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With the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917
Prokofiev left Russia, first for Japan and next
to the US before finally settling in Paris. But
in 1936 he decided to return permanently

to his native land; “l had not grasped the
significance of what was happening in

the USSR. | did not realise that the events
there demanded the collaboration of all
citizens - not only men of politics but men

of art as well.” He was welcomed back

with open arms, hailed as the State’s most
respected composer and allowed, unlike
most, to travel overseas to perform and
direct his music. With the outbreak of the
Second World War, Prokofiev, along with
other artists, was evacuated to the relative
safety of the southern republics. From there
he wrote patriotic works which celebrated
the struggle of the Soviet State against
German aggression. His Seventh Piano Sonata
was awarded the Stalin Prize in 1943 and

the following year he worked on another
composition designed to inspire the Russian
people in time of war, his Fifth Symphony.
Written at a time when the German army
was, at long last, beginning to be driven back
from Russian soil, Prokofiev declared that in
the symphony he was attempting to “sing
the praises of the free and happy man - his
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Prokofiev: Symphony no. 5
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No composer since Beethoven has ever been able
completely to shake off the spectre of his Fifth
Symphony, and Prokofiev was no exception; we find the
spirit of Beethoven’s work in this symphony’s journey
from darkness into light.
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strength, his generosity and the purity of his
soul”. However, with the end of the war the
Soviet authorities saw it more as a celebration
of the State’s glorious victory and soon
Prokofiev was getting into trouble with them
for refusing to accept that the symphony was
really a paean of praise for Stalin.

The Fifth Symphony’s triumphant premiere
was one of his last real moments of personal
happiness. Three weeks later he had a heart
attack, fell down a flight of stairs and was
severely concussed. He recovered from the
heart-attack, but head injuries affected him
for the rest of his life and he never again was
able to play the piano, conduct his music,
smoke, drink, drive, play volleyball (one

of his most favoured sports) or travel. His
interest in composition waned, and while he
robustly confronted (or, rather, refused to
confront - he spent the entire time with his
back turned) the Soviet Central Committee
when called before them in 1948 to answer
accusations that his music was “anti-Soviet”,
he subsequently bowed to pressure and
confessed that his music had been tainted
with an “infection caught from contact with
some Western ideas”.
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The symphony begins with a slow

, the opening theme played in
octaves by flute and bassoon a typical touch
of Prokofiev wit, which gradually assumes
a more majestic character to conclude with
a magnificent celebration implying the
“greatness of the human spirit”, to echo
Prokofiev's own words.

The nervous and abrupt ,
with its almost mechanical momentum, has
been likened by some to the “horrors of war”,
while others see in it “military skirmishes and
the rattle of gunfire”. Neither comment can
be correct; it is actually a reworking of music
from Prokofiev’'s ballet, Cinderella, which had
yet to be publicly performed at the time of
the symphony’s premiere.

with its
plaintive melody may well have been
prompted by the terrible price the Russian
people had to pay for their heroic resistance

The sorrowful

to the Nazi invaders, although, once again,
some of the material is actually derived from
another of Prokofiev’s dramatic works, the
film-score Alexander Nevsky. However, the
pessimistic mood is brushed aside in the
which, after a reflective
opening, bustles along with unstoppable
energy and a certain amount of impudence.
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Two flutes, piccolo, two oboes, cor anglais, two clarinets, E-flat clarinet, bass clarinet, two bassoons,
contra bassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion, harp, piano

and strings.



