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SERGE PROKOFIEV (1891 - 1953)

Symphony No. 1 in D major, Op. 25 ‘Classical’ (1916 / 1917)

1 1. Allegro .....................................................................................................................................[4:23]
2 2. Larghetto .................................................................................................................................[4:29]
3 3. Gavotte: Non troppo allegro ....................................................................................................[1:34]
4 4. Finale: Molto vivace .................................................................................................................[4:16]

Symphony No. 7 in C sharp minor, Op. 131 (1951 / 1952)

5 1. Moderato..................................................................................................................................[9:50]
6 2. Allegretto..................................................................................................................................[9:01]
7 3. Andante espressivo .................................................................................................................[5:57]
8 4. Vivace ......................................................................................................................................[8:37]

COMPACT DISC 1

COMPACT DISC 2

Symphony No. 2 in D minor, Op. 40 (1924 / 1925)

1 1. Allegro ben articolato .............................................................................................................[13:08]
2 2. Thema ......................................................................................................................................[2:18]
3  Variation .................................................................................................................................. [2:47]
4  Variation ...................................................................................................................................[2:51]
5  Variation .................................................................................................................................. [2:09] 
6  Variation ...................................................................................................................................[5:49]
7  Variation ...................................................................................................................................[2:50]
8  Variation und Thema ................................................................................................................[7:40]

Symphony No. 3 in C minor, Op. 44 (1928)

9 1. Moderato................................................................................................................................[14:13]
0 2. Andante ...................................................................................................................................[7:02]
! 3. Allegro agitato ..........................................................................................................................[8:39]
@ 4. Andante mosso- Allegro agitato ...............................................................................................[6:57]
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Symphony No. 4 in C major, Op. 47 (Original 1930 version)
1 1. Andante assai - Allegro eroico .................................................................................................[6:55]
2 2. Andante tranquillo ....................................................................................................................[7:46]
3 3. Moderato, quasi allegretto .......................................................................................................[4:40]
4 4. Allegro risoluto .........................................................................................................................[7:34]

Symphony No. 4 in C major, Op. 112 (Revised 1947 version)
5 1. Andante - Allegro eroico – Allegretto .....................................................................................[13:41]
6 2. Andante tranquillo ..................................................................................................................[10:14]
7 3. Moderato, quasi allegretto .....................................................................................................[06:04]
8 4. Allegro risoluto .......................................................................................................................[10:01]

COMPACT DISC 3

COMPACT DISC 4

Symphony No. 5 in B flat major, Op. 100 (1944)
1 1. Andante .................................................................................................................................[13:48]
2 2. Allegro marcato......................................................................................................................[09:04]
3 3. Adagio................................................................................................................................... [12:34] 
4 4. Allegro giocoso ......................................................................................................................[09:40]

COMPACT DISC 5

Symphony No. 6 in E flat minor, Op. 111 (1945 – 1947)
1 1. Allegro moderato ...................................................................................................................[15:33]
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The symphonies of Sergei Sergeyevich Prokofiev (1891-
1953) provide a rewarding paradox for any listener, 
since they are excellent even though they do not seem 
to exploit the composer’s most-appreciated qualities. A 
mighty composer of ballets like Cinderella, Romeo and 
Juliet, Prodigal Son, and operas (War & Peace et al.) 
Prokofiev enjoyed relative freedom in the symphonic 
medium. Symphonies allowed him to create dancing 
rhythms that need not be strictly danceable, as well as 
singing melodies beyond the limitations of human vocal 
chords. Unlike his skilled, much loved concertos for violin, 
cello, and piano, Prokofiev’s symphonies necessarily lack 
a sustained solo protagonist. At their best, his symphonies 
sound like exalted, dramatized history, capturing and 
evoking a point in time.
 In 1907, as a teenaged music student, Prokofiev 
was transfixed by the St. Petersburg premiere of Rimsky-
Korsakov’s opera Legend of the Invisible City of Kitezh. 
Later he expressed similar fascination with non-existence 
in his Lieutenant Kijé Suite (1934), inspired by the story 
of a famous, but mythical, military officer. Listening to 
Prokofiev’s symphonies, critics and biographers have 
found only limited evidence of the inner man behind the 
compositions, even though, of course, he did exist.
 Unlike Bartók, who famously eschewed the 
symphonic form, Prokofiev kept striving (with long 
intermissions) to express himself in the genre. Initially 
he may have hoped that the abstract, non-programmatic 
and textless symphony format would protect him from 
increasingly severe Soviet censorship. Alas, this proved 
to be all too optimistic, for Stalin’s dictatorship would 
indeed criticize Prokofiev’s symphonies .

 Prokofiev was thus a persistent, if intermittent, 
symphonist. He worked on symphonies - apart from 
earlier, unrealized student works - from 1916 until 1952, 
the year before his death. He would die only months after 
the premiere of his final Seventh Symphony. A complete 
set of Prokofiev’s symphonies provides a satisfyingly 
all-encompassing look at the composer’s creativity 
throughout the years of his mastery.
 Experimenting with varying sources and approaches 
to the symphony, he tried deriving symphonies from 
already-composed works, which resulted in the Third 

(1928) and Fourth (1929-1930) Symphonies. Previously 
he had paid tribute to a specific musical era and style, 
the 18th century, in his Symphony No. 1 in D major, 
”Classical” Op. 25 (1916-1917). This First Symphony 
remains Prokofiev’s most beloved, and the rest of 
his symphonic output, with the notable exception of 
Symphony No. 5 a quarter-century later, is a mixed bag of 
critical and official semi-rejection.
 This discontinuity of reception can make Prokofiev’s 
symphonic career seem an up-and-down affair, with his 
First and Fifth symphonies by far his most performed and 
recorded works. Yet his other symphonies, regardless 
of the irrelative neglect, are well worth listening to and 
performing. Comparing Prokofiev to his contemporaries 
is a thorny business, and he is certainly as unlike 
Shostakovich as the oft compared French colleagues 
Debussy and Ravel are unlike one another.
 In Arthur Honegger’s five symphonies, the frequently 
menacing and sardonic sound texture is sometimes akin 
to that of Prokofiev. Yet Prokofiev’s symphonies may be 
more usefully compared to the 15 symphonies by another 
contemporary, Denmark’s Rued Langgaard (1893-1952). 
Langgaard’s highly dramatic, late romanticism with a 
Straussian command of orchestration expresses modern 
angst, often in a Prokofievan way. Whether or not their 
paths actually crossed in France or Germany, we can 
ascribe Prokofiev and Langgaard’s closeness in spirit to 
similar sources of inspiration, as well as that sometimes-
derided term, Zeitgeist.

Symphony No. 1 in D major “Classical,” Op. 25 
(1916-1917)

In 1908, Prokofiev wrote to Nikolai Myaskovsky (1881-
1950), a friend and fellow-student at the Saint Petersburg 
Conservatory, asking: “What can be worse than a long 
symphony? To me, the ideal of a perfect size for a 
symphony is one that runs for 20, maximum 30 minutes, 
and I am trying to write mine as compressed as possible.” 
Only traces remain of Prokofiev’s student efforts, but his 
ideal timing was clearly applied to his first, and shortest, 
surviving symphony. Inspired by the composer Alexander 
Tcherepnin (18991977), his conducting teacher, 
Prokofiev nostalgically emulated 18th century civilized 
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virtues, as exemplified by the music of Haydn and Mozart. 
Even more, these composers and Beethoven were 
associated with Prokofiev’s mother Maria Grigoryevna, 
his first piano teacher, which would give any future return 
to early classical models a maternal element. Inevitably 
the results were Russian, however Europeanized, just like 
Tchaikovsky’s tributes to the 18th century in his operas 
Eugene Onegin and The Queen of Spades. Prokofiev’s 
Classical Symphony, around 14 minutes in performance, 
is scored for an orchestra of 18th century dimensions 
(Prokofiev referred to it as his “symphoshka”, using an 
affectionate diminutive) consisting of 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 
clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, timpani and 
strings. The writing for strings slyly transformed a single 
theme from a ticking clock (sounding like an allusion 
to Haydn’s “Clock” Symphony No. 101 in D minor) to 
barnyard clucking (like Haydn’s “Hen” Symphony No. 
83 in G minor). Throughout, Prokofiev’s writing for 
flutes adds a sassy edge to the courtly dances. Side-
stepping the violent hurly-burly of the First World War 
and Russian Revolution, Prokofiev first wrote the jaunty 
third movement “Gavotte” in 1916, then added the no-
less-charming first movement Allegro, second movement 
Larghetto, and Finale, marked MoIto vivace. While 
composing this work in the Caucasus, away from the 
fighting in Petrograd, he also finished the orchestration 
on his swaggeringly spiky, modernistic Violin Concerto 
No 1 in D major (1916-1917). The “Classical” Symphony, 
premiered in April 1918 in Petrograd, conducted by the 
composer, has proved ever-popular. Its witty high spirits 
belie the criticism of Igor Stravinsky, expressed in his 
Memories and Commentaries co-written with Robert 
Craft, about Prokofiev’s “Lack of intellect and culture,” 
adding that the ballet impresario Serge Diaghilev believed 
Prokofiev was “stupid.”
 On the contrary, Prokofiev was passionate about 
momentum and quickness in his quest to be a self-
made hero of Russian music. In his recently published 
Diaries 1907-1914: Prodigious Youth (Cornell University 
Press), Prokofiev uses the word “cine matographic” in 
1911 as praise for the rapid action in a play he wants 
to set to music. On a 1913 trip to Paris he writes: “The 
countryside flashed by with cinematographic speed, while 
the train seemed to be going faster and faster until I was 

brought to a state of ecstasy.” This exuberant dynamism 
is also evident in the diaries’ many discussions of chess, 
which Prokofiev studied until he was able to defeat the 
world’s dominant chess player, Jose Raul Capablanca, 
in 1914. Listeners spirits have likewise been raised for 
over 90 years by the fleet, festive, and brainy “Classical” 
Symphony.

Symphony No. 2 in D minor op. 40 (1924-25)

In 1924 Prokofiev derived a Symphonic Suite from 
his opera Love of Three Oranges. At about this time, 
the conductor Serge Koussevitzky (1874-1951), 
commissioned him to write a new modernistic symphony. 
Prokofiev reported to his friend Nikolai Myaskovsky that a 
work by Arthur Honegger which had recently premiered in 
Paris, “Pacific 231” was “insignificant in content but very 
tough and brilliantly orchestrated.” Admiring how each of 
Honegger’s instruments “played naturally and pleasingly”, 
Prokofiev vowed to study “primers on bassoons, oboes, 
and so on, to learn to write easily for each instrument.”
 Seeking clarity amid modern complexity, Prokofiev 
declared his new symphony would be novofakturalno 
(new-fangled), yet inspired by the structure of 
Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 32 in C minor, Opus 
111. Prokofiev planned a strong first movement (marked 
Allegro ben articolato) followed by a second movement 
Theme and Variations. He aimed to make the symphony 
“hard as iron and steel.” In June, 1925 it was premiered by 
Koussevitzky in Paris to general disappointment, including 
from the composer, who later wrote: “It was too thickly 
woven. There were too many layers of counterpoint which 
degenerated into mere figuration ...This was perhaps the 
first time it appeared to me that I might be destined to 
be a second-rate composer.” Despite Prokofiev’s harsh 
self-criticism, there was much of substance in his Second 
Symphony. Some of its harshness would reappear 
in his next work, the ballet , Le Pas d’Acier (The Steel 
Tread, 1925-1926), commissioned by Diaghilev. The 
very full orchestra contained 2 flutes, piccolo, 2 oboes, 
English horn, 2 clarinets, bass clarinet, 2 bassoons, 
contra bassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, 
timpani, 3 percussionists (cymbals, triangle, castanets, 
bass drum, snare drum, and tambourine), piano, and 
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strings. The weight and percussive impact of piano, bass 
drum, and tuba creates an especially imposing sound 
landscape. Augmented double-basses (doubtless in 
tribute to Koussevitzky, who was a noted virtuoso on the 
instrument before embracing conducting) provide further 
impetus and menace. Prokofiev’s Second Symphony is 
closer in its expression of mechanism to The Iron Foundry 
(1927), a celebrated orchestral work by Alexander 
Mosolov (1900-1973), than to anything by Honegger. 
Still, there are almost pastoral moments in its second 
movement, the sort of “pleasing” instrumentation which 
Prokofiev had originally planned.
 The sheer length of Prokofiev’s work may have been 
its undoing: the second movement is the longest such 
section ever written by him, at around 21 minutes. As 
the recent well-documented biography by David Nice, 
Prokofiev, a Biography: From Russia to the West 1891-
1935 (Yale University Press) the composer planned 
to add a third movement finale even late in the writing 
process. Only when he abandoned this final section did 
the full weight of the second movement become the 
Second Symphony’s concluding statement.
 In the last months of his life, Prokofiev would plan a 
streamlined version of his “somber and austere” Second 
Symphony to be his Op. 136, which was never achieved. 

Symphony No. 3 in C minor, Op. 44 (1928)

From 1919 to 1927, Prokofiev worked on his opera The 
Fiery Angel. Although scheduled for a 1927-28 staging 
at the Berlin State Opera, it would only be premiered 
posthumously in 1954. In 1928, Koussevitzky gave 
a concert performance of its second act, after which 
Prokofiev resolved to adapt parts of the opera to construct 
his Third Symphony.
 At first he considered a concert suite, which he 
nicknamed Fiery Suite, as a “symphonic paraphrase” in 
the manner of those operatic paraphrases” like Liszt’s 
Rigoletto - Concert Paraphrase for Piano. Then he 
reported in a letter to his friend the composer Nikolai 
Myaskovsky (1881-1950) that the “material I drew from 
the opera has completely unexpectedly taken the form of 
a four-movement symphony.” He added: “What does it 
matter if, strictly speaking, it’s a concoction?”

 As Boris Berman points out in his helpful Prokofiev’s 
Piano Sonatas (Yale University Press), Prokofiev’s 
“chess player’s mind (he played and studied chess all his 
life) saw the possibilities for new combinations of different 
fragments, some of them quite small” in the new work. 
Critics have duly identified a multitude of passages from 
the opera , a bloodcurdling tale of a young German girl, 
Renata, who falls in love with a vision of a fiery angel 
and is eventually sentenced to be burned at the stake 
by the Inquisition. Yet the Third Symphony, premiered 
in 1929 in Paris, conducted by Pierre Monteux, can 
stand alone as a hallucinatory Expressionist cry, without 
needing to be heard as program music or “concoction.” 
Its first movement, marked Moderato, alternates violence 
and anguish with heroic brass playing for a wholly 
operatic effect. The second movement Andante is a 
stately mystical evocation, described by Prokofiev as a 
“calm and contemplative andante” with an “abstract and 
metaphysical character.” The third movement Allegro 
agitato - Allegretto contains hysterical writing for strings, 
which are divided into 13 parts. The fourth movement 
Andante mosso - Allegro moderato returns to the 
haunted, apocalyptic thematics of the rest of the work with 
resonant, doomed calls from the brass section. As the 
author David Nice perceptively notes, its “oppressive aura 
of catastrophe is, if anything, even more concentrated” 
than in the original opera.

Symphony No 4 in C major (original 1930 version), 
Op. 47 (1929-1930)

Like his Second Symphony, Prokofiev’s Fourth, Op. 
47, was composed to fulfil a commission by Serge 
Koussevitzky, to celebrate the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra’s 50th anniversary. Just as the Third 
Symphony was based on music previously composed 
for a major work (the opera The Fiery Angel), so the 
Fourth Symphony reworked music from Prokofiev’s 
ballet The Prodigal Son, Ballet in Three Scenes, Op 46 
(1928-1929). Unlike The Fiery Angel, which remained 
unperformed in its entirety during the composer’s lifetime, 
The Prodigal Son, the fourth of Prokofiev’s ballets written 
for Serge Diaghilev, was a notable success at its May 
1929 premiere in Paris, where it was conducted by Roger 
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Désormière. The ballet’s lilting festive air, with especially 
winsome writing for the wood  winds, transfers well into a 
symphony meant for a commemorative occasion. As with 
Prokofiev’s previous works inspired by other pieces, it can 
be misleading to try to appreciate a new work by citing 
the original dramatic context of a melody from the first 
work. Even though musicologists enjoy this kind of hunt-
and-peck search for sources , it is only rarely illuminating 
for the general listener. Clearly Prokofiev was aiming at 
an intimate, chamber-music tone in his Symphony Op. 
47. Briefer by far than the two preceding symphonies, its 
length is midway between the First “Classical” Symphony 
and its more developed, highly wrought successors. 
A dance symphony, then, and as such, notably more 
successful than the Suite which Prokofiev also derived 
from the same ballet (The Prodigal Son: Symphonic 
Suite from the Ballet, Op. 46 bis, 1929) which premiered 
in 1931 in Paris. This Suite suffered from some ungainly 
transitions, whereas the four-movement symphonic 
structure arranges the melodic material with ideal grace.
 After it premiered in Boston conducted by 
Koussevitzky in November, 1930, Prokofiev wrote of his 
new symphony: “It was not a success, but I love it for its 
absence of noise and the wealth of fine material which 
it contains.” Indeed, the Fourth Symphony disappointed 
listeners who were perhaps expecting larger-scale 
dramatic confrontations akin to those in his Second and 
Third Symphonies. This question of relative dimensions 
may explain why when Prokofiev elected to revise his 
Fourth Symphony he would make it a much weightier and 
more resonant work.

Symphony No. 4 in C major (revised 1947 version), 
Op. 112

It is perilous to compare the two versions of Prokofiev’s 
Fourth Symphony, the 1930 Fourth Symphony Op. 47 
and the version which he rewrote in 1947 (Op. 112), 
long after his return to the Soviet Union. Listening to both 
versions consecutively, the 1930 Fourth Symphony Op. 
47 inevitably sounds lightweight, while the 1947-vintage 
Fourth Symphony Op. 112 is almost disconcsertingly 
massive and striving for arduous emotion. As a result, 
Op. 112 is more impressive, if less immediately loveable 

than Op. 47. Let us try to listen to them independently, 
as Prokofiev himself might have suggested. Indeed, he 
claimed to have “added so much that (Op.112) could 
really be called my Seventh Symphony.” Both are 
essential parts of Prokofiev’s symphonic oeuvre. The 
Fourth Symphony Op. 112 is around 14 minutes longer 
than its predecessor, and the augmented orchestration 
adds a high-pitched piccolo clarinet, harp, and piano. 
More extroverted and larger-scale in every way, it is 
convincingly episodic, although by 1947, Prokofiev’s 
situation in the Soviet Union had reached a desperate 
impasse . The Fourth Symphony Op. 112 would only 
enjoy a London radio premiere in March, 1950, with the 
BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Adrian Boult, 
and a posthumous concert hall premiere in January, 1957, 
with the USSR State Symphony Orchestra conducted by 
Gennadi Rozhdestvensky.
 This delay was no mere accident. In February, 
1948, a resolution of the Communist Party Central-
Committee ostensibly aimed at censuring the Soviet 
Georgian composer Vano Muradeli (1908-1970) also 
attacked those who were said to have influenced 
Muradeli’s music, including Shostakovich, Prokofiev, and 
Khachaturian. These composers were condemned for 
having “maintained a formalistic, anti-people tendency 
[...], in whose work formalist perversions and anti-
democratic tendencies in music, alien to the Soviet 
people and its artistic tastes, were particularly glaring.” 
Much of Prokofiev’s catalogue was banned, even though 
he addressed a broken-spirited, apologetic open letter to 
the Central Committee which did not help.

Symphony No. 5 in B flat major, Op 100 (1944)

Prokofiev wrote his Symphony No. 5 fourteen years after 
his last effort in the genre (Op. 47) had failed. Since then, 
he had gradually approached a return to the Soviet Union, 
frequently visiting there starting in 1933, while Paris 
was still his home base. Only in 1936 did he become a 
permanent Moscow resident. This return, fraught with all 
the tragedy that has retrospectively become familiar from 
Stalin’s USSR, may be one reason why some colleagues 
saw Prokofiev as “stupid.” Yet unlike other Russians who 
returned to the homeland, like the literary historian Prince 
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Dmitry Mirsky (1890-1939) who immediately disappeared 
into a gulag, Prokofiev prospered artistically, at least at 
first. Even World War II provided no apparent deterrent 
to his productivity, with the years before 1944 full of new 
works for piano, and chamber ensembles, as well as 
the large-scale film score Ivan the Terrible (1942-1946 
), commissioned for the epic film directed by Sergei 
Eisenstein (1898-1948). 
 He was also working on the vast opera War and 
Peace, Op. 91 (1941-1952), a partial concert version 
of which (with piano accompaniment) was performed 
in October, 1944, conducted by Konstantin Popov. A 
concert version of excerpts with orchestra would follow in 
June, 1945, conducted by Samuel Samosud. In addition, 
Prokofiev created Cinderella, Ballet in Three Acts, Op. 
87 (1940-1944) first performed in November 1945 at 
Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre. Whence the unprecedented 
scope of his Fifth Symphony, composed on a sweepingly 
grand scale, altogether cinematic, operatic, and balletic. 
The Fifth Symphony’s power derives from the many and 
varied sources of its artistry. First outlined in summer 
1944, when the Red Army had managed to repel the Nazi 
invaders, this is an innately victorious work, as Prokofiev 
himself described it: “I conceived it as a symphony of the 
greatness of the human spirit.”
 The Fifth Symphony also seems to reflect the natural 
world with birdlike pipings for the woodwinds. This is to 
be expected, since Prokofiev worked on it in a country 
dacha east of Moscow. Its first movement Andante is 
dancing and tender, reminiscent of parts of the opera War 
and Peace, possibly influenced by the lyrical precedent 
of Alexander Borodin (1833-1887). A trickster-like second 
movement scherzo, marked Allegro marcato, has urgent 
urban fervor, while the third movement Adagio contains 
a rich, soulful waltz which builds to a menacing death 
march before ending gently. The final movement, marked 
Allegro giocoso, is usually seen as an expression of 
sheer victorious vigor, yet Prokofiev’s game was chess, 
an inherently aggressive obsession, much like music. For 
Prokofiev, the tempo indication “giocoso” probably meant 
“sporting” and “athletic” as much as “playful,” let alone 
“joyous.” The symphony ends in a somewhat scarifying 
moto perpetuo, a machine  like maelstrom.
 The Fifth Symphony premiered in January, 1945 in 

Moscow Conservatory with the USSR State Symphony 
Orchestra conducted by Prokofiev himself. It was a 
triumph, earning the composer his second Stalin Prize, 
albeit an all-too-temporary one for the composer. Only 
weeks later, a dizzy spell precipitated a damaging fall, 
which caused a severe concussion , hospitalization, 
and slew of subsequent symptoms which lasted for the 
rest of the composer’s life. Prokofiev’s health was sadly 
compromised, but his will to compose remained.

Symphony No. 6 in E flat minor, Op. 111 (1945-1947)

As with his Second Symphony, inspired by the structure 
of a Beethoven sonata (also Op. 111, which led Prokofiev 
to toy with the notion of dedicating his new work to 
Beethoven), Prokofiev’s Sixth Symphony was planned 
according to a distinct musical format, the baroque 
concerto in three movements of similar length (fast-
slow-fast). Yet its content is highly symphonic, a somber 
expression of overwrought emotions, with insistent blasts 
from the brass section like a call to alarm, grounded by the 
addition of two keyboards, piano and celesta. Prokofiev 
described his work this way: “The first movement has 
an agitated character, sometimes lyrical, sometimes 
coarse. The Andante is more serene and singing; the 
final movement is rapid, in a major key, and might be 
compared to my Fifth Symphony’s final movement, were 
there not also some rough echoes from the first section 
as well.” This description may be seen as misleading, to a 
certain degree. While parts of the central movement may 
be termed serene, overall it is as agitated and restless 
as the remainder of the work. Prokofiev’s friend Nikolai 
Myaskovsky confessed: “I only began to understood 
and appreciate (Op. 111) after hearing it three times. It 
is profound, yet somewhat somber and orchestrated 
austerely.” This austerity is entirely appropriate, given 
Prokofiev’s own statement to the musicologist lzrail’ 
Nest’yev (1911-1993) about his Sixth Symphony, created 
amid the rejoicing at the USSR’s victory in WW II: 
“Each of us has wounds which cannot be healed. One 
of us has lost people dear to him, another has lost his 
health.” Indeed, Prokofiev suffered from quasi-permanent 
health problems related to his 1945 fall and subsequent 
hospitalization. The bleak musings in his Sixth Symphony 
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seem to us today not just a recollection of wartime strife, 
but also a premonition of social ills to follow. The Sixth 
Symphony was premiered in October 1947 in Leningrad, 
with the Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by 
Evgeny Mravinsky. Yet by February 1948, the Stalinist 
politician Andrei Zhdanov (1896-1948) launched a series 
of purges among musicians, taking as principal targets 
Shostakovich, Prokofiev, and Khachaturian for creating 
“cosmopolitan and formalist” works. It must have been 
cold comfort for Prokofiev and his colleagues that Zhdanov 
himself died of alcohol-related disease only a few months 
later.

Symphony No. 7 in C sharp minor Op. 131 (1951-52)

In Prokofiev’s oeuvre, his Seventh Symphony is marked 
by the same kind of discontinuity as his other works in the 
genre. Following the 1948 denunciation and banning of his 
works, Prokofiev tried to defend himself with some public 
groveling, in the form of apologetic words and a series of 
unsavory patriotic works, including the opera The Story of 
a Real Man, Op. 117 (1947-1948); Winter Bonfire, Suite 
for narrator, boys’ chorus and orchestra, Op. 122 (1949-
19501); and On Guard for Peace, Oratorio for narrator, 
contralto, boy alto, boy’s chorus, mixed adult chorus and 
orchestra, Op. 124 (1950). Yet he was also able to create 
works of musical quality in this exzernally imposed “simple” 
style, notably his Sonata for Cello and Piano in C major, 

Op. 119 (1949) and the Seventh Symphony. Both reflect a 
return to a dance-like, lyrical élan from Prokofiev’s earlier 
works, like the Symphony No 1 in D major “Classical”, Op. 
25.
 The Seventh Symphony was ostensibly composed 
“for young listeners”, meaning that it was intended to 
encourage Soviet youth. While the final movement, marked 
Vivace, of this four-movement work contains a so-called 
“youth theme” of the kind found in works like On Guard 
for Peace and Winter Bonfire, overall the symphony 
escapes from the label of propagandistic “young pioneer” 
music written to order to prop up a Communist dictator. In 
his Seventh Symphony, and his other outstanding works 
from this difficult last period of his life, Prokofiev managed 
to produce seemingly effortless, dancing melodies of 
poignant charm. Nostalgia for lost youth seems to be the 
most intense emotion expressed in this last symphony, 
which differentiates it dramatically from Prokofiev’s 
preceding symphonies.
 The October, 1952 premiere of the Seventh Symphony 
in Moscow, where the All-Union Radio Orchestra was 
conducted by Samuel Samosud, proved to be Prokofiev’s 
last public appearance. He died of a brain hemorrhage on 
March 5, 1953, but only a limited number of friends and 
colleagues were allowed to attend his funeral because of 
the enforced official mourning for Stalin, who had died the 
same day. In 1957, Prokofiev was posthumously awarded 
the Lenin Prize for the Seventh Symphony.
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THE GÜRZENICH ORCHESTRA COLOGNE

Throughout the long history of the Gürzenich Orchestra 
Cologne many developments in the musical life of the 
city converge. Its roots go back to the town musicians of 
the 15th century and the cathedral orchestra. In 1827 the 
Cologne Concert Society, which was composed of well-
to-do, music-loving citizens, took over the sponsorship of 
the orchestra. Thirteen years later the Society appointed 
Conradin Kreutzer, the first municipal music director to 
receive a fixed salary, to conduct the numerous orchestral 
and choral concerts and opera performances. Beginning 
in 1857 the Society’s concerts were presented in a late 
Gothic trading room and banquet hall known as the 
Gürzenich.
 From Ferdinand Hiller, Franz Wüllner, Fritz Steinbach, 
Hermann Abendroth and Günter Wand to Markus Stenz 
– although the music directors who followed Conradin 
Kreutzer set different priorities, they all sought a balance 
between the classical canon and new works of their 
day. François-Xavier Roth will follow as new Gürzenich-
Kapellmeister in season 2015/2016. Robert and Clara 
Schumann appeared with the Gürzenich Orchestra in 
Cologne, and Hector Berlioz, Giuseppe Verdi and Richard 
Wagner conducted their latest works there. Johannes 
Brahms conducted the world premiere of his Double 
Concerto for Violin, Cello and Orchestra himself. Richard 
Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegels lustige Streiche (1895) and 
Don Quixote (1898) were performed for the first time in 
Cologne, and Gustav Mahler entrusted the orchestra with 
the premiere of his Fifth Symphony. The list continues 
with Paul Hindemith, Olivier Messiaen, Hans Werner 
Henze and Karlheinz Stockhausen. The great soloists 
and conductors of their day have invariably included 
the orchestra on their itineraries – Ferruccio Busoni and 
Vladimir Horowitz, Edwin Fischer and Claudio Arrau, 
violinists from Joseph Szigeti, Adolf Busch and Jascha 
Heifetz to Frank Peter Zimmermann and Anne-Sophie 
Mutter. The orchestra came under the aegis of the city 
in 1888, and the 53 orchestra members were engaged to 
perform in the theatre. To this day the Gürzenich Orchestra 
also serves as the orchestra for the Cologne Opera. The 

university assembly hall was the main performance venue 
until the Gürzenich reopened ten years after the end of the 
Second World War. Günter Wand, honorary conductor 
of the Gürzenich Orchestra, was the ensemble’s music 
director from 1945 to 1974. In addition to expanding the 
Classical and Romantic repertoire, he devoted himself to 
the contemporary composers Ernst Krenek, Wolfgang 
Fortner, Bernd Alois Zimmermann, Paul Hindemith, Hans 
Werner Henze and Olivier Messiaen. From 1975 to 1986 
Yuri Ahronovich augmented the repertoire with works 
by Tchaikovsky, Musorgsky, Shostakovich, Dvořák and 
Sibelius and the late Viennese Romanticism of Schreker 
and Korngold. Marek Janowski opened the Cologne 
Philharmonie in 1986 with Gustav Mahler’s Symphony 
No. 8, the ‘Symphony of a Thousand’. The Gürzenich 
Orchestra now makes its home in one of the world’s 
most beautiful concert halls. Under James Conlon, who 
led the ensemble from 1989, the orchestra expanded its 
presence on the international music scene with concert 
tours and awarding-winning CD recordings.
 Markus Stenz conducted the Gürzenich Orchestra 
Cologne 2003 to 2014, combining traditional repertoire 
and innovative programming during his concerts. He was 
honoured by the German Music Publishers’ Association 
for the ‘Best Concert Programme of the Season’ during 
his first year – among other things, for introducing ‘Act 3’, 
a work at the close of the concert which is not announced 
beforehand. 
 The Gürzenich Orchestra Cologne is frequently 
invited to appear on the major international concert 
stages, including Vienna, Athens, Thessaloníki, 
Amsterdam, the Edinburgh International Festival, 
London’s BBC Proms and China, with concerts in 
Beijing, Shanghai, Macao, Suzhou und Guangzhou. 
The Gürzenich Orchestra Cologne not only enjoys an 
excellent reputation abroad but throughout Germany as 
well and is one of the country’s leading ensembles. The 
news magazine FOCUS selected it as one of Germany’s 
ten best symphony orchestras in 2008. 
 In 2015 François-Xavier Roth will take on the position 
as Gürzenich-Kapellmeister (Chief Conductor) and 
General Music Director of the City of Cologne.
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DMITRI KITAjENKO

Dmitri Kitajenko is one of the great conductors of 
our time. Equally esteemed in Eastern and Western 
Europe, he regularly conducts prestigious orchestras 
like the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, the Leipzig 
Gewandhaus Orchestra, the Vienna Symphony 
Orchestra, the Philharmonia Orchestra in London, the 
Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France and the 
Budapest Festival Orchestra. His complete recording of 
Shostakovich’s symphonies with the Cologne Gürzenich 
Orchestra (2005) received among others the Echo 
Klassik Prize, one of the most sought after awards in the 
classical field. His recording of Prokofiev’s symphonies 
is considered by various critics as the benchmark 
recording. Since 2010 he has turned his attentions to a 
Tchaikovsky cycle with the Cologne Gürzenich Orchestra 
(OehmsClassics), which is enjoying an enthusiastic 
reception from the public as well as from critics (“A great 
success story rings out from Cologne” – FonoForum). The 
cycle will be completed in spring 2014 with Tchaikovsky’s 
Seventh Symphony. This most successful artistic 
collaboration will continue with works by Rachmaninoff.
 For the 2012|13 concert season Dmitri Kitajenko has 
been appointed principal guest conductor of the Berlin 
Konzerthaus Orchestra, a position associated with a 
lively concert schedule and tours. He has been honorary 
conductor of the Cologne Gürzenich Orchestra since 
2009. As a juror in the International Malko Competition 
under the chairmanship of Lorin Maazel he is involved in 
supporting the next genera-tion of conductors. In summer 
2013 he resumed his artistic engagements in Japan to 
great success with performances in Tokyo and Sapporo. 
There are plans for tours to Japan and Great Britain with 
the Cologne Gürzenich Orchestra and in Spain he will 
give concerts with the Berlin Konzerthaus Orchestra.

 Dmitri Kitajenko was born in Leningrad, where he 
studied at the renowned Glinka School of Music and the 
Rimsky-Korsakov Conservatory. He went on to study with 
Leo Ginzburg in Moscow and in the legendary conducting 
class of Hans Swarowsky and Karl Österreicher in 
Vienna, obtaining distinctions in all his studies. In 1969 he 
won a prize at the first International Herbert von Karajan 
Conducting Competition in Berlin and was appointed 
principal conductor of the influential Stanislavsky Theatre 
in Moscow at the age of only twenty-nine. In the early 
1970s he very successfully conducted a great number of 
operas in Moscow and in cities such as Vienna, Munich 
and Brussels. He assumed the post of principal conductor 
of the Moscow Philharmonic in 1976 and established it as 
one of the leading orchestras in the world.
 In 1990 Dmitri Kitajenko came to the West, 
successively becoming principal conductor of the Frankfurt 
Radio Symphony Orchestra (hr-Sinfonieorchester) 
and the Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra, as well as 
principal guest conductor of the Danish National Radio 
Symphony Orchestra. He has made guest appearances 
with the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra in Amsterdam, 
the London Symphony Orchestra, the Bavarian Radio 
Symphony Orchestra, the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra, 
the Orchestra di Santa Cecilia in Rome, the Orchestra 
Filarmonica della Scala and many American orchestras. 
 He has made numerous remarkable recordings 
with orchestras including the Moscow Philharmonic, 
the Frankfurt RSO, the Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra, 
the Danish National Radio Symphony Orchestra and 
the Cologne Gürzenich Orchestra, including complete 
recordings of the symphonies of Scriabin, Rachmaninoff, 
Stravinsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Prokofiev and 
Shostakovich. He has also recorded works by Chopin, 
Gade, Grieg, Richard Strauss and Siegfried Wagner as 
well as contemporary music. 
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