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SERGEI PROKOFIEV

In the summer of 1902 the 27-year-old composer Rheinhold Glière travelled to Sontsovka, 
the rural Ukrainian estate where the Prokofievs lived, to teach piano and composition to 
11-year-old Sergei Sergeyevich. He came armed with a violin. As Sontsovka was thousands 
of miles away from the nearest city, the young Prokofiev scarcely knew any instrument 
other than the piano. One can imagine the tremendous impression made on the budding 
composer by Glière practising his violin between lessons. On several evenings Prokofiev 
accompanied his teacher at the piano, playing Mozart sonatas. Although he himself 
became a pianist, it is surely no accident that the violin became, after his own instrument, 
the medium for which Prokofiev composed some of his most personal and expressive 
music, the violin’s warm, almost vocal qualities clearly inspiring some of his most 
poetic and tender thoughts, not to mention some of his most glorious melodic writing. 
Prokofiev’s two violin concertos, the Sonata in F minor and even his arrangements of 
works not originally intended for violin, such as the Five Melodies and Sonata No.2, are all 
masterpieces that testify to the extraordinary affinity Prokofiev had with the instrument.

Violin Concerto No. 2 is perhaps the best-known and loved of Prokofiev’s violin works. 
Composed in 1935, just before Prokofiev ended his 17 years of self-imposed exile from 
post-revolutionary Russia, it is one of his finest essays in the style of ‘new simplicity’ he 
had been cultivating from the early 1930s. Fearing that his inspiration was drying up 
after his flirtation with the modish styles of such composers as Honegger, Hindemith and 
above all Stravinsky, Prokofiev had consciously clarified his harmonic language and given 
primacy to his melodic invention. The cheeky tunefulness of Lieutenant Kizhe was one 
striking result, and it was a year after arranging a suite from this film score that Prokofiev 
composed his Second Concerto for the French-Belgian violinist Robert Soetens. Soetens 

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)

  Symphony No.1 in D major ‘Classical’
 1. Allegro 4.27

 2. Larghetto 4.09

 3. Gavotta: Non troppo allegro 1.36

 4. Finale: Molto vivace 3.54

  Violin Concerto No.2 in G minor
 5. Allegro moderato 11.18

 6. Andante assai 10.33

 7. Allegro ben marcato 6.26

  Five Melodies for Solo Violin and Strings
  arranged by Joseph Swensen
 8. I Andante 2.14

 9. II Lento non troppo 2.19

 10. III Animato, ma non allegro 3.19

 11. IV Allegretto leggero e scherzando 1.12

 12. V Andante non troppo 3.03

 Recorded at the Usher Hall, Edinburgh, UK, 15th and 16th March 2003
 Produced by Andrew Keener 
 Engineered by Philip Hobbs and Calum Malcolm
 Post-production by Julia Thomas, Finesplice UK
 Photo of Joseph Swensen by Douglas Robertson
 Photo of the SCO by Paul Hampton, The Picture House UK
 Sleeve photos First Blossom by John Haxby
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had taken part in the premiere of Prokofiev’s Sonata for two violins in 1932, partnering 
Samuel Dushkin who had just received a Violin Concerto from Stravinsky. It therefore 
seemed appropriate that Soetens should receive a concerto from Stravinsky’s composing 
rival, who gave him a year’s exclusive right to perform the work.

In contrast to the lush orchestral forces of Concerto No.1, the Second is scored with Classical 
restraint: just a pair each of flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, horns and trumpets, as 
well as strings (a line-up, save for the percussion, identical to that of Prokofiev’s ‘Classical’ 
Symphony). Even the ‘exotic’ instruments which reside in the percussion department are 
ones Mozart might have recognised, if not within a symphonic score: side drum, triangle, 
castanets (possibly in salutation to its projected Madrid premiere), and - a key player 
in this score - bass drum. The soloist launches the Concerto with an unaccompanied, 
brooding melody, out of which much of the movement’s material is to be woven. This 
eventually elicits a stark reply from muted violas and basses playing in unison and a 
gradual build up of entries from the rest of the orchestra, though textures remain lean 
and almost severely contrapuntal until the arrival of the soloist’s rich-toned, lyrical second 
theme, echoed by horns. This offers only temporary respite, though, as the development 
section becomes increasingly hectic, the soloist’s rapidly weaving passages suggesting 
fearful flight, and the movement finally ends with several decisive cadences underscored 
by the thunk of the bass drum like so many closing doors. With the slow movement comes 
one of Prokofiev’s most celebrated long-arching melodies, cast by the soloist initially over 
a simple arpeggio accompaniment played, with almost imbecilic-sounding precision, by 
pizzicato strings and staccato clarinet. The finale starts as a vigorous waltz, but the bass 
drum, whose sinister presence has been felt in the first movement, increasingly takes 
charge, its impatient pounding dislocating the waltz rhythm and harrying the soloist to 
the concerto’s final sardonic cadence.

It should be said that, although Prokofiev was about to return to Russia and so enter 
the horrors of Stalin’s Terror, it seems likely that the Concerto’s ambivalent emotional 
character rather reflected Prokofiev’s feelings about the fraught condition of Western 
Europe, ravaged by economic depression and with its democracies apparently bankrupt 
against a rising tide of fascism. With a wife and two young sons to support, he believed that 
by returning to Russia he was stabilising his income; as he reported, in all innocence, to 
his friend Vernon Duke, “Any government that lets me write my music in peace, publishes 
everything I compose before the ink is dry, and performs every note that comes from my 
pen is all right with me.”

Prokofiev, of course, had had a number of successes in the West, among them the Five 
Melodies. These were composed in their original form early in 1921 when Prokofiev was 
touring California. In these hauntingly beautiful pieces, originally intended as vocalises 
for the Russian mezzo-soprano and one time lover of Rachmaninov, Nina Koshetz, one 
senses his relish of the “marvellous weather and smiling people” he had encountered, 
touched with a certain wistfulness as he perhaps recalled his then lost homeland. Yet 
it was only when the Melodies were arranged in 1925 for the violin’s hyper-expressive 
powers that their full poignant lyricism was revealed. These arrangements were made 
with the assistance of the Polish violinist, Paul Kochanski, a friend and regular performing 
partner of Szymanowski, whose playing in pre-Revolutionary Russia had so inspired 
Prokofiev when he composed his enchantingly lyrical First Violin Concerto. Reunited in 
America, Prokofiev and Kochanski became firm friends, and Prokofiev dedicated three of 
the Five Melodies - the first, third and fourth - to Kochanski. The second piece is dedicated 
to another violinist, Cecilia Hansen, wife of one of Prokofiev’s pianist friends from his days 
at the St Petersburg Conservatory; and the last is dedicated to Szigeti, who did so much 
to champion Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto, securing its first recording (with Beecham 
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his Symphony No.1. This was partly as an exercise in writing music away from the piano 
to try to discover “more transparent orchestral colours”. Prokofiev not only succeeded 
in this, but discovered a balletic grace quite unlike his galumphing first attempt at ballet, 
Ala i Lolli, abandoned in 1915. He himself named his symphony ‘Classical’ in order 

“to tease the geese”. Indeed, it lives up to its name with a conventional four-movement 
symphonic scheme and its textbook-style sonata form for the first movement, with clearly 
punctuated exposition and development sections, then recapitulation. Prokofiev spices 
these conventions with individual touches of his own, playing harmonic sleights of hand 
with sudden shifts into alien keys – like the unnatural perspectives of an Escher drawing 

– and replacing the usual minuet and trio third movement with his favoured gavotte (its 
trio section given a pastoral flavour by its musette-style bass drone). However it is the 
music’s freshness, succinctness and unforced joie de vivre which has made Prokofiev’s 
affectionate pastiche of Haydn’s manner an enduring favourite. 

Daniel Jaffé

conducting) even against the resistance of the directors of Columbia Records to whom 
he was contracted.

Joseph Swensen writes: “The Five Melodies had been among my favourite works 
by Prokofiev for many years before I chose to orchestrate them. The original 
accompaniment is among the most colourful of the composer’s works for the piano 
and it was precisely the element of colour which intrigued me most in my orchestration. 
Limiting myself to strings, and to only the notes of Prokofiev’s original piano part, my 
intention was that this version be but a subtle evolution of Prokofiev’s original. Use of 
harmonics, pizzicato, and blurring effects are inspired by what a truly great pianist 
may attempt on his instrument, but only allude to. The obvious influence of Debussy in 
Prokofiev’s original has resulted in an orchestral sound which seems equally indebted 
to the great French composer.”

Composed almost concurrently with the First Violin Concerto in 1917 was Prokofiev’s 
First Symphony – effectively, as one Moscow professor has impishly suggested, his 
belated graduation-style exercise to write an orthodox ‘Classical’ symphony. Prokofiev had 
graduated from the St Petersburg Conservatory in 1914, where he had studied conducting 
under Nikolay Tcherepnin. Tcherepnin had a particular enthusiasm for such late eighteenth-
century Classical composers as Mozart and Haydn – this at a time when Haydn in particular 
was scarcely performed. During his conducting classes, Tcherepnin would sit by Prokofiev 
to point out felicities in their scoring - “Now listen to that delightful little bassoon there!” 
Prokofiev, at that time an enthusiast for Skriabin’s febrile harmonies, found the Classical 
composers’ clean-cut, orderly style and economical yet piquant orchestration a revelation. 
Although it seems an early version of the third movement Gavotte was composed before 
his graduation, it was only after the February Revolution of 1917 that he finally completed 
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This CD is the sixth in a series of recordings which the Orchestra is producing in 
partnership with Linn Records, involving both Swensen and Mackerras.

 1st VIOLIN Peter Thomas guest leader, Greg Lawson, Lise Aferiat, Fiona Alexander,
  Kathryn Greeley, Fiona Stephen, Paula Smart, Geoffroy Schied
 2nd VIOLIN Emily Davis, Carole Howat, Robert McFall, Niamh Lyons,
  Liza Webb, Ulrike Fenner
 VIOLA Sophie Renshaw, Simon Rawson, Brian Schiele, Steve King
 ’CELLO Sally Pendlebury, Su-a Lee, Alison Lawrance, John Davidson
 BASS Nicholas Bayley, Adrian Bornet
 FLUTE Alison Mitchell, Elisabeth Dooner
 OBOE Robin Williams, Mary James
 CLARINET Maximiliano Martín, Ruth Ellis
 BASSOON Ursula Leveaux, Alison Green
 HORN Nicholas Smith, Harry Johnstone
 TRUMPET Peter Franks, Shaun Harrold
 TIMPANI Caroline Garden
 PERCUSSION Robert Purse, Caroline Garden

SCOTTISH CHAMBER ORCHESTRA
Principal Conductor Joseph Swensen  Managing Director Roy McEwan
4 Royal Terrace, Edinburgh EH7 5AB
tel: 0131 557 6800  fax: 0131 557 6933
e-mail: info@sco.org.uk  web: www.sco.org.uk

The Scottish Chamber Orchestra is internationally recognised for its innovative approach 
to music-making and programme planning. Formed in 1974 with a commitment to serve 
the Scottish community, it is also one of the country’s foremost cultural ambassadors.  
The Orchestra performs throughout Scotland, including an annual tour of the Highlands 
and Islands, and appears regularly at the Edinburgh, St Magnus and Aldeburgh Festivals 
and the BBC Proms. Its busy international schedule has recently included the USA, Austria, 
Germany, Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, The Netherlands, Sweden and Hong Kong.

From September 2005 Joseph Swensen is the Orchestra’s first-ever Conductor 
Emeritus, following his highly successful nine-year tenure as Principal Conductor. The 
Orchestra also enjoys a close relationship with Conductor Laureate Sir Charles Mackerras, 
which has resulted in many successful recordings including a Grammy-nominated set of 
Brahms’s symphonies, six Mozart operas, Beethoven’s Fidelio, symphonies by Schubert 
and Brahms’s serenades. The SCO has also recorded four CDs of Mozart Piano Concertos 
with Mackerras and Alfred Brendel for Philips.

With both Swensen and Mackerras, the Orchestra pushes the boundaries of 
conventional chamber orchestra repertoire, performing symphonic works which were 
written for smaller orchestras than those usually heard performing them today. 

The Orchestra enjoys close relationships with many leading composers, 
including Composer Laureate Sir Peter Maxwell Davies and Affiliate Composer James 
MacMillan. The SCO also collaborated with the Swedish Chamber Orchestra in a three-
year programme of joint commissions from Sally Beamish and Karin Rehnqvist.

The SCO has led the way in the development of music education, with a unique 
programme of projects providing workshops for children and adults across Scotland.
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Joseph Swensen conductor / violin

Joseph Swensen is one of today’s most highly regarded and 
individual conductors. Since 1996 he has been Principal Conductor 
of the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, a post he will relinquish in 
2005, when he becomes Conductor Emeritus.

Swensen is much in demand as a guest conductor 
throughout the world, working regularly with a number of 
orchestras including the Orchestre National du Capitole de 
Toulouse, Hallé, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, City of 
Birmingham Symphony, BBC Symphony and Malmo Symphony 
Orchestras, and in the US the Saint Paul Chamber, Los Angeles 
Chamber and Saint Louis Symphony Orchestras. He is always 
looking to build new relationships and in the future he will be 

working with the Ensemble Orchestral de Paris, Bergen Philharmonic and the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Philharmonic Orchestra.

Before deciding to dedicate himself solely to his conducting career, Joseph 
Swensen enjoyed a highly successful career as a professional violinist, and was an 
exclusive recording artist with BMG. Nowadays his occasional appearances as a violin 
soloist are a natural extension of his work as a conductor, playing and directing concerti 
with the SCO and other orchestras with whom he enjoys a particularly close relationship. 
His devotion to chamber music results in frequent performances in that genre as well, 
often with members of the orchestras he conducts.

Joseph Swensen plays on a 1715 Stradivarius on loan from a patron of the 
Scottish Chamber Orchestra.

Born in 1960 of Norwegian and Japanese descent, Joseph Swensen lives in 
Copenhagen with his wife and children.
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Linn is an independent precision engineering company specialising in 
top quality audio and video reproduction. Founded by Ivor Tiefenbrun, 
MBE in Glasgow, Scotland in 1972, the company grew out of Ivor’s love of 
music and the belief that he could vastly improve the sound quality of his 
own hi-fi system. Now a global brand employing over 350 people, Linn is 
unremittingly committed to manufacturing products for applications where 

sound quality matters.

Linn strives to thrill customers who want the most out of life with demonstrably 
higher fidelity complete audio and video entertainment solutions. Our 
standards also ensure that even the most affordable Linn system can 

communicate the sheer thrill and emotion of the performance.

Linn has earned a unique reputation in the world of specialist hi-fi and multi-
channel sound recording and reproduction. The company can now satisfy 
the demanding requirement of any discriminating customer who cares about 

sound quality, longevity and reliability.
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LINN PRODUCTS LTD, GLASGOW ROAD, WATERFOOT, GLASGOW G76 0EP

t: +44 (0)141 307 7777  f: +44 (0)141 644 4262  e: helpline@linn.co.uk


