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TONIGHT’S PROGRAMME MIN

1 SCHNITTKE 1934–1998

Cello Concerto No. 1
38′

2 STRAVINSKY 1882–1971

"L'Oiseau de feu" (The Firebird), Ballet Music (complete)
45′

TOTAL MUSIC 83′

Alfred Schnittke
1934–1998

Cello Concerto No. 1
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The concerto opens with the cello alone, heavily (the marking is
Pesante), turning over a short questioning figure. The orchestra
enters like an echo of the soloist’s line and slowly grows inde‐
pendent of it.  This is the pattern for the first movement: the
cello leads, the orchestra follows, swells, and at the peaks of its
great waves simply drowns the soloist. A cadenza builds to a cli‐
max in which the opening question returns as a shout, and the
movement breaks off.

The second movement,  a  Largo,  looks  for  a  way out  through
stillness. The orchestra offers chorale-like themes and the cello,
in its most vulnerable voice, joins one of them before climbing
to the top of its range. The third is fast and sounds at first like a
finale: a sharp-edged march and a whirl of dance figures with a
grotesque tinge that recalls Shostakovich. It does not last. The
chorale from the slow movement crashes in at the height of the
noise and the soloist is swept away.

38 minutes
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Then the cello begins again, quietly, feeling its way towards a
melody. This last Largo is the true finale. The tune is simple and
hymn-like,  and it  climbs by steps,  repeated and reinforced as
more and more of the orchestra joins. The score calls for the
cello to be amplified, which lets the line carry over the full en‐
semble.  Whether the ending is  a  triumph or something more
hard-won and exhausted is left  open, and good performances
keep it open.

Igor Stravinsky
1882–1971

"L'Oiseau de feu" (The Firebird), Ballet Music (complete)
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Stravinsky took from Rimsky-Korsakov a simple way of telling
two  worlds  apart.  The  human  characters,  Ivan  and  the  prin‐
cesses, have music built on plain scales and folk melody. The su‐
pernatural  ones,  Kashchei  and  the  Firebird,  have  slithering
chromatic harmony based on interlocking thirds. The opening,
low in the basses and cellos, is Kashchei’s garden at night. When
the Firebird appears the orchestra breaks into glittering frag‐
ments: flutes, harps, celesta, string harmonics.

The princesses’ round dance (Khorovod) is built on a Russian
folk-song and brings the first sustained melody of the evening,
on the oboe. The Infernal Dance is the showpiece: a syncopated,
stamping theme hurled between sections of the orchestra, the
clearest  sign  of  the  composer  who  would  write  The  Rite  of
Spring  three  years  later.  The  Berceuse  that  follows  gives  a
drooping tune to the bassoon over muted strings and harp.

The ending is the famous part. Out of near silence a solo horn
plays another folk melody, quietly. It is passed to the strings,
then the full orchestra, and finally transformed into a pealing
hymn in an uneven seven-beat metre with the brass in full cry.
In the complete ballet that apotheosis arrives after three quar‐
ters of an hour of preparation, and it lands accordingly.

45 minutes
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