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Frédéric Chopin (1810-49)

Scherzo No. 2 in B flat minor, Op. 31
Chopin chose to avoid the career he could easily have had as a star performer. He only ever gave around 30 public concerts in his short life, and most of those were in his early years, when he was setting about making his name. But his preference for a life of composing, teaching, and playing privately to admirers in the upmarket salons of Paris in no way lessened his interest in the art of pianistic virtuosity. His four Scherzos were the first major works to take this musical form and develop it to the point where it had a fully-fledged life of its own. The Second Scherzo, composed and published in 1837, combines a straightforward three-part design – two fast outer sections flanking a calmer central one – with strikingly original invention, while also setting new standards for the time in terms of keyboard fireworks.

     The ‘main theme’, or rather its equivalent, is a loose assembly of disconnected fragments: a mysterious, muttering opening, an answering flourish, and a pair of thundering, wrenched-off octaves in the bass. These fractured beginnings give way to a singing, beautifully sustained tune in D flat major which offers contrast, but no repose, as the unsettled opening returns. A sidestep into A major announces a central section, where a chorale-like idea alternates with a waltz – at first nervous and skittish, then whirling more confidently. A sudden chromatic outburst then leads the strongly protesting waltz back towards a reprise of the opening, which culminates in a storming coda.
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Robert Schumann (1810-56)

Kinderszenen, Op. 15

1. Von fremden Ländern und Menschen

(Of strange lands and people)

2. Kuriose Geschichte



(Curious story)

3. Hasche-Mann



(Catch-me-if-you-can)

4. Bittendes Kind



(Imploring child)

5. Glückes genug



(Quite happy)

6. Wichtige Begebenheit


(Important event)

7. Träumerei




(Reverie)

8. Am Kamin




(By the fireside)

9. Ritter vom Steckenpferd


(Riding the rocking-horse)

10. Fast zu ernst



(Almost too serious)

11. Fürchtenmachen



(Getting scared)

12. Kind im Einschlummern


(Child going to sleep)

13. Der Dichter spricht



(The Poet speaks)

Schumann’s ‘Scenes from Childhood’ date from 1838, when he and Clara Wieck were not yet married, let alone the proud parents of their brood of children. The music’s inspiration therefore has multiple sources: Schumann’s own childhood (perhaps), happy expectations of the future (more probably), and the broader artistic values which shine so brilliantly in Schumann’s cascade of early piano works. Compared to spectacular surrounding masterpieces like Carnaval, Davidsbündlertänze and the Fantasy in C major, Kinderszenen is remarkable for its no less typically Schumannesque brand of anti-virtuosity. An idyllic view of domestic family life intersects with the imaginative world of 19th-century literary fantasy, all conveyed with exquisite touch.

     Schumann also finds ways of making these short pieces assemble into a larger statement which amounts to something memorably greater than the sum of its parts. This owes much to his unerring instinct for contrast: the haunting story-telling of Von fremden Ländern und Menschen, for instance, gives way in turn to the brisker rhythms of Kuriose Geschichte and the light-fingered velocity of Hasche-Mann. Bittendes Kind yearns insistently towards its final, wide-eyed musical question-mark, which leads straight into the answering Glückes genug. Träumerei, with its quiet lingerings, is the cycle’s centre of gravity – the longest piece, positioned at the midway point. A more thoughtful, adult perspective seems to surface in the later numbers. Kind im Einschlummern is a small masterpiece of Schumann’s way with piano sonority, as the drowsiness of the left hand’s gently rocking motif spreads through the rest of the music. And the manner of Der Dichter spricht is another Schumann trademark – after the journey through the cycle’s sounds and moods, a kind of stepping-back and signing-off.
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Sergey Prokofiev (1891-1953)

Piano Sonata No. 7, Op. 83

1. Allegro inquieto

2. Andante caloroso

3. Precipitato

Prokofiev’s Seventh was for long regarded as the second of a trilogy of ‘War Sonatas’, responding to the Russian nation’s suffering and resistance in the wake of the German invasion of 1941. Like its siblings, however, the Seventh Sonata is now known to have been begun in 1939 – before the war, and when Stalin’s terror was at its height. In such a world Prokofiev knew that he was no safer than anyone else. So it is likely that, to some extent at least, the turbulence of the Seventh Sonata’s first movement was the composer’s private creative response to the horrifying circumstances around him. On the other hand the Sonata was not completed until 1942. So Prokofiev could have reworked his earlier ideas; and the toccata-like finale – an image of defiance as tremendous as any in music – may indeed have been directly inspired by Russia’s resistance to the German invasion.

     The opening Allegro inquieto is some of the most dissonant music that Prokofiev ever wrote. Vladimir Ashkenazy has said of it: ‘One hears drums beating and iron screeching’ – a vivid description, whether or not the opening material’s hurtling velocity and grinding chromaticism were intended to evoke the mechanised advance of the German forces across the Russian plains. The second subject opens out the perspective by the device of stating the same kind of material more slowly: the right hand’s repeated three-note, bell-like figure was already prominent in the movement’s opening bars, and it features strongly in the tumultuous development that follows. Then the slower second theme returns – and a speedy coda abruptly disintegrates.

     The Andante caloroso’s fervent main theme, which sounds Russian to the marrow, is in fact taken from a song in Schumann’s Liederkreis cycle Op. 39: its words are ‘I can sometimes sing as if I were glad, yet secretly tears well, and so set my heart free.’ The melody’s ongoing progress becomes increasingly embattled, to a point where the chromaticism around it threatens to tear it apart. Wide and desolate spaces then seem to open out; a bell-like lament sounds; and the main theme returns, now reduced to an exhausted fragment of itself. The furious, and furiously difficult Precipitato finale is propelled by its seven-beats-to-a-bar rhythm (two, three and two) – first pounded out in insistent left-hand octaves, then taken up by the right hand’s torrent of repeated chords, and relentlessly driving towards a coda of eruptive power and ferocity.
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