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Symphony no. 3, opus 44 (1928)
Sergei Prokofiev has a large reputation, although many of his works are seldom heard. The reason for this is that his music has a certain image, one
created to some extent by the composer himself and one from which he found it difficult in later years to distance himself, no matter how hard he tried. 
One might summarise this image as that of a poker-faced comedian. Compositions that confirm this impression, such as the Classical Symphony, the
Third Piano Concerto and some of his early piano works are amongst his best-known works.
He shows a different side in his works for voice; a side that is clearly close to his heart, since even though most of his operas enjoyed little in the way
of success during his lifetime, he wrote at least eight of them, with lyricism to the fore and a tendency for declamation and unpredictable forms. The
less popular of these include L’Ange de feu, based on the 1907 novel by the writer Bryusov, setting a 16th century tale of the passionate young girl
Renata, who becomes obsessed by the devil. She vacillates between fascination and rejection. She can neither circumvent nor defy her own sorcery
and is ultimately condemned to death. Prokofiev worked on this piece almost throughout the 1920s. When he realised that a performance was unlikely
at the time, and because he was unaccustomed to leaving his musical inventions unperformed, he rearranged the material from the opera into a new
symphony, his Third.
Despite this clear relationship, the symphony is neither a symphonic synopsis of the opera nor a pot-pourri of themes from it. The themes that are
quoted from the opera are completely recast. The first movement opens with a slow introduction and there are clear aural traces of exposition,
development and recapitulation in the ensuing moderato. Many themes may well have been drawn from the opera, but their development betrays the
rhythmic alertness and refinement of orchestration that are features of Prokofiev’s more grotesque works. The second movement contains elements of
a classical adagio: a ternary form with the drama concentrated in the central section and a retrospective coda. The two final movements are more in
the nature of movements from a suite; more rhapsodic in form, more instrumental than vocal in their melodic style. The listener who is unaware of the
history of the work would be unlikely to recognise its operatic roots. Prokofiev considered the first movement – the furthest removed from the world of
operatic music – to have been the most successful. He described the symphony as a whole as being ‘much more profound’ than many of his other
works. He even went as far as to describe the work as ‘one of my most important compositions’.
Critics and others who heard the work were less enthusiastic. At the Paris premiere on 17 May 1929, the conductor Pierre Monteux called the
composer on to the platform to acknowledge the applause (an unusual step at the time) but this did not significantly help his cause. Hindsight might
explain that there was another reason for the scant enthusiasm. He was to return to his homeland in the 1930s and many people attributed the later
shift in his style to artistic directives from the authorities. But his new style was already in evidence before his return to Russia, for instance in this
symphony.

Symphony no. 4, op. 47 (1930), first version
Like the Third Symphony, the Fourth also has close links to an explicitly narrative composition, this time to the ballet L’enfant prodigue, on which the
composer was also working in 1930. At that point, Serge Koussevitzky was the conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, which was
commissioning works to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary from composers such as Prokofiev (Fourth Symphony), Stravinsky (Symphony of Psalms),
Roussel (Fourth Symphony) and Hindemith (Concert Music for brass and strings). He was disappointed when Prokofiev told him of the relationship
between the two works, as he feared that the symphony might only be partially original. The conductor need not have been too concerned, however.
As with the Third Symphony, the material of the Fourth may well be derivative in part, but it is developed in a novel way. Only the third movement – a
scherzo in nature, if not in name, with a characteristic Prokofiev twinkle in its eye – is drawn intact from the ballet, from the ‘dancers’ episode in Scene
1. Fragments from the ballet can also be heard in the second movement (‘the return’ from Scene 3 and ‘the awakening’ from Scene 2) and in the
fourth movement (‘the departure’ and ‘the meeting of friends’ from Scene 1). There are discernible traces of classical sonata form in the opening
movement. Both of the outer movements are characterised by the tension between the material, which is sometimes thought of as being
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programmatic, and the way in which the material is developed, with instrumental angularity and rhythmic regularity vying against expansive lyricism
and whimsical phrasing. This may be why the composer described the first movement as being ‘to some extent Mozartian’. The caustic tone of his
earlier works, particularly those for piano, is largely gone and the tension between plangent harmony and melody on the one hand and Prokofiev’s
leanings towards classical forms on the other hand – so much a feature of his early period style – is elaborated in much gentler focus. The humour and
cynicism of the short works have given way to the need to excel in a larger-scale work, where lyricism is more prominent than drama. The finale
sounds more rhapsodic and improvisational than the first two movements, because the material borrowed from the ballet for the third and fourth
movements is more extensive than in the first movement and because the ballet is laid out as a series of ‘numbers’. Prokofiev enjoys playing with the
contrast between minor and major keys, with an ever-changing instrumental palette, with large and small gestures in an unpredictable form and with
his own unique form of modality.
Whether the early critics were aware of the background to the work or not, most of them felt that the work was far from cohesive. The upshot was that
the composer seldom heard the work after its Boston premiere. Nonetheless, he regarded it as one of his most successful compositions. For the
rehearsals leading up to the work’s European premiere in Brussels in 1930, the musicians were forced to decamp to a smaller hall, as the main hall
was being used for rehearsals of Stravinsky’s Symphony of Psalms. Prokofiev did not make any big fuss about this; he viewed his own L’enfant
prodigue as his comment on Stravinsky’s Apollo, another work of non-abrasive neo-classicism.
 

USP:

- This recording is the first instalment in a projected survey of the complete symphonies by Prokofiev, performed by the Netherlands Radio
Philharmonic Orchestra under its Principal Guest Conductor James Gaffigan. The recordings are all studio recordings.

- The project is an important contribution to the discography of the orchestra, that previously recorded the complete symphonies of composers such as
Anton Bruckner (Jaap van Zweden), Gustav Mahler, Rachmaninow (Edo de Waart) and K.A. Hartmann (various conductors).

- James Gaffigan, born in 1979, is one of the leading conductors of his generation alongside Kirill Petrenko, Andris Nelson and Yannick Nezet-Seguin.
 

tracks:

CD 1

1. Symphony no. 3 opus 44 in C minor - Moderato (12:20)
2. Symphony no. 3 opus 44 in C minor - Andante (06:15)
3. Symphony no. 3 opus 44 in C minor - Allegro agitato (08:20)
4. Symphony no. 3 opus 44 in C minor - Andante mosso (05:41)
5. Symphony no. 4 opus 47 in C major (first version) - Andante assai –
Allegro eroico (06:46)
6. Symphony no. 4 opus 47 in C major (first version) - Andante tranquillo
(06:45)
7. Symphony no. 4 opus 47 in C major (first version) - Moderato, quasi
Allegretto (04:11)
8. Symphony no. 4 opus 47 in C major (first version) - Allegro risoluto –
Moderato – Coda (07:18)
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