Mussorgsky’s engagement with Pushkin’s drama exemplifies how 
linguistic, political, and dramatic forces interact in opera. Through careful selection, 
condensation, and reorganization of Pushkin’s text, Mussorgsky created a libretto that 
balanced historical accuracy, psychological depth, and musical expressiveness.107 The opera’s 
revisions, including the addition of the Polish Act and heightened symbolic motifs such as the 
clock and parrot, further enhanced the psychological tension and dramatic impact.108 The 
challenges posed by censorship not only influenced scene selection and thematic emphasis 
but also highlighted how the opera negotiated questions of authority, legitimacy, and national 
identity under political constraints.109 

In contrast, Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin demonstrates a more faithful adaptation of 
literary source material. By preserving Pushkin’s verse and focusing on key psychological 
and emotional moments, Tchaikovsky translated the literary text into musical dramaturgy 
while maintaining the integrity of the original work.110 The composer’s meticulous attention 
to poetic meter, melodic contour, and orchestral coloring allowed the psychological 
complexity of the characters to emerge naturally, reflecting the lyricism and introspection 
characteristic of Russian literature.111 

Tchaikovsky’s own correspondence confirms that he did not conceive Eugene Onegin 
as a conventional opera, but rather as a new type of lyric theatre centered on psychological 

111 Robert Oldani, “Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin and the Poetic Source”, Slavic review 50, no. 3 (1991): 
600-605. 

110 David Brown, Tchaikovsky: The man and his music (London: Pegasus, 2007), 245-247 
109 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 102. 
108 Richard Taruskin, “Boris Godunov and the censor”, The Musical quarterly 79, no. 2 (1995): 351-353. 
107 Emerson and Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky, 95. 

106 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Mussorgsky and Boris Godunov (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 25-27.  
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truth and intimate emotional experience. From the earliest stages of composition, he insisted 
that the work should avoid spectacular effects and grand historical or heroic subjects. 

In a letter written in May 1877, during the initial phase of composition, Tchaikovsky 
explicitly defined his aesthetic intentions: 

 
“Я хочу написать оперу, но оперу интимную. Мне не нужны ни цари, ни царицы, ни 

битвы, ни марши, ни торжественные шествия. Мне нужна драма, которая трогала бы людей 
своей правдой, взятая из повседневной жизни, из настоящих чувств, а не из театральных 
эффектов.” 

“I want to write an opera, but an intimate one, without kings, queens, marches, battles, or 
processions. I want a drama that would move people because it is true , because it is taken from 
everyday life, from real feelings, not from theatrical effects.”112 

 
This statement reveals the composer’s conscious departure from dominant operatic 

models of the imperial stage. Rather than constructing a plot driven by external action, 
Tchaikovsky focused on moments of emotional recognition, psychological crisis, and moral 
reflection. The designation “lyrical scenes” thus reflects a deliberate aesthetic programme: a 
shift away from theatrical spectacle toward interiority and psychological realism. 

Comparing these two operas reveals complementary approaches to the relationship 
between literature and music. Mussorgsky prioritized dramatic and political resonance, 
actively reshaping literary material to serve musical and theatrical objectives, while 
Tchaikovsky emphasized fidelity to poetic text, using music to deepen and amplify emotional 
expression. Both approaches underscore the fundamental importance of language in Russian 
opera: the careful treatment  of textual features, linguistic rhythm, and semantic content was 
essential for translating literature into operatic form.113 

More broadly, the analysis confirms that nineteenth-century Russian opera functioned 
as a vehicle for cultural and national expression. By integrating folklore, historical narrative, 
and literary heritage into musical composition, composers created operas that not only 
entertained but also reflected and reinforced Russian identity. The interplay between language 
and music enabled nuanced character portrayal, conveyed social and political commentary, 
and embedded national consciousness within the operatic form.114 

In conclusion, Russian opera of the nineteenth century achieved its distinctive 
character through the inseparable fusion of literary text and musical expression. Mussorgsky 
and Tchaikovsky, each in their own way, demonstrate that language in opera is not merely a 
vehicle for plot but a crucial medium for psychological depth, dramatic intensity, and cultural 
identity. This study highlights the enduring significance of linguistic analysis in 
understanding opera and affirms that Russian composers’ literary engagement was 
instrumental in shaping one of the most profound and nationally expressive traditions in 
world musical history.  

114 Richard Taruskin, “Boris Godunov and the censor”, The Musical quarterly 79, no. 2 (1995): 352-353. 
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112 Letter from Tchaikovsky to Sergei Taneyev, 1877. 
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Conclusion 
 

Although both Boris Godunov and Eugene Onegin are based on works by Alexander 
Pushkin, the composers’ engagement with the literary source reveals fundamentally different 
aesthetic priorities. Mussorgsky approached Pushkin’s novel in verse as a poetic organism to 
be preserved and translated into music.  

For Mussorgsky, the literary source served as a foundation for a new form of musical 
dramaturgy rooted in historical realism. His adaptation of Boris Godunov involved selective 
condensation, reordering of scenes, and significant textual rewriting in order to align the 
drama with his concept of “musical speech”. Pushkin’s text thus became raw material for a 
broader artistic project shaped by linguistic, political, and musical imperatives. 

Tchaikovsky’s relationship to Pushkin’s text was more reverential. In Eugene Onegin, 
the composer sought to retain the poetic integrity and psychological subtlety of the original 
work. Rather than restructuring the narrative to generate dramatic tension, he focused on 
isolating emotionally charged moments and presenting them as lyrical scenes. The libretto 
functions less as a site of transformation than as a vehicle for musical introspection. 

The most striking contrast between the two operas lies in their treatment of language. 
Mussorgsky’s vocal writing is closely aligned with spoken Russian, privileging natural stress 
pattern, syntactic irregularity, and declamatory rhythm. This approach reflects his 
commitment to realism and his belief that music should emerge from the contours of 
everyday speech. 

In Boris Godunov, recitative and arioso often replace traditional arias, allowing text to 
unfold with minimal melodic embellishment. language determines musical structure, not the 
reverse. This method enables the opera to convey collective voices, social tension, and 
political conflict, particularly through the representation of the people as an active historical 
force. 

Tchaikovsky, by contrast, integrates language into a more conventional melodic 
framework. His vocal lines prioritise lyrical continuity, shaping Pushkin’s verse into flowing 
musical phrases. While prosodic sensitivity remains important, language is subsumed within 
melody rather than dictating it. This approach supports the opera’s psychological focus, 
allowing emotion to be expressed through musical expansion rather than speech-based 
declamation. 

Dramaturgically, Boris Godunov and Eugene Onegin represent opposing poles of 
nineteenth-century Russian opera. Mussorgsky constructs a fragmented, episodic structure 
reminiscent of a historical chronicle. The absence of a central love plot and the prominence of 
crowd scenes underscore the opera’s political orientation. Psychological depth emerges not 
through lyrical introspection but through cumulative tension, silence, and abrupt musical 
gestures. 

Tchaikovsky’s opera, in contrast, is built around intimate psychological development. 
Dramatic progression is internal rather than external, unfolding through monologues, duets, 
and emotionally focused scenes. Language here functions as a conduit for individual 
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consciousness, and musical form reinforces emotional continuity rather than historical 
narrative. 

The role of censorship further distinguishes the two composers’ approaches to 
operatic adaptation. Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov underwent extensive revision in response 
to institutional pressures, including demands for a love plot and concerns over political 
representation. These interventions reshaped both the libretto and the musical structure, 
leading to the creation of the 1872 version. “The prohibition, dating from a decree of 
Nicholas I, on representing a tsar on the opera stage was still in force.”115 

Importantly, these revisions did not merely compromise Mussorgsky's vision but 
became integral to the opera’s evolving meaning. As Taruskin and Oldani have shown, the 
revised version intensifies psychological conflict and expands the dramatic scope of the 
work. 

By contrast, Eugene Onegin encountered relatively little institutional resistance. Its 
apolitical subject matter and conventional dramaturgy aligned more comfortably with 
theatrical expectations. As a result, Tchaikovsky’s libretto remained largely stable, and the 
opera entered the repertoire without the need for significant textual or musical alteration. 

Together, these operas illuminate the broader role of language in nineteenth-century 
Russian opera. Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky articulate two complementary models of 
national expression: one grounded in historical realism and collective speech, the other in 
lyrical introspection and poetic fidelity. 

In both cases, language is not a neutral carrier of narrative but an active force shaping 
musical form, dramaturgy, and cultural meaning. Whether through Mussorgsky’s 
speech-based realism or Tchaikovsky's lyrical refinement, Russian opera emerges as a site 
where linguistic identity and musical innovation converge. 
​ This case study demonstrates how two of Russia’s greatest composers like 
Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky, approached the adaptation of Pushkin from radically different 
angles. Mussorgsky used Pushkin as a foundation for a work deeply invested in political 
meaning, historical realism, and the rhythms of Russian speech; moreover, he navigated 
external pressures, revising his libretto to meet both censorial and theatrical expectations. 
Tchaikovsky, on the other hand, treated Pushkin’s verse more reverently, focusing on 
psychological depth and lyrical beauty, and reformulating the text to fit musical lines rather 
than historical drama. 
​ These contrasting strategies underscore a broader semiotic truth: in nineteenth-century 
Russian opera, language was not a passive container for drama but an active force that shaped 
musical form and expressive intent. Mussorgsky’s revisions, necessitated in part by 
censorship, became part of his artistic identity; Tchaikovsky’s adaptations reflect a more 
stable union of voice and verse.  
​ Thus, Boris Godunov and Eugene Onegin function as complementary case studies, 
revealing how the linguistic dimension of opera in Russia was both politically charged and 

115 Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1986), 183. 

74 
 



poetically intimate, and how this dimension was negotiated differently by composers with 
distinct artistic goals. 

The study of nineteenth-century Russian opera demonstrates that this art form was 
shaped by a profound and dynamic interrelation between language, literature, and music. By 
tracing this interaction through historical context, textual comparison, and musical analysis, 
the thesis has shown how operatic meaning in Russia emerged from the transformation of 
literary language into musical discourse. Unlike the prevailing Western European practice, 
where operatic texts were often composed to suit musical conventions, Russian composers 
frequently relied on pre-existing literary works as the foundation for their operas. This 
approach fostered a distinctive synthesis of literary, linguistic, and musical elements, 
resulting in a national operatic style that conveyed both cultural identity and psychological 
depth.116 This thesis has demonstrated this process through focused case studies of Boris 
Godunov and Eugene Onegin, which serve not merely as illustrative examples but as 
analytical frameworks for understanding how linguistic structure and musical form interact 
within Russian opera. This dynamic is examined in detail through two central case studies – 
Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, which 
represent contrasting yet complementary models of literary adaptation in Russian opera. 

Mikhail Glinka’s works, particularly A Life for the Tsar and Ruslan and Lyudmila, 
laid the groundwork for Russian operatic identity by integrating European musical techniques 
with Russian folk melodies, literary themes, and historical subjects.117 This trend was further 
developed by the composers of the Mighty Handful: Mily Balakirev, Alexander Borodin, 
Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and Cesar Cui, who emphasised the 
integration of folk material, vernacular language, and literary sources into their operas. As 
Emerson and Oldani note, Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov illustrates the careful adaptation of 
Pushkin’s drama into a musical form that preserves the integrity of speech rhythms and 
syntactic structures while transforming them into expressive musical declamation.118 

The evolution of Boris Godunov from Pushkin’s original text through the 1869 and 
1872 librettos illustrates the multifaceted process of adaptation. Mussorgsky reordered 
scenes, eliminated and added material, and heightened the psychological tension of his 
characters, particularly through the Terem scene, where motifs such as the clock and the 
parrot underscore Boris’s paranoia and moral decline.119 Moreover, the revisions were shaped 
not only by artistic intention but also by political and censorship constraints. The absence of a 
conventional love plot and the perceived deficiency of monarchic ideology in the first version 
prompted careful negotiation with imperial censors, demonstrating the intersection of artistic, 
literary, and sociopolitical forces in Russian opera.120 

The linguistic dimension of nineteenth-century Russian opera was pivotal, functioning 
not as a secondary vehicle for narrative but as an active semiotic force shaping musical 

120  Ibid., 352; Oldani, “Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin and the Poetic source”, 600-605. 
119 Emerson and Oldani, 101-104. 

118  Caryl Emerson and Robert Oldani, Modest Musorgsky and Boris Godunov (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1986), 183. 
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structure, dramaturgy, and expressive intent. Libretti were adapted not merely as plot 
scaffolds but as instruments of dramaturgical and emotional expression. Recitative, lexis, and 
poetic meter were all harnessed to articulate character psychology, historical context, and 
national identity. In Rimsky-Korsakov’s fairytale operas, such as The Snow Maiden and The 
Golden Cockerel, the interplay of folklore, mythological motifs, and language demonstrates 
the compositional integration of literary and musical expression.121 In all cases, the Russian 
language itself, with its prosody, syntax, and melodic potential, became a vehicle for dramatic 
and cultural meaning. In this context, language functions not merely as a semiotic force that 
shapes melodic construction, vocal declamation, and dramaturgical structure. The Russian 
operatic tradition thus assigns language a formative role in musical meaning-making rather 
than treating it as a secondary component. 

Ultimately, nineteenth-century Russian opera represents a synthesis of literary 
heritage, national identity, and musical innovation. Composers transformed canonical texts 
into living musical discourse, where language and music operate in mutual interdependence. 
Whether in the psychologically intense realism of Boris Godunov, the lyrical intimacy of 
Eugene Onegin, or the folklore-inspired dramaturgy of Rimsky-Korsakov, the operas of this 
period demonstrate how Russian literature and music jointly shaped an art form of profound 
cultural and aesthetic significance. By redefining the relationship between literary language 
and musical expression, Russian composers not only articulated a national operatic identity 
but also expanded the expressive and structural possibilities of opera as an international 
genre. This integration of word, music, and national consciousness stands as one of the most 
enduring achievements of Russian cultural history and a defining contribution to the 
development of world opera.122 

The study of nineteenth-century Russian opera demonstrates that this art form was 
shaped by a profound and dynamic interrelation between language, literature, and music. By 
tracing this interaction through historical context, textual comparison, and musical analysis, 
the thesis has shown how operatic meaning in Russia emerged from the transformation of 
literary language into musical discourse. Unlike the prevailing Western European practice, 
where operatic texts were often composed to suit musical conventions, Russian composers 
frequently relied on pre-existing literary works as the foundation for their operas. This 
approach fostered a distinctive synthesis of literary, linguistic, and musical elements, 
resulting in a national operatic style that conveyed both cultural identity and psychological 
depth.123 This thesis has demonstrated this process through focused case studies of Boris 
Godunov and Eugene Onegin, which serve not merely as illustrative examples but as 
analytical frameworks for understanding how linguistic structure and musical form interact 
within Russian opera. This dynamic is examined in detail through two central case studies – 
Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, which 
represent contrasting yet complementary models of literary adaptation in Russian opera. 

123 Emerson and Oldani, 110. 
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In contrast, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin demonstrates a different but 
complementary approach. Tchaikovsky preserved the poetic and psychological essence of 
Pushkin’s novel in verse, reorganising the text into lyrical scenes suited to the operatic stage. 
Rather than reproducing Pushkin’s narrative in its entirety, Tchaikovsky employed a principle 
of selective fidelity, retaining those passages where poetic language carried the greatest 
psychological weight. The famous Letter Scene exemplifies this strategy: while musically 
expansive, it remains linguistically close to Pushkin’s original verse, allowing musical 
development to emerge organically from textual rhythm and emotional progression. Through 
musical phrasing, orchestration, and melodic shaping, he enhanced the narrative and 
emotional nuance of the original work, particularly in the depiction of characters’ inner lives 
and relationships.124 While Mussorgsky foregrounded historical realism and dramatic tension, 
Tchaikovsky emphasized lyrical intimacy and psychological introspection, showing two 
approaches to transforming literature into operatic discourse.125 Taken together, these case 
studies reveal a fundamental duality within nineteenth- century Russian opera: the 
coexistence of politically charged, speech-based realism and lyrically oriented psychological 
introspection. Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky thus exemplify two distinct yet equally 
influential strategies for integrating literary language into operatic form. 
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