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PROKOFIEV
Symphony No. 1 in D Major, Op. 25, “Classical
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Larghetto

Gavotte

Finale: Molto vivace

SCHUMANN

Concerto in A minor for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 54
Allegro affettuoso
Intermezzo
Allegro vivace
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RACHMANINOFF

Symphonic Dances, Op. 45
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Lento assai — Allegro vivace
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NOTES ON THE PROGRAM

SERGEI PROKOFIEV

(b. Sontzovka, Russia, 1891; d. Moscow, 1953)
Symphony No. 1 in D Major, Op. 25,
“Classical Symphony”

In Prokofiev’s time, music history did not
figure greatly into a Russian musician’s
education. Faculty rarely urged a study of
Viennese classical form and style, but
Nicolai Tcherepnin, an exception, urged
Prokofiev to learn the works of Mozart and
Haydn in the belief their compositional
procedures would be valuable. Prokofiev
learned how they achieved grace and fluidi-
ty stylistically, and he employed this
knowledge to create the marvelous blend of
the economy, clarity, wit and whimsy he
used in his “Classical Symphony.”

In 1916, Prokofiev began to sketch this
symphony, and in 1917—the tumultuous
year of the Czar’s abdication, the October
Revolution, and Lenin’s rise to power—he
completed it. In his words, the “Classical
Symphony” is “as Haydn might have writ-
ten it, had he lived in our day.” Prokofiev
desired to update the old style, and said, “It
seemed to me that if Haydn had lived into
this century, he would have kept his own
style while absorbing things from later
music.” Prokofiev sometimes referred to
this work as his “First Symphony”
(although he had written and discarded oth-
ers in 1902 and 1908), but also called it the
“Classical Symphony” with the “secret
hope that in the course of time it might turn
out to be a classic.” A forebear of 1920’
neoclassicism, this was the first major work
Prokofiev composed without depending on
the piano: “I had been toying with the idea
of writing a whole symphony without the
piano. I believed that the orchestra would
sound more natural. That is how the project
for a symphony in the Haydn style had
come into being.”

This graceful and fluid symphony con-
tains humor, echoing Haydn’s wit, yet it
sounds particularly Russian. Shorter than
its classical antecedents, it has the irony
that figures in Prokofiev’s later sym-
phonies. Also full of charm and grace, it
plays with forms, melodies, phrase struc-
tures and rhythms typical of classicism and
makes us smile as we listen.

The first movement, in a perfectly shaped
sonata-form, Allegro, begins with violins
enunciating the first theme then flutes con-
tributing additional thematic material. The
violins introduce the second subject, with
the bassoons’ aid. The second movement,
Larghetto, is a prepossessing, slow dance in
triple meter much like a stately minuet. For
the third movement, where Haydn and
Mozart usually placed a minuet, Prokofiev
composed a Gavotte, in duple time, Non
troppo allegro. Its whimsical trio has low-
stringed instruments deliver a bagpipe-like
drone. This movement was especially popu-
lar, and as a result, Prokofiev used the same
idea again, enlarging it for the Romeo and
Juliet ballet. The speedy sonata-allegro
Finale: Molto vivace, closes the work in a
great flash of brilliance.

The “Classical Symphony” was first per-
formed on April 21, 1918, in St. Petersburg
(then Petrograd), with the composer con-
ducting the Petrograd Court Orchestra. It is
scored for a classical orchestra: pairs of
flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, horns,
trumpets and timpani, and a body of strings.

ROBERT SCHUMANN

(b. Zwickau, Germany, 1810; d. Endenich,
Germany, 1856)

Concerto in A minor for Piano and
Orchestra, Op. 54

A year before Schumann married Clara
Wieck, the daughter of his piano teacher,
she asked him to compose something bril-
liant for her. She stipulated that it should be
moderately long and not difficult listening.
Not until six months after their marriage
did Schumann find the time and inspiration
to write Clara a one-movement Fantasy. On
August 13, 1841, the Schumanns tried out
the Fantasy at a rehearsal of the Leipzig
Gewandhaus Orchestra, and Clara pro-
nounced it magnificent, but publishers and
others persuaded them no one would have
interest in a one-movement work. In 1845,
Robert composed an Intermezzo and Finale
to add to the Fantasy, and the result of fus-
ing these two together was the Piano
Concerto in A minor.

Clara was the soloist for the concerto’s pre-
miere in Dresden on December 4, 1845.



Ferdinand Hiller, a pianist to whom
Schumann dedicated the concerto, conduct-
ed. The public did not immediately favor
the work, which distressed Clara immense-
ly, but Robert reassured her that would
change, and indeed, in ten years, the con-
certo had become widely accepted, but by
then, Schumann had died.

The work was complicated and difficult
for its first audiences. Unlike the works of
Mozart and Beethoven, Schumann’s con-
certo does not treat the orchestra and the
soloist as independent elements. Instead the
piece joins them into a single performing
body, and a new kind of texture results,
making it difficult for those not used to this
to follow. There are rhythmic complica-
tions, too, almost imperceptible to the lis-
tening ear, which Schumann may have
written to surprise the performers, thus giv-
ing a little frisson to the music.

The first movement, the original Fantasy,
Allegro affettuoso, begins with resounding
piano chords, followed by a melody that
becomes the concerto’s main theme. Almost
every thematic element of the work can be
traced to it, and this beginning, with its
apparently simple melodiousness, conceals
the extraordinary energy it contains. A solo
cadenza and coda forcefully conclude the
movement. Next comes a gracious and lyri-
cal Intermezzo, Andantino grazioso, which
ends with an improvisational passage that
makes a transition directly into the energetic
finale, Allegro vivace.

The concerto is scored for two flutes, two
oboes, and two clarinets, two bassoons, two
horns, two trumpets, timpani and strings.

SERGEI RACHMANINOFF

(b. Oneg, Novgorod, Russia, 1873; d.
Beverly Hills, California, 1943)
Symphonic Dances, Op. 45

Rachmaninoft wrote the set of three
Symphonic Dances, his last composition,
on Long Island in 1940. On January 3,
1941, Eugene Ormandy and the
Philadelphia Orchestra performed the work
for the first time. The composer originally
planned to title the movements Noon,
Twilight and Midnight, but in a letter to
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Ormandy before the premiere, he referred
to it simply as “a symphonic piece called
Fantastic Dances.” Finally, he abandoned
descriptive designations and adopted the
simple Symphonic Dances. Rachmaninoff
and choreographer Michael Fokine dis-
cussed the possibility of using the score for
a ballet but Fokine’s death in 1942 prevent-
ed any further development of this idea.

The work is, in fact, like a “dancing
symphony.” The first movement, Non alle-
gro, is the most rhythmic of the three,
although the second is a waltz, Andante
con moto (Tempo di valse). The third
begins with a slow introduction, Lento
assai, then shifts to Allegro vivace.
Rachmaninoff wove the ancient hymn, Dies
irae (“Day of Wrath”), from the Latin Mass
for the Dead, into the music suggesting a
medieval dance of death.

The score calls for a large orchestra with
triple woodwinds, alto saxophone, four horns,
three trumpets, three trombones and tuba, tim-
pani, percussion, piano, harp and strings.

—Susan Halpern



