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TONIGHT’S PROGRAMME MIN

1 DEBUSSY 1862–1918

Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune
10′

2 PROKOFIEV 1891–1953

Piano Concerto No. 3 in C major, Op. 26
28′

3 MUSSORGSKY 1839–1881

Pictures at an Exhibition (orchestration Ravel)
33′

TOTAL MUSIC 71′

Claude Debussy
1862–1918

Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune
THE COMPOSER

Claude Debussy, born in Saint-Germain-en-Laye in 1862 to a family of mod‐
est means, entered the Paris Conservatoire at the age of ten and spent the
next decade exasperating his professors with chords that broke every rule. He
won the Prix de Rome in 1884, endured (resentfully) the obligatory residence
at  the  Villa  Medici  in  Rome,  and  then  set  about  quietly  dismantling  the
foundations of  nineteenth-century music.  With the Prélude à l’après-midi
d’un faune (1894), the opera Pelléas et Mélisande (1902), and La Mer (1905),
he created a new musical language, built on colour, atmosphere, and sugges‐
tion rather than Germanic development, that made him the single most in‐
fluential composer of the early twentieth century. Critics called the style ‘im‐
pressionism,’ borrowing the term from painting; Debussy himself detested
the label, insisting he was striving for precision, not haze. He died in Paris in
March 1918, while the city was under German bombardment in the final year
of the First World War.
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ABOUT THE WORK

Claude Debussy was 32 when the  Prélude à l’après-midi  d’un faune
(Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun) was first played, at a concert of
the Société Nationale de Musique in Paris on 22 December 1894. The
Swiss conductor Gustave Doret was in charge. By one report the horns
were appalling and the rest of the orchestra not much better, but the
audience insisted on hearing the piece again on the spot. It was De‐
bussy’s first real public success, and it has never left the repertoire.

The starting point was a poem. Stéphane Mallarmé’s L’après-midi d’un
faune, first printed in 1876, is the monologue of a faun, half man and
half goat, who plays his pipes in the heat of the afternoon and recalls
his pursuit of nymphs, never sure whether it happened or whether he
dreamed it. Debussy knew Mallarmé and began work in 1892, at first
with a larger plan: the piece was announced as a “Prélude, Interludes
et Paraphrase finale”, perhaps to go with a reading or staging of the
poem. Only the prelude was completed, in October 1894.

Debussy was careful not to claim too much. His own note calls the
music “a very free illustration” of the poem, a succession of scenes
through which the faun’s desires and dreams pass in the heat of the
afternoon, until  he gives up the pursuit  and falls  asleep. Mallarmé
had been uneasy about anyone setting music beside his verse. After
the concert he wrote to the composer that the piece presented no dis‐
sonance with his text and went further than it “into nostalgia and
into light”.

Its later reputation is larger still. Pierre Boulez dated the beginning of
modern  music  from  this  score,  saying  that  the  flute  of  the  faun
brought new breath to the art of music. In 1912 Vaslav Nijinsky cho‐
reographed it and danced the faun for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in
Paris, in a production that caused a scandal.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The piece begins with a flute, alone and unaccompanied, sliding
lazily down and back up again. The phrase does not settle in any
key, and when it stops nothing answers it for a moment but a
sweep of the harp and a soft call from the horns. That opening
sets the terms. The flute melody returns again and again, each
time over different harmony, so that the same tune seems to be
seen in changing light.

Notice what is missing from the orchestra: there are no trum‐
pets, no trombones and no drums. The colour comes from the
woodwinds, with a third flute and a cor anglais, from four horns,
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two harps and strings. In the middle of the piece comes a broad,
warm melody in D-flat major, the one moment of full-throated
lyricism, and the closest the music comes to a climax.

Then the flute theme comes back, slower each time. At the very
end listen for the tiny bell-like notes of the antique cymbals,
two small tuned discs, as the faun’s melody is heard a last time
and the music dissolves.

Sergei Prokofiev
1891–1953

Piano Concerto No. 3 in C major, Op. 26
THE COMPOSER

Sergei Prokofiev was born in 1891 in Sontsivka, then part of the Russian Em‐
pire (now Ukraine), and was admitted to the St. Petersburg Conservatory in
1904, several years younger than most of his classmates. By his teens he was
already  a  fearsome pianist  and  an  enfant  terrible  of  Russian  modernism,
scandalising audiences with the percussive dissonance of his early works.

In  1918,  Prokofiev  left  Russia  with  official  Soviet  permission  and  spent
nearly two decades in the West, first in the United States, then mostly in Par‐
is, composing operas, ballets, symphonies, and concertos that earned him a
place among the leading modernists of his generation. After several years of
shuttling between Paris and Moscow, he settled permanently in the Soviet
Union in 1936. The remaining years of his life were marked by official denun‐
ciation in  1948,  deteriorating  health,  and personal  tragedy.  He  died  on 5
March 1953, the same day as Stalin. Soviet newspapers, consumed by the dic‐
tator’s death, barely noted his passing.

ABOUT THE WORK

Sergei Prokofiev wrote five piano concertos, and the Third is the one
that pianists and audiences have taken most to heart. He completed it
in the summer of 1921 on the coast of France, but it was assembled
from  ideas  he  had  been  storing  for  years.  The  theme  of  the  slow
movement dates from 1913, and he had returned to the sketches in
1916 and 1917, around the time of his “Classical” Symphony. Like that
symphony, the concerto combines clear,  almost eighteenth-century
outlines  with  harmony  and  rhythm  that  could  only  belong  to  the
twentieth.

Prokofiev had left Russia in 1918, after the revolution, and was trying
to make a career in the United States as a composer and pianist. He
wrote the concerto for himself to play. The first performance was in
Chicago on 16 December 1921, with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra
under Frederick Stock; the same city was staging the premiere of his
opera The Love for Three Oranges that month. Shortly beforehand he
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wrote to the conductor Serge Koussevitzky: “My Third Concerto has
turned out to be devilishly difficult. I’m nervous, and I’m practicing
hard, three hours a day.”

Success was not immediate. New York, where he played the piece a
month later, was cool, and he went back to Europe in 1922 discour‐
aged. It was a performance in Paris that year, with Koussevitzky con‐
ducting, that established the concerto, and it has been a repertoire
piece ever since. In 1932 Prokofiev recorded it  in London with the
London Symphony Orchestra, the only recording of him playing one
of his own concertos.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

I. Andante, Allegro. A solo clarinet opens the concerto with a
quiet,  long-breathed  lyrical  melody.  The  strings  break  into  a
run, the tempo jumps,  and the piano bursts in with a bright,
hammering theme. A second idea is spikier and more sardonic.
Midway the clarinet melody comes back, now sung out by the
whole orchestra, before the scurrying resumes and carries the
movement to its finish.

II. Tema con variazioni. The woodwinds present a theme with
the gait of an old court dance, a little prim and a little wistful.
Five variations follow, and they travel a long way from it. The
piano begins the first  with a long trill  and a run up the key‐
board; the second gallops; later ones are by turns stormy and
dreamlike. At the end the orchestra plays the theme as it was,
while  the  piano,  in  Prokofiev’s  words,  adds  “delicate  chordal
embroidery”.

III. Allegro ma non troppo. Prokofiev described the finale as
an  argument  between  piano  and  orchestra.  Bassoons  and
plucked strings propose a dry little theme; the piano interrupts
and will not agree on the key. In the middle the tempo slackens
and the woodwinds introduce a broad, slow melody, to which
the piano at first replies with sarcasm. The tune then swells into
the most openly romantic passage of the concerto. The opening
theme returns for a long, accelerating coda that is among the
most  demanding stretches  of  piano writing in  the repertoire,
and the argument is settled in a blaze of C major.
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Modest Mussorgsky
1839–1881

Pictures at an Exhibition (orchestration Ravel)
THE COMPOSER

Modest Mussorgsky (1839–1881) was the most radical  and original  of  the
group of Russian nationalist composers known as ‘The Five.’ A largely self-
taught composer who earned his living as a civil servant, he sought a raw,
truthful musical language rooted in Russian speech, folk song and history,
impatient with the polish of the Western European tradition. His masterpiece
is the opera Boris Godunov, a towering drama of guilt and power; alongside it
stand songs of startling realism and the piano suite Pictures at an Exhibition.
His career was cut short by alcoholism (he died at forty-two),  and he left
much of his work unfinished or in rough form, later ‘corrected’ and orches‐
trated by friends such as Rimsky-Korsakov. Yet it is precisely his rough-hewn
boldness, his harmonic daring and his unflinching directness that made him
a profound influence on later  composers,  from Debussy and Ravel  to  the
twentieth century.

ABOUT THE WORK

In August 1873 the Russian architect and painter Viktor Hartmann
died suddenly at the age of 39. He had been a close friend of Modest
Mussorgsky, and the loss hit the composer hard. Early the following
year the critic Vladimir Stasov helped to organise a memorial exhibi‐
tion of more than 400 of Hartmann’s works at the Academy of Arts in
St Petersburg: not grand oil paintings for the most part, but architec‐
tural  drawings,  stage  and  costume  designs,  travel  sketches  and
designs for household objects. Mussorgsky went, and in June 1874 he
wrote, very quickly, a set of piano pieces in which he pictures himself
walking through the show.

Ten of the pieces describe pictures. Between them comes a recurring
“Promenade”, the music of the visitor moving from one exhibit to the
next, which changes mood according to what he has just seen. The
cycle is dedicated to Stasov, whose descriptions are now the main re‐
cord of what the pictures showed, since many of them are lost.

The work was not printed until 1886, five years after his death, in an
edition  by  his  friend  Nikolai  Rimsky-Korsakov.  For  decades  it  re‐
mained  little  known.  The  version  that  made  it  famous  is  the  one
heard in these concerts. Maurice Ravel orchestrated the cycle in 1922
for the conductor Serge Koussevitzky, who introduced it in Paris that
October and kept exclusive rights to it for some years. Ravel was not
the first to orchestrate the Pictures and was far from the last, but his
version is the one that has lasted. He left out one of the Promenades,
the one before “Limoges”; otherwise he follows Mussorgsky closely.

33 minutes
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WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Promenade. A solo trumpet, answered by the brass choir. The
tune keeps changing its metre, like someone walking at an un‐
even pace.

Gnomus. A  design for  a  toy  or  nutcracker  in  the  shape of  a
gnome with crooked legs: lurching, stop-start music.

The Old Castle. A troubadour sings before a medieval castle.
Ravel gives the song to an alto saxophone, over a bass note that
never moves.

Tuileries. Children squabbling  in  the  Paris  gardens,  in  quick
woodwind chatter.

Bydło. A Polish ox-cart on huge wheels. In Ravel’s version the
heavy, trudging melody begins quietly, swells as the cart passes
and fades into the distance.

Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks. A costume design for a ballet
in  which children danced in  eggshells.  High woodwinds  peck
and cluck.

Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuÿle. Two portraits,  one of  a
rich man and one of a poor man. The first voice is weighty and
self-assured,  the  second  high,  stammering  and  pleading,  and
then the two are heard together.

Limoges, the Market. Market women quarrelling at top speed.
The music runs straight into the next picture.

Catacombs. Hartmann drew himself examining the Paris cata‐
combs by lantern light. Stark brass chords are followed by “With
the Dead in a Dead Language”, in which the Promenade theme
returns, hushed, over shivering strings.

The Hut on Fowl’s Legs. A clock in the form of the hut of the
witch Baba Yaga. Mussorgsky adds her flight in a mortar, in fero‐
cious, driving music.

The Great Gate of Kiev. Hartmann’s design for a city gate in
the  old  Russian style,  with  a  cupola  shaped like  a  helmet.  A
broad  hymn  alternates  with  quiet  chant-like  passages,  the
Promenade is heard once more among the sounds of bells, and
the main theme returns, slower and grander each time, to close
the work.
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Tonight’s artists

Martha Argerich piano

Prokofiev’s Third Concerto has been one of Martha Argerich’s calling
cards for most of her career. She recorded it in 1967 with Claudio Ab‐
bado for Deutsche Grammophon, on what the label still calls her fam‐
ous Ravel and Prokofiev concertos disc, and again thirty years later
with Charles Dutoit, a recording that won a Grammy Award. The piece
suits her: it needs steel fingers and split-second reflexes, but also a
sense of mischief, and the ability to turn in a moment from percuss‐
ive attack to a singing line.

Martha Argerich was born in Buenos Aires in 1941 and gave her first
concert there at the age of eight. In 1955 her family moved to Europe,
where  she  studied  with  Friedrich  Gulda  and  later  with  Stefan
Askenase. At sixteen she won both the Geneva International Music
Competition and the Busoni Competition in Bolzano, and in 1965 she
won the International Chopin Piano Competition in Warsaw, the vic‐
tory that made her name around the world. She is regarded as one of
the great pianists of her time, known for the speed, fire and spon‐
taneity of her playing, above all in Chopin, Schumann, Ravel, Liszt
and Prokofiev. Since the 1980s she has largely given up solo recitals
in  favour  of  concertos  and  chamber  music,  saying  that  she  feels
lonely alone on stage, and she has worked for decades with partners
such as Nelson Freire, Gidon Kremer and Mischa Maisky. She founded
a music festival in Beppu, in Japan, and has long supported younger
musicians.
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FURTHER READING

ACCESSIBLE Debussy: A Painter in Sound

Stephen Walsh, Vintage 2019

Walsh writes about Debussy’s music as much as his life, and his ac‐
count of the Faune and of the Mallarmé circle it came from is the best
short introduction to the opening work.

ACCESSIBLE Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography

Harlow Robinson, Northeastern University Press 2002

A readable full life of Prokofiev that covers the American years, the
Chicago premieres of 1921 and his double career as composer and
touring pianist.

DEEPER Musorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition

Michael Russ, Cambridge University Press 1992

A Cambridge Music Handbook on this one work: Hartmann and his
pictures, Mussorgsky’s piano original, and the orchestrations, Ravel’s
among them.
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