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On Christmas Day 1989, to celebrate the fall of the Berlin Wall 
and usher in the end of the Cold War, it was Leonard Bernstein 
who was on the spot in East Berlin to conduct Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony. 

As the hugely successful American-born child of Ukrainian Jewish 
parents, he was an ideal symbol of the potential end of conflict 
between Russia and the West.  His innate sense of the dramatic 
inspired him to change the words of the Ode to Joy at this 
momentous concert from Freude (Joy) to Freiheit (Freedom).  
Nobody begrudged him this small piece of theatre, after a 50-year 
career as one of the foremost conductors, composers and 
educators of the twentieth century.  

In this concert we’re celebrating the centenary of Bernstein’s birth 
--- he was born in 1918 in Massachusetts.  His parents, after initial 
reluctance, supported his musical studies.  As a child his first love 
was the piano, and he became a brilliant concert pianist, often 
conducting concerto performances from the piano. 

Being in the right place at the right time epitomised Bernstein’s 
career.  Whilst at Harvard, he was at a party where Aaron Copland 
was a guest, and played one of Copland’s piano works that he had 
been practising.  Impressed, Copland became a lifelong mentor, 
and helped Bernstein begin his conducting career.  In 1943, 
Bernstein stepped in to conduct the New York Philharmonic 
Orchestra at Carnegie Hall when Bruno Walter was taken ill.  The 
performance was a triumph and because it was broadcast 
nationwide, Bernstein became a household name.  His association 
with the NYPO lasted throughout his career, and he became one 
of the foremost conductors of his generation.  His flamboyant 
style earned him huge popularity; there is even footage of him 
conducting using only his eyebrows, to show how it can be done! 

His natural sense of showmanship led him early on to 
performances on television, especially for children, and he 
recorded many inspiring educational programmes, narrating and 
conducting them himself. 

The showman in him also led to his first great successes as a 

composer in the 1950s, with ballet, opera and musicals.  His love 
of dance inspired much of what was new and exciting about his 
work, as he seemed to be able to incorporate dance sequences 
into the action of his work so that they were actually part of the 
narrative.  He was already well-known through Candide and 
Wonderful Town, but it was West Side Story that turned him into a 
worldwide sensation.  His composing style was influenced by jazz 
rhythms and harmonies, but also by Jewish music and by Copland 
and Stravinsky. 

Bernstein was increasingly busy as an international conductor in 
the 1960s, and unable to compose as much as he would have 
liked, but the Chichester Psalms gave him the chance to celebrate 
his Jewish heritage, and to make an explicit plea for peace among 
nations.  In Berlin in 1989, he may have felt finally that peace was 
on its way.  He died in October 1990, aged 72, and is buried in 
Brooklyn with a score of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony on his breast. 

© Rufus Stilgoe 

Anecdotes abound concerning the ‘commissioning’ of the 
Chichester Psalms by the Very Rev. Walter Hussey, then Dean of 
Chichester; his readiness to accept the composer’s inebriated 
offer, his part in bringing about that inebriation, and his astute 
acceptance of a rash parting statement ambiguously consistent 
with foregoing a fee. 

Whatever the truth of these, there is no doubt that Bernstein, 
well-established in 1965 at the height of his flamboyant powers, 
took the opportunity to make something which, at its best, 
sparkles with originality and creativity.  And it gives the choir a 
rare opportunity to sing in the original Hebrew! 

From the wide scope of the book of Psalms, Bernstein highlights 
five varied emotional states.  The work opens with an invocation 
to music in worship (Psalm 108), stirring and strident with tenor 
and bass parts in sevenths while the upper parts introduce a 
thematic motif of falling fourth, rising seventh and falling fifth, 
rhythmically exciting with no fewer than eight changes of time 
signature in ten bars. 

PROGRAMME 
NOTES 
 

CHICHESTER PSALMS 
LEONARD BERNSTEIN (1918-1990) 



 ALEXANDER NEVSKY / 3 MAY 2018 THE BACH CHOIR 14 

Excitement carries over into praise and glory (Psalm 100).  How 
different from the familiar ‘All people that on earth do dwell’ is this 
exuberant career through the text in pulsating 7/4 time, urgently 
projecting religious imperatives through the fresh terseness of the 
original language, subsiding into dolce tranquillo at recognition of 
their root cause:  ‘For the Lord is good’, then expanding back into a 
sustained double forte and abrupt conclusion. 

Tranquillity is next encountered with Psalm 23; familiar-seeming, 
but it is worth pausing to notice the few and short words in 
Hebrew (even transliterated) compared with flowery English 
versions; Bernstein reflects this in gentle, unsentimental music 
carrying strong blues and western elements.  A peaceful solo 
(Bernstein stipulated a male singer: treble or counter-tenor) with 
accompanying upper voices is rudely broken into by threats and 
defiance (Psalm 2); this taxing section for men’s voices, 
demanding some idiosyncratic stressing of text, subsides at the 

notion of God simply laughing (Yis’hak) at the violent threats of 
earthly rulers. 

Submission follows (Psalm 131), the unison and canonic choral 
writing being arguably an anti-climax in terms of musical 
originality.  This is in turn followed by awe; the blessings of 
brotherhood and amity speak through Psalm 133, which closes the 
piece with peaceful echoes of the now-familiar opening motif. 

The work was first performed in New York and then at Chichester 
in July 1965, and has formed a staple part of the choral repertoire 
ever since.  The composer authorised versions both with full 
orchestra and with organ, harp and percussion only, and it is the 
former that you will hear tonight. 

© Edward Cross 

 

I 
Urah, hanevel, v’chinor! A-irah shahar! 

Hariu l’Adonai kol haarets. 
Iv’du et Adonai b’simha. 
Bo-u l’fanav bir’nanah. 
D’u ki Adonai Hu Elohim. 
Hu asanu, v’lo anahnu. 
Amo v’tson mar’ito. 
Bo-u sh’arav b’todah, 
Hatseirotav bit’hilah, 
Hodu lo, bar’chu sh’mo. 
Ki tov Adonai, l’olam has’do, 
V’ad dor vador emunato. 

 
Awake, psaltery and harp!  I will rouse the dawn! 

Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands. 
Serve the Lord with gladness: come before his presence with 
singing. 
Know ye that the Lord he is God: 
It is he that hath made us, and not we ourselves;  
We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. 
Enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with 
praise: 
Be thankful unto him, and bless his name. 
For the Lord is good; his mercy is everlasting; 
and his truth endureth to all generations. 

II 
Adonai ro-i, lo ehsar. 
Bin’ot deshe yarbitseini, 
Al mei m’nuhot y’nahaleini, 
Naf’shi y’shovev, 
Yan’heini b’ma’aglei tsedek, 
L’ma’an sh’mo. 

Gam ki eilech b’gei tsalmavet, 
Lo ira ra, ki Atah imadi. 
Shiv’t’cha umishan’techa hemah y’nahamuni. 

Ta’aroch l’fanai shulchan neged tsor’rai 
Dishanta vashemen roshi cosi r’vayah. 

Ach tov vahesed 
Yird’funi kol y’mei hayai, 
V’shav’ti b’veit Adonai l’orech yamim. 

 
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 
He leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul: 
He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness 
For his name’s sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will 
fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they 
comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine 
enemies: thou anointest my head with oil, my cup runneth over. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house 
of the Lord for ever. 
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Lamah rag’shu goyim ul’umim yeh’gu rik? 
Yit’yats’vu malchei erets, v’roznim nos’du yahad 
Al Adonai v’al m’shiho 
N’natkah et mos’roteimo, 
V’nashlichah mimenu avoteimo. 
Yoshev bashamayim 
Yis’hak, Adonai yil’ag lamo! 

Why do the nations rage, and the people imagine a vain thing? 
The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers 
take counsel together against the Lord, and against his anointed, 
Saying, let us break their bonds asunder, 
and cast away their cords from us. 
He that sitteth in the heavens 
shall laugh and the Lord shall have them in derision! 

III 
Adonai, Adonai, lo gavah libi, v’lo ramu einai, 
V’lo hilachti big’dolot uv’niflaot 
Mimeni. 
Im lo shiviti v’domam’ti, 
Naf’shi k’gamul alei imo, 
Kagamul alai naf’shi. 
Yahel Yis’rael el Adonai me’atah v’ad olam. 

Hineh mah tov, umah nayim, 
Shevet ahim gam yahad. 

 
Lord, Lord, my heart is not haughty, nor mine eyes lofty; 
Neither do I exercise myself in great matters, 
Or in things too wonderful for me. 
Surely I have calmed and quieted myself, 
As a child that is weaned of his mother: 
My soul is even as a weaned child. 
Let Israel hope in the Lord from henceforth and for ever. 

Behold, how good and how pleasant it is 
for brethren to dwell together in unity! 

Is there a piece of music more associated in the public imagination 
with the iconography of the latter half of the twentieth century 
than Samuel Barber’s Adagio for Strings?  Its relentless and often 
indiscriminate accompaniment of elegiac scenes in film and 
television have in some sense made Barber’s work the soundtrack 
to the monumentalism of the post-World War II era.  Indeed, the 
work consistently serves as the go-to piece for transatlantic 
broadcasters in moments of national mourning (the funerals of 
Franklin D Roosevelt in 1945 and John F Kennedy in 1963; reaction 
to the death of Princess Diana in 1997; the Last Night of the Proms 
on 12th September 2001; and the more recent memorials of 
terrorist attacks in Paris, Brussels and Manchester).  Its now 
familiar guest appearances in film and television have forged an 
almost unshakeable association of the piece with war (Platoon, Les 
Roseaux Sauvages) and with suffering (The Elephant Man, Lorenzo’s 
Oil).  In fact, so prolific are its on-screen cameo roles that the 
work’s very appearance now often parodies a mock 
sentimentalism that the composer could surely never have 
envisaged of his music (Amélie, South Park, Seinfeld, and no fewer 
than three episodes of The Simpsons). 

Composed originally as the second movement of his String Quartet 
in B minor Op 11, Barber was persuaded by the Italian conductor 
Arturo Toscanini to transcribe the movement for string orchestra 
in 1936, the year of the Quartet’s completion.  It was not until 
1967, however, that Barber made a further transcription for 

chorus, set to the liturgical text of the Agnus Dei from the Mass. 

Barber’s choice of text hints at the inspiration for the piece.  Many 
of the composer’s works, including the Symphony in One Movement 
(1936), Capricorn Concerto (1944) and, in particular, vocal music 
such as Reincarnations (1937-40), Prayers of Kirkegaard (1954) and 
the opera Vanessa (1956-7), witness Barber incorporating 
neoclassical, Baroque and Renaissance devices into his music.  It is 
tempting then in this context to suggest that the composer, having 
recently returned to the United States from studies in Europe, took 
as inspiration for the slow movement of his String Quartet the third 
movement of Beethoven’s own Quartet No 15 in A minor, Op 132, 
bearing the title Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an der 
Gottheit, in der Lydischen Tonart (‘Holy song of thanksgiving of a 
convalescent to the Deity, in the Lydian mode’).  Both movements, 
marked Molto adagio, are based on the contrapuntal treatment of 
chorale themes that simultaneously complement and speak 
across one another.  The polyphony of each is enriched by their 
modal harmonic colouring, which together with the continual 
change of pulse contributes to the listener’s impression of music 
suited to an altogether earlier era.  It is difficult in this light not to 
believe that it was in fact the choral setting as the Agnus Dei that 
Barber had envisioned from the outset; tonight you will hear both 
choral and string settings played simultaneously. 

© Tim Lloyd

AGNUS DEI 
SAMUEL BARBER (1910-1981) 
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This musical setting of Samuel Barber’s Opus 11, which 
incorporates his Adagio for Strings and Agnus Dei, is being 
performed with the permission of Chester Music Limited trading 
as G. Schirmer on behalf of G. Schirmer, Inc. 

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, 
miserere nobis. 
Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, 
dona nobis pacem. 

 
 
 
 

Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, 
have mercy on us. 
Lamb of God, that takest away the sins of the world, 
grant us peace. 

Bernstein’s defining work, West Side Story, was the result of a 
collaboration between director and choreographer Jerome 
Robbins, who came up with the original idea of a modern day take 
on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, writer Arthur Laurents, and 
composer and lyricist Stephen Sondheim. 

First performed on Broadway in 1957, West Side Story was an 
immediate success, running for 732 performances, before it was 
toured around the world.  An Oscar-winning film of the musical 
was released in 1961, and in the same year Bernstein prepared this 
suite of music from the show. 

The music is imbued with the jazz and Latin American rhythms to 
which 20th-century popular music owes so much.  The old Romeo 
and Juliet story of star-crossed lovers relocated to New York's 
impoverished West Side, where racial tensions between white 
American-Italian kids and black Puerto Rican immigrants boil over 
into gang warfare, is painted in Bernstein's forceful, witty, hard-
edged, tender, joyous and tragic music. 

Prologue (Allegro Moderato) 
Somewhere (Adagio) 
Scherzo (Vivace e Leggiero) 
Mambo (Meno Presto) 
Cha-Cha (Andantino Con Grazia) 
Meeting Scene (Meno Mosso) 
Cool, Fugue (Allegretto) 
Rumble (Molto Allegro) 
Finale (Adagio) 

 

  

SYMPHONIC DANCES FROM WEST SIDE STORY 
LEONARD BERNSTEIN 

Interval 
The reception for Friends and Associate Members of The Bach Choir is in the Level 5 Function Room. 

We would love to keep in touch with you and send you details of our concerts, recordings and other events.  Simply let us have your 
email or postal address; either sign up on our website, send us an email, telephone us, or write to us  

thebachchoir.org.uk/register  |  elist@thebachchoir.org.uk  |  Tel 020 7127 4677  |  PO Box 61756  London  SW1H 0UZ 
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In 1938, the film director Sergei Eisenstein asked Prokofiev to 
compose the music for his forthcoming film, Alexander Nevsky.  
Prokofiev accepted.  It was a calculated risk, as he and Eisenstein 
were under a cloud in the Soviet Union, having both spent large 
parts of the previous twenty years abroad.  It was obvious that in 
approving the project Joseph Stalin wished the film to be a 
powerful allegory for his own leadership, as well as a significant 
anti-Western message. 

Alexander Nevsky was an iconic leader in Russian history, a prince 
at a time when Russia was under attack from the Mongolians in 
the East and the Swedes, Poles, Germans and others from the 
West.  He was tall, charismatic and a gifted soldier, who led 
Russia to victory in battle, took monastic orders and was made a 
saint after his death. 

Prokofiev and Eisenstein worked closely together, cutting and 
adapting to each other’s work as the film progressed.  The film 
was a hit when it was released, and Prokofiev decided to adapt the 
score as a cantata, rewriting it substantially and rescoring for a 
bigger orchestra.  In 1939 Stalin formed a pact with Hitler, and the 
film was suppressed until Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 1941 
brought it back into favour. 

Prokofiev opens the cantata with an eerie orchestral prelude 
depicting Russia under Mongolian occupation, with strange high 
strings and ponderous bass lines under agitated murmurings.  

The chorus enters tentatively in the second movement, Russian 
fishermen from Novgorod recollecting previous victories, and 
drawing comfort from the inspiring tales, swearing to defend their 
country.  

Then comes the invader in the third movement:  menacing brass 
usher in the Teutonic knights, chanting nonsense in Latin, drawn 
from a number of different psalms, sung in block chords of huge 
intensity.  An orchestral interlude portrays the terror as the 
invaders occupy the town of Pskov.  In the film the townsfolk, 
including children, are burnt alive for their resistance. 

In the fourth movement the people of Novgorod resolve to defend 
their country in a passionate patriotic plea, veering between two 
distant keys, as they implore the citizens, even non-soldiers, to 
join them. 

The orchestral centrepiece of the cantata is the Battle on the Ice.  
In the film, Nevsky’s tactic was to draw the Germans into rocky 

country and then onto the ice of Lake Peipus to fight them there.  
The Germans chant as they advance and fight, and the Russian 
army can be heard in a brisk cheerful passage.  The battle 
continues desperately until the Germans in their heavier armour 
and bigger horses cause the ice to crack, and they drown. 

Then comes Prokofiev’s master stroke in the sixth movement, a 
beautiful lyrical lament by the mezzo soprano soloist over the 
fallen dead.  In the film, a beautiful village girl must choose 
between two soldiers, one brave and one handsome, and another 
village girl disguises herself as a soldier to fight.  Eisenstein and 
Prokofiev embrace the subplot with this exquisite moment of 
reflection before an ecstatic hymn of victory from the chorus 
brings the cantata to a patriotic close. 

© Rufus Stilgoe 

Rufus Stilgoe is a playwright and music writer. 

Further articles on Alexander Nevsky can be found on pages 22-27. 

  

CANTATA – ALEXANDER NEVSKY 
SERGEI PROKOFIEV (1891-1953) 
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In November 2017, at the invitation of tenor Toby Spence, a 
Trustee of The Bach Choir, a group of volunteers within the Choir 
came together in the spirit of innovation evident in Prokofiev’s 
work to form a Creative Focus Group.  The Group embarked on a 
three-strand project, comprising eclectic programme content, 

informative online material, and an original script, with the aim of 
enhancing our audience’s appreciation of the concert experience.  
Our staging of Sergei Prokofiev’s Alexander Nevksy, the structure of 
which is detailed below, is the dramatic result.

 

Prologue 
Historical Prologue 
Poetic Interlude 

 

I  Russia under the Mongolian Yoke (orchestra)  

Poetic Interlude 
Prokofiev on the telephone to Lina, his wife, in early 1938 

 

II  Song about Alexander Nevsky (chorus) 
A i bilo dyelo na Nyevye ryekye 
na Nyevye ryekye, na bol'shoi vodye. 
Tam rubili mi zloye voinstvo 
zloye voinstvo, voisko shvedskoye. 
Ukh! Kak bilis mi, kak rubilis mi! 
Ukh! Rubili korabli po dostochkam! 
Nashu krov' rudu nye zhalyeli mi za vyelikuyu zyemlyu russkuyu. 
Gei! Gdye proshol topor, bila ulitsa,  
gdye lyetyelo kopyo, pereulochek! 
Polozhili mi shvedsov nyemchinov, 
kak kovyl' travu na sukhoi zyemlye.  
Nye ustupim mi zyemlyu russkuyu.  
Kto pridyot na Rus', budyet na smyert' bit! 
Podnyalasa Rus' suprotiv vraga,  
podnimis' na boi, slavny Novgorod! 

 
It happened by the River Neva 
by the River Neva, by the great waters. 
There we slew the enemy warriors 
the enemy warriors, the Swedish hordes. 
Ah! How we fought, how we routed them! 
Ah! How we smashed their ships to pieces! 
We freely shed our blood for our great Russian land. 
Hey! We opened a street where our battle axe was swung, 
we cut a lane where our spear was thrust! 
We mowed down the Swedish invaders 
like dry grass on desert soil. 
We shall never surrender our Russian land. 
Those who march on Russia will be slain! 
Arise, Russia, against the foe, 
rise to arms, great Novgorod! 

III  The Crusaders in Pskov (chorus) 
Peregrinus expectavi pedes meos in cymbalis 

 
A foreigner, I expected my feet to be cymbal-shod. 

Poetic Interlude 

Prokofiev on the telephone to Eisenstein, after the Russian-German 
Pact in late 1938 

 

IV  Arise, Ye Russian People (chorus) 
Vstavaitye, lyudi russkie,  
na slavny boi, na smyertny boi;  
vstavaitye, lyudi vol'niye,  

 
Arise, ye Russian people, 
to a just battle, a fight to the death; 
arise, ye people brave and free, 

 

ALEXANDER NEVSKY:  DISCOVERING 
THE MEANING BEHIND THE MUSIC 
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za nashu zyemlyu chestnuyu! 
Zhivym boitsam pochot i chest', 
a myertvym slava vechnaya!  
Za otchiy dom, za russkiy krai, 
vstavaitye, lyudi russkie!  
Na Rusi rodnoy, na Rusi bol'shoi, 
nye byvat' vragu.  
Podnimaisa, vstan', mat' rodnaya Rus'!  
Vragam na Rus' nye khazhivat,  
polkov na Rus' nye vazhivat', 
putyei na Rus' nye vidyvat',  
polyei Rusi nye taptyvat'. 

to guard our beloved native land. 
High praise to living warriors, 
immortal glory to slain warriors! 
For our native home, for our Russian soil, 
arise, ye Russian people! 
In our native Russia, our great Russia, 
To arms, arise, mother Russia! 
No foe shall live. 
No foe shall march upon Russian land, 
no foreign troops shall raid Russia, 
the ways into Russia will not be revealed to them, 
they shall not ravage Russian fields. 

Prelude to The Battle on Ice (Hilary Summers, as Alexander 
Nevsky, and chorus) 
 

 

V  The Battle on Ice (chorus) 
Peregrinus expectavi pedes meos in cymbalis est. 
Vincant arma crucifera! 
Hostis pereat! 

 
A foreigner, I expected my feet to be cymbal-shod. 
Victory to the arms of the cross-bearers! 
Let the foes perish! 

VI  Field of the Dead (soloist) 
Ya poidu po polyu byelomu, 
polyechu po polyu smyertnomu.  
Poishchu ya slavnykh sokolov, 
zhenikhov moikh, dobrykh molodtsev.  
Kto lyezhit, myechami porublyenny, 
kto lyezhit, streloyu poranyenny.  
Napoili oni krovyu aloyu  
zyemlyu chestnuyu, zyemlyu russkuyu. 
Kto pogib za Rus' smyertyu dobroyu, 
potseluyu tovo v ochi myortviye,  
a tomu molodtsu, shto ostalsa zhit', 
budu vyernoi zhenoi, miloi ladoyu.  
Nye voz'mu v muzhya krasivovo: 
krasota zyemnaya konchayetsa.  
A poidu ya za khrabrovo. 
Otzovityesa, yasny sokoly! 

 
I shall go out across the snow-covered field, 
fly above the field of death. 
I shall search for those glorious warriors, 
my betrothed, my noble youths. 
Here lies one felled by a sword, 
here lies one pierced by an arrow. 
Their blood fell like rain 
on our beloved land, our Russian land. 
He who died so nobly for Russia, 
I shall kiss his dead eyes, 
and to the brave youth who lives 
I shall be a faithful wife and a loving companion. 
I'll not wed a man who is handsome: 
earthly beauty soon fades. 
But I shall marry a brave man. 
Hear this, brave warriors! 

Poetic Interlude 

Historical Epilogue 

Prokofiev on the telephone to Lina, shortly after the Nazi invasion, 
1941. 

Prokofiev never achieved the recognition he sought from the 
Soviet state, even after the success of Alexander Nevsky.  He died 
in 1953, on the same day as the announcement of the death of 
Stalin. 
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VII  Alexander’s Entry in Pskov 
Na vyeliki boi vykhodila Rus'. 
Voroga pobyedila Rus'.  
Na rodnoi zyemlye nye byvat' vragu. 
kto pridyot budyet na smyert' bit!  
Vyesyelisa, poi, mat' rodnaya Rus'! 
Na rodnoi Rusi nye byvat' vragu.  
Nye vidat' vragu nashikh russkikh syol:  
kto pridyot na Rus', budyet na smyert' bit! 
Na Rusi rodnoi, na Rusi bol'shoi,  
nye byvat' vragu!  
Vyesyelisa, poi, mat' rodnaya Rus'!  
Na vyelikiy prazdnik sobralasa Rus'. 
Vyesyelisa, Rus', rodnaya mat'!  

Russia went forth in a great campaign. 
Russia has defeated the invaders. 
No enemy shall live in our native land. 
Our foes will meet their death! 
Rejoice and sing, mother Russia! 
No enemy shall live in our Russian land. 
Foes shall not set eyes on our Russian towns: 
those who attack Russia shall be put to death! 
In our native Russia, our great Russia, 
no enemy shall live! 
Rejoice and sing, mother Russia! 
All of Russia gathered for the celebration. 
Rejoice, Russia, our motherland! 

The Bach Choir is very grateful to the following people who have 
helped to make this project possible: 

Toby Spence, tenor and Trustee of The Bach Choir. 
Project Innovator 

Professor Ian Christie, Film Scholar 
Michael Whitehouse, Camera Operator & Sound Recordist 
Jonathan Lipman, Costume Design 
Joshua Dickinson, Videographer 

David Bamber  
Alla Gelich 
Helen Baranova 
Edward Cross 

Eloïse Poulton, Co-writer, Director 
Rufus Stilgoe, Writer 
Julien Allen, Co-writer 
Liz Purchase, Artwork 

Clare Brigstocke  
Mary Clayton-Kastenholz  
Jim Clifford  
Marion Gaskin 
Tim Lloyd 
Tony Reiss 
Richard Vincent 

Opposite page:  ‘Arise, ye Russian people, to a just battle, a fight 
to the death’.  Original artwork using transfer printed stills from 
Eisenstein's film Alexander Nevsky, by Liz Purchase. 
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Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein, a Jewish Latvian homosexual in 
Soviet Russia, was an extraordinary artist who made his art in 
extraordinary circumstances.  His passion and irreverence 
produced an output which bridged numerous divides:  silent film 
and sound; avant-garde and realist; the satirical and the sincere; 
the epic and the intimate. 

He was also a profound thinker:  an art theorist whose studies and 
experiments in film were firmly put into practice throughout his 
work.  He set out to change the medium with every new project he 
undertook, and his influence on both the theory and practice of 
film was immeasurable. 

As an internationalist (he worked in Russia, Germany, France, the 
USA and Mexico) and a fiercely independent thinker at the 
beginning of the 20th Century, Eisenstein found himself rubbing 
up against authority wherever he went.  He faced rejection and 
criticism:  his films were considered too artful, too expensive, too 
subversive, too Bolshevik, not Bolshevik enough … but the palpable 
depth of his invention and his proven ability to make films with 
enormous popular appeal (most notably Battleship Potemkin 
(1928) and Alexander Nevsky) meant he would always be a figure 
of respect in his homeland.  Charlie Chaplin, with whom he 
became firm friends, was one of the first to declare Battleship 
Potemkin ‘the greatest film of all time’. 

Being a committed Marxist, Eisenstein became precious metal to 
Joseph Stalin (an aesthete of sorts himself) who recognised the 
enormous potential of cinema to capture and manipulate the 
hearts and minds of the Soviet people.  Like all Eisenstein’s Soviet 
pictures, Alexander Nevsky was made with the patronage --- and 
under the ultimate control --- of Stalin.  It came on the back of 
Eisenstein’s self-imposed sojourn in Hollywood and South 
America, and his disastrous comeback project, Bezhin Meadow 
(1937), a film that was never released, Stalin destroying the 
negative.  With Nevsky --- a patriotic tribute to a heroic medieval 
prince who repelled foreign invaders --- Eisenstein felt on safer 
ground, claiming:  ‘Nobody knows much about him, so no-one can 
find fault with me.’ 

Eisenstein needed an alibi against persistent accusations of anti-
Soviet (ie anti-realist) artistry which had dogged him on pictures 
like October (1928), in which he had presented his account of the 
October Revolution as a scabrous satire complete with furious, 
panoramic montage and surrealist imagery (most famously a 
horse, hanging limply by its bridle from an open drawbridge).  
Helped by Prokofiev's understanding of rural Russian music, 

Eisenstein made Nevsky feel at first like a traditional Russian folk 
story, with a single narrative arc, focusing on a single character.  
Some of the Russian music is so typical as to have been referred to 
by contemporary critics as ‘cartoonish’, even leading some to 
suspect heavy-handed pastiche on Eisenstein's part, so notorious 
was his impudence. 

The extraordinary, climactic Battle on the Ice was shot first, in the 
hot summer of 1938, on a large field covered with water glass 
(sodium silicate).  Inspired by Hollywood spectacle itself, it would 
go on to inspire the same in its turn, becoming one of the most 
influential of rousing epic battle scenes.  Eisenstein and Prokofiev 
took a polyphonic approach to the score, imposing a 'vertical' 
relationship between the music and the events on screen, 
something Eisenstein had always resisted up to that point, 
preferring to let the musical score overlap and interrupt the action.  
A disputed account asserts that so taken was he by the beauty of 
Prokofiev's work, Eisenstein edited the battle sequences to 
correspond to the music, so as not to have to cut any of the music 
out:  an approach which would have been hitherto unthinkable.  
The banquet sequence was reportedly staged and directed to 
Prokofiev's pre-recorded music playing in the background. 

As a piece of anti-German propaganda, Alexander Nevsky was 
beleaguered by the changing politics of the Soviet regime.  It was 
pulled from screens when Stalin made a pact with Germany only to 
be re-released (internationally) to great critical and commercial 
success once war was declared.  The film won both the Order of 
Lenin and the Stalin Prize:  a rare double for its creator, who almost 
never achieved unanimity in his lifetime.  He would finish one more 
project (Ivan the Terrible, Parts 1 & 2) before his death in 1948. 

© Julien Allen 
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EISENSTEIN AND HIS FILM, 
ALEXANDER NEVSKY (1938) 

‘… so taken was he by the beauty of 
Prokofiev's work, Eisenstein edited the 
battle sequences to correspond to the 
music, so as not to have to cut any of the 
music out …’ 
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Eisenstein’s visualisation of the thirteenth-century Battle on the 
Ice was so iconic that it may have coloured and provided detail 
for the portrayal of the real battle in later 20th century textbooks 
of medieval history.  So what do we know about the real battle at 
Lake Chud (now Lake Peipus) in the spring of 1242? 

The battle is recorded in numerous medieval chronicles from both 
sides.  The earliest date from between the 1260s and 1310s, but 
new details, of questionable reliability, continued to be added to 
the tale in medieval sources through to the sixteenth century.  
Unfortunately, the relevant entries in the early chronicles are very 
short.  

Alexander Nevsky’s kingdom of Novgorod was fighting a group of 
Livonian Sword Brothers, a small Christian military order that had 
recently been incorporated into the larger German Teutonic 
Order.  Novgorod was a powerful trading power in the Russian 
north whose wealth attracted competition from the Swedes, 
Lithuania, Moscow, and, of course, the Livonians.  

Before 1200, Orthodox and Latin Churches had existed 
simultaneously in Novgorod.  However, after Latin crusaders 
conquered Constantinople in 1204, the regions were pressured to 
convert to western Catholicism, jeopardising the peaceful 
coexistence.  When Novgorod refused, Latin crusaders began to 
encroach on its territory.  The kingdom appeared weak, 
threatened by the presence of the Mongol horde in the late 1230s 
and distanced from the other princes of ‘Kievan Rus’ (Medieval 
Russia), whom Nevsky had quarrelled with.  However, under 
Nevsky’s leadership, Novgorod managed to repulse an invasion of 
Swedes in 1240.  Later that year, Teutonic armies occupied Pskov, 
the town nearest Lake Chud, and some of the surrounding 
territories.  In the autumn of 1241 the surroundings were restored 
to Novgorod, and by 1242 Nevsky was ready to lead a final attack 
against the western incursion. 

A series of medieval chronicles mention the events at Lake Chud, 
but with varying and often contradictory details.  The Livonian 
Rhymed Chronicle recounts the battle of Lake Chud from the 
Teutonic side.  Here, Alexander was seen as invading Livonian 
land, whilst the brothers and their allies attempted to defend 
themselves against an army of Rus that outnumbered them sixty 
to one.  In this early version, the battle was fought on the grass, 
not on ice. 

The first account from the Russian side is the Suzdal Chronicle; 
the entries relating to the battle were probably composed in the 

1260s or 1270s.  Here we see a shadow of the drama that 
Eisenstein later depicted:  

‘Alexander Iaroslavich went with Novgorodians against the 
Germans and fought with them at Lake Chud by Raven’s Rock.  
Alexander defeated them and they chased them across the ice …’ 

Descriptions of the lake battle and Nevsky’s heroism became 
more extraordinary as the centuries progressed.  Nevsky’s Vita, a 
saintly biography composed in accordance with his canonisation 
by the Orthodox Church, claimed that during the battle the ice 
could not be seen for blood.  Another account declared that 
knightly prisoners were led barefoot across the ice, and by the 
15th century, the first accounts that the ice broke, drowning some 
of the combatants, appeared. 

In the mid-20th century, the Soviet Union sponsored an 
archaeological dig in the lake to try and shed more light on the 
extraordinary incident that had been recorded and elaborated, but 
the dig brought forward no artefacts.  However, as the dig was of 
short duration and only covered a small area, the lack of findings is 
not conclusive.  

Despite a lack of concrete information which is all-too common in 
medieval studies, it is clear that the Battle on the Ice was a 
spectacular victory for the Novgorod forces against a crusading 
power from the west which halted its aggression for ten years 
following its defeat.  Nevsky became a saint and a legend, and his 
victory was worthily celebrated and magnified in chronicle, 
painting and, in 1938, a spectacular film. 

© Mary Clayton-Kastenholz 
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THE REAL BATTLE ON THE ICE 

‘Nevsky’s Vita, a saintly biography 
composed in accordance with his 
canonisation by the Orthodox Church, 
claimed that during the battle the ice 
could not be seen for blood.’ 



‘I shall go out across the snow-covered field, fly above the field of death’. 
Original artwork using transfer printed stills from Eisenstein's film Alexander Nevsky, by Liz Purchase. 
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It is perhaps easy to get caught up in the emotion of Prokofiev’s 
musical evocation of the Battle on the Ice.  The romance of the 
hero laying down his fishing nets to lead his people against their 
impending doom is compelling.  The historical context for the 
writers of the valiant Russia facing the massing threat from 
Naziism draws our sympathy for their fears for their future.  So, is 
that it?  Is this an experience we can find, absorb and leave 
behind; or is there a deeper challenge to us in 2018? 

As we watch in the film the aftermath of the fall of Pskov, we see 
in the invaders not just a tearing down of the old order, but an 
attack on both the people’s past and their future.  Fear becomes 
reality.  People are thrown out of their homes, killings abound, and 
even babies and toddlers are murdered:  cast into the fire as a 
destruction of future hope.  They run for their lives, taking all they 
can carry.  All they have, and all they value, appears lost.  The 
triumph of past victories lauded in the second movement in which 
they ‘mowed down Swedish invaders like dry grass on desert soil’ 
are now replaced with fear and loss in the face of the new 
invaders. 

This is a situation that was not only real in the 13th Century, and in 
1938, when the music was written and the film made.  As we 
watch the harrowing of graphic killings of the innocent, 
accompanied by the ‘alien’ Latin words and warlike brass and 
drums of the third movement, so our minds may turn to the horror 
and trauma of displacement that is still with us today.  We may 
feel empathy for those on our screens, but surely these problems 
are not as widespread as those that faced Prokofiev and his fellow 
Russians shortly after his Cantata was composed?  The statistics 
suggest otherwise:  UNHCR, the United Nations’ refugee agency, 
reports that there are 22.5m refugees worldwide, who have had to 
leave their countries of origin.  Adding those who are displaced 
within their home countries gives 65.6m.  Of these ‘internally 
displaced persons’, 38m are by reason of war and violence.  
Twenty people are displaced every minute.  In 2015 the peak areas 
for this, accounting for 60% of all new displacements worldwide, 
were the Congo, Iraq, Nigeria, South Sudan, and Syria.  Syria’s 
7.6m people represent 40% of the population.  We are even, for 
the first time in a decade, seeing significant numbers in Europe, 
with 640,000 fleeing their homes in the war in East Ukraine.  
These are, in fact, the highest displacement levels recorded ever.  

Amid these huge numbers, it is easy to feel detached from the real 
lives they represent.  Are these anything like the horrors we see in 
the film, or which the Russians faced from the threat of the Nazi 
regime?  It is when we see the pictures and hear the stories of 

those caught up in these situations today that we get a sense of 
the true horror they face, and the trauma it leaves with them.  The 
stories of the 665,000 Rohingya who have fled their homelands in 
Myanmar for refugee camps in Bangladesh are brought home to 
us by the individuals’ accounts:  ‘How can we go back?  It’s like 
sending us back to be killed there,’ says mother-of-four, Fatima, 
who fled from Andang village in Maungdaw.  A comment from a 
UNHCR worker in Colombia gives further insight into the Awá 

people’s struggle to survive after fleeing the violence in their 
homelands:  ‘While living conditions are hard, displacement for 
indigenous communities means more than just a loss of land.  
Many times, out of fear or as a way to protect themselves, they 
don’t use their native language outside of their land,’ says 
Juajibioy.  ‘Because of discrimination in urban places, those 
cultural traditions, customs and rituals usually begin to disappear 
or deteriorate,’ he adds. 

So, as we enjoy the music, is it sufficient that we recognise the 
plight of those caught up in similar situations today?  Can we just 
say that history repeats itself, and move on?  Eisenstein and 
Prokofiev suggest otherwise.  In their story of the common people 
being enabled and supported by great leadership they show, in an 
image reminiscent of some of Shakespeare’s greatest, even the 
elements rising up to defend their own from the injustice of their 
lands and identities being stolen.  The ice of the lake cracks and its 
waters rise up to swallow the invaders.  They challenge the world 
and all its people to join them in saying ‘no!’  Are the displaced of 
today reaching out in a similar way?  Who will, who should, be 
their Nevsky? 

© Jim Clifford 

Jim Clifford OBE works in the design and improvement of social 
interventions in the UK and beyond, in impact evaluation, and in 
social and policy research. 

A HISTORICAL STORY SET TO GREAT MUSIC 
OR A CHALLENGE FOR TODAY? 

‘So, as we enjoy the music, is it sufficient 
that we recognise the plight of those 
caught up in similar situations today?  
Can we just say that history repeats itself, 
and move on?’ 
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Leonard Bernstein 

Bernstein conducting the Symphonic Dances from West Side Story 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=srb2EyvTSGw 

Bernstein conducting with his eyebrows 
Haydn Symphony No 88, 4th movement, Wiener Philharmoniker 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oU0Ubs2KYUI 

Bernstein on the development of tonal music 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gt2zubHcER4 

Barber:  Agnus Dei 

Adagio for Strings, original version (instrumental), Dover Quartet 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lKrxPTePXEQ 

Prokofiev, Eisenstein and Alexander Nevsky 

Reading 

Alexander Nevskii’s ‘‘Battle on the Ice’’:  The Creation of a Legend 
by Ostrowski in Russian History 33, Nos 2-3-4, Summer-Fall-
Winter 2006, 289-312. 

http://estherbensadon.com/research/analysis-of-a-soviet-film 

The Prokofiev-Eisenstein Collaboration:  ‘Nevsky’ and ‘Ivan’ 
Revisited by Douglas W Gallez in Cinema Journal, Vol 17, No 2 
(Spring, 1978), pp 13-35  Published by University of Texas Press 
on behalf of the Society for Cinema & Media 

Recharging ‘Alexander Nevsky’: Tracking the Eisenstein-Prokofiev 
War Horse by Russell Merritt in Film Quarterly, Vol 48, No 2 
(Winter, 1994-1995), pp 34-47  Published by University of 
California Press 

Sergey Prokofiev by Daniel Jaffe, Phaidon 

The People’s Artist:  Prokofiev’s Soviet Years by Simon Morrison, 
OUP 

The Cinema of Eisenstein by David Bordwell, Harvard University 
Press 

Eisenstein Rediscovered edited by Ian Christie and Richard Taylor, 
Taylor & Francis 

Sergei Eisenstein:  A Biography by Oksana Bulgakowa, Potemkin 
Press 

Viewing 

Sergei Eisenstein, Alexander Nevsky, 1938  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-nRev9FvsBU 

Sergei Eisenstein, Battleship Potemkin, 1925 

Sergei Eisenstein, October, 1928 

Sergei Eisenstein, Ivan the Terrible, Parts I & II, 1944-58 

Listening 

Russian Rulers History Podcast, Episode 5, Alexander Nevsky: 
goo.gl/FVj6U4 

Alexander Nevsky:  London Symphony Orchestra/Claudio Abbado 
Deutsche Grammophon, DG 419 603-2 

  

SUGGESTED FURTHER READING, VIEWING 
AND LISTENING 

Survey 

The additional material provided at this concert was part of 
an experiment investigating different ways of helping our 
audience to discover the meaning behind the music.  In 
order for the Trustees of The Bach Choir to know best how 
to continue to enhance our audiences' experience, we are 
seeking feedback, and should be very grateful if you would 
answer a very short questionnaire on your reaction to this 
evening’s performance. 

To access the survey, please go to this link 

goo.gl/d8shH8 

Thank you! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oU0Ubs2KYUI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gt2zubHcER4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lKrxPTePXEQ
x-apple-data-detectors://3/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-nRev9FvsBU



