Alexander Nevsky Cantata, Op. 78 (1938)

by Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)

1. Russia Beneath the Yoke of the Mongols
The score opens on a scene of desolate empty steppes littered with the signs of past battle.  Prokofiev's musical equivalent of this desolation is a keening melody played in unison, four octaves apart, with nothing but emptiness in between.

2. Song about Alexander Nevsky
A tranquil lake scene; Alexander and his comrades are fishing with extended nets.  The chorus celebrates Alexander's victory over the Swedes two years earlier.

3. The Crusaders in Pskov
The town of Pskov has fallen to the invading Germans.  The conquerors, representing the Roman form of Christianity, prepare a pyre on which they threaten to burn any citizen of Pskov who fails to convert to their religion.  In their heavy metal helmets, the German soldiers look more like robots than human beings.  They execute the leading citizens and even grab small children and throw them onto the fire as well.  The crusaders, and the priests accompanying them, chant in Latin while this gruesome activity is going on.

4. "Arise, People of Russia"
Another choral movement accompanies the enthusiastic preparations of the citizens of Novgorod to defend the Motherland.  The melody of the contrasting middle section (almost folk-like in directness) becomes the single most important theme of the score.

5. The Battle on the Ice
The longest movement in the cantata, and one of Prokofiev's finest achievements, this is a virtuosic musical depiction of the course of battle.

6. The Field of the Dead
Night is falling.  Many Russians lie dead or wounded where they have fallen.  A young woman is heard, singing of her search for her brave lovers.  She has vowed to marry whichever of two men has proven the bravest in battle.  Both men are injured but alive; she helps them off the field.

7. Alexander's Entry into Pskov
The victory has been complete.  Alexander's troops return to Pskov in triumph, bringing their captives with them.  Weddings are arranged, the dead are mourned, and traitors are punished.  But most of all, everyone celebrates the end of the fighting in a choral paean.

