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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The early years of the twentieth century in Europe saw 

the rise of a remarkable variety of new pianistic styles. From 

1906 onward, Maurice Ravel (1875 -1937) and Claude Debussy 

(1862 -1918) introduced the most revolutionary developments in 

piano techniques since the Chopin /Liszt era. The German school 

headed by Arnold Schoenberg (1874 -1951) was experimenting with 

Expressionism, atonality, and, eventually, serialism. In Spain a 

highly nationalistic style, an amalgam of Lisztian, Scarlattian 

and Impressionistic elements with Iberian folkloric materials, 

flourished. 

In Russia, the two great and competitive music centers 

produced quite different schools of composition. From the Moscow 

Conservatory came Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873 -1943) and Alexander 

Scriabin (1872 -1915) following along the lines of the 

Western /Romantic style and the Russian Symbolist movement, 

respectively. The St. Petersburg Conservátory had been the 

progressive -nationalistic school from the mid- nineteenth century, 

beginning with the innovations of the Mighty Five -- Alexander 

Borodin (1833 -1887) , Cesar Cui (1835 -1918) , Mily Balakirev 
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(1837 -1910) , Modest Moussorgsky (1839 -1881) and Nicolai 

Rimsky -Korsakov (1844 -1908) . 

Rimsky-Korsakov's students, Igor Stravinsky (1882-1975) 

and Sergei Prokofiev (1891 -1953) originated, in the early 

twentieth century, a highly percussive and dissonant style which 

paralleled the French movement in painting known as Fauvism. The 

Fauves sought to increase the power and intensity of color to the 

point of harshness, even savagery and violence. The 

juxtaposition of colors, strident dissonances, sharp edges and 

angles, primitivism, and exaggeration of the new art found 

counterparts in the juxtaposition of harmonies, dissonance, harsh 

and percussive tone qualities, elemental rhythms, and caricature 

and irony of the new music. The percussive and incisive 

qualities of the new music were a deliberate reaction against the 

Impressionism of Debussy and the murky mysticism of Scriabin, 

just as the Fauves organized in reaction to Impressionism in art. 

Sergei Prokofiev deserves credit for his role in the 

evolution of one of the twentieth century's most exciting and 

widely influential pianistic styles. Explosive virtuosity, 

physical aggression at the keyboard, unpretentious lyricism, 

propulsive drive, dissonant but colorful harmonies, and intense 

theatrical imagery are a few of the stylistic traits which reveal 

the unmistakable signature of Prokofiev; so many- faceted is his 

originality. 
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Although Prokofiev is known today as a composer, he first 

gained recognition as a concert pianist in the early twentieth 

century, playing mostly his own works. No doubt his own 

virtuosity manifests itself in the many bravura passages for 

which his works are so well known. The percussive qualities of 

the piano attracted the young Prokofiev, and he capitalized on 

this relatively untapped resource. His unique approach to the 

keyboard -- thinking in the literal terms of a "true 

hammerklavier" -- often requires a non -legato touch and assumes a 

biting percussive nature. 

But Prokofiev also continued the lineage of the 

nineteenth century virtuoso pianists and composers into the 

twentieth century. During the nineteenth century the piano came 

into its own; and as it became a highly specialized medium of 

expression, it acquired a large and colorful literature. 

Pianistic virtuosity flourished in the hands of Felix Mendelssohn 

(1809 -1847) , Frederic Chopin (1810 -1849) , Robert Schumann 

(1810 -1856) , Franz Liszt (1811 -1886) , and Johannes Brahms 

(1833 -1897) . The features of technical brilliance and powerful 

virtuosity which characterize the Liszt tradition are reclothed 

in a totally different pianistic language by Prokofiev. Even 

though Prokofiev's bravura style is in some ways rather far 

removed from the nineteenth century brilliance of Liszt, his own 

percussive, non -legato style has enriched the pianistic language 

of our century in much the same way as Liszt in his own day. 
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Sergei Prokofiev was born in 1891 at Sontsovka, a large 

Ukranian agricultural estate managed by his father, Sergei 

Alexeyevich. His parents took the responsibility for his 

education, teaching him Russian, French, German and mathematics. 

In the Prokofiev household, serious music was an intrinsic part 

of everyday life. His mother, Maria Grigoryevna, was a 

respectable pianist, and although she was not a virtuoso 

performer, she had the qualities of a wise teacher. Very early 

she saw that her son had a deep interest in music, and she 

carefully cultivated his musical talents. Maria spent time every 

day at the piano playing Volume One of Beethoven's sonatas, 

Chopin preludes, mazurkas, and waltzes, and easier pieces by 

Liszt, Tchaikovsky, and Rubinstein. Above all, she instilled in 

her son an effervescent love of music. This youthful, excited 

exuberance was to surface many times in his piano works; 

sometimes in the form of unquenchable optimism, sometimes as the 

nationalistic spirit of triumph or hope, sometimes in the 

children's pieces, bubbling over with affection and health. 

In 1904 Prokofiev auditioned and was accepted into the 

St. Petersburg Conservatory. He spent ten years there, studying 

piano with Anna Essipova, one of the most outstanding students of 

Leschetitzky, harmony and counterpoint with Anatoly Lyadov, 

conducting with Nicolai Tcherepnin, and composition and 

orchestration with Nicolai Rimsky -Korsakov. In 1909 he was 

granted the title of Free Artist in composition, and in 1914 he 
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won the coveted first prize of the Rubinstein Piano Competition 

held at the Conservatory. 

By the time Prokofiev entered the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory at the age of thirteen, he already had composed a 

surprisingly large amount of music. Even though these were only 

the first attempts of a very young composer, it is still 

worthwhile to note that Prokofiev's experiments included three 

operas, a symphony, a violin sonata, a march for piano four 

hands, and several series of small piano pieces. The early piano 

pieces were dedicated to family members or written for family 

occasions, and later ones contained experiments with texture, 

asymmetrical time signatures, sharply accented rhythms, 

syncopation, strange harmonies and progressions, and stabs of 

humor. With so much experience at composition at such an early 

age, it is no wonder Prokofiev rebelled so vehemently under the 

practices and regulations of the Conservatory. The rules of 

traditional harmony and voice -leading were simply too 

constraining and colorless to interest Prokofiev's adventurous 

mind, which was constantly seeking new means of expression. And 

the prevailing romantic piano style which blossomed during the 

nineteenth century was still being championed by such Russian 

musicians as Peter Tchaikovsky, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Anton 

Rubinstein, and Anna Essipova. 

Beginning in 1908, Prokofiev became an avid supporter of 

the Evenings of Modern Music, an organization founded in 1901 in 



6 

St. Petersburg. The Evenings attracted many musicians, poets, 

and critics by featuring unknown music of foreign composers, and 

by giving Russian musicians an opportunity to perform, discuss, 

and critique their own compositions. It was at these weekly 

meetings that Prokofiev first gained public exposure and 

attention by playing his own piano works. Stravinsky, unknown at 

the time, was a regular member of the Modernists, and upon 

hearing Prokofiev in 1908, was impressed by his interpretations 

of his own works. At this particular time the Modernists 

detested Rachmaninoff as a sentimentalist, but Scriabin was 

idolized and imitated by many followers. Foreign composers 

played included Debussy, Ravel, Faure, D'Indy, Dukas, Roussel, 

Reger, Wolf, and Strauss. Later, in 1911, Prokofiev himself 

introduced Schoenberg's atonality with the Three Piano Pieces, 

Op. 11 (1908) . 

And so, armed with a formidable piano technique, a daring 

imagination with little regard for academic taboos, a terribly 

independent musical spirit, an extroverted personality, an 

inexhaustible supply of energy, a somewhat eccentric sense of 

humor, and a burning desire to compose at any cost, Prokofiev 

made his entrance into the music world soon after the turn of the 

twentieth centery. 



CHAPTER II 

ENFANT TERRIBLE: 1907 -1918 

Like the creative output of so many other composers, 

Prokofiev's works can be divided into three stylistic periods. 

The first period, 1907 -1918, dominated by piano works, 

encompasses most of his Conservatory years and finishes when he 

leaves Russia for America in 1918: 

Prokofiev's stylistic evolution is somewhat different 

from that of most composers, in that his first period works 

contain mostly original ideas with relatively little influence 

from other composers. No composer is immune to the stylistic 

influence of his contemporaries and past generations. Prokofiev 

is no exception; influences of Rachmaninoff, Scriabin, and 

Stravinsky can be discerned in the earlier works. Prokofiev's 

deep respect and admiration for Beethoven spans his entire life. 

Early stylistic elements and devices include two -voice 

writing in one hand, hand -crossing, unprepared modulations, 

"stuck note" effects, use of the tritone, melodic crossovers, 

"white key" writing, chromaticism, and unusual authentic 

cadences. General features such as virtuosity, imagery, 

dissonance within tonality, contrasts, duality of parameters, and 

classical forms and procedures are also evident. 

7 
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Prokofiev's Opus 1 is the First Sonata in F minor. This 

one movement sonata was written in 1907 with three movements, but 

two years later the Adagio and Finale were dropped, and only the 

Allegro remained. The Sonata in 12/8 meter with block chords, 

has a pronounced romantic vein, and the structure is respectful 

of classical sonata form. It is interesting to note that 

Beethoven's Opus 1 is also a piano sonata in F minor, with the 

last movement, Prestissimo, also containing triplets and block 

chords. 

The Four Etudes Op. 2 (1909) reveal definite signs of 

Prokofiev's blossoming originality and virtuosity. Prokofiev was 

deeply impressed by the Schumann Toccata which he studied at the 

Conservatory; his D minor Etude is of the same motoristic 

construction, further complicated by double notes, chords, and 

octaves. The E minor Etude contains rippling passagework., with 

the meter signature 18/16. At times the left hand has five 

eighth notes against nine sixteenth notes in the right hand 

(Figure 1) . These polyrhythmic conflicts are almost 

imperceptible, and are definitely not audible without 

poco agitato 
: t.s , s J. MIMI MO s çsius s 1rm a I lai. . /M _ N _ m_ . 

Figure 1. Etudes Op. 2, No. 2 in E minor, ms. 24-25. 
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having seen the score. The third Etude in C minor presents 

two -voice writing in one or both hands, a favorite device of 

Prokofiev. The great length of this Etude makes it even more of 

a challenge. The fourth Etude also is in C minor and 

incorporates broken octaves in the left hand and hand -crossing. 

The Four Pieces comprising the Op. 3 were written during 

1907 -1911 and contain influences of other composers. "Story" is 

harmonically reminiscent of Rachmaninoff and Scriabin. 

"Badinage" bears a strong resemblance to the Vivo sections of 

Schumann's "Fable" of the Fantasiestucke Op. 12. A typical Ma 

with dotted rhythms and dissonant block chords ends with an 

emphatic authentic cadence, in sharp contrast to the closing 

piece, "Phantom." "Phantom," in 5/8 over a darkly -colored bass 

ostinato (Example 2) , is mostly pp; after a short outburst and 

A 

7# t 

Figure 2. Four Pieces Op. 3, "Phantom," ms. 15 -19. 

one last swell, the ostinato evaporates into silence. Although 

each piece is tonal, the suite closes with no cadence and no 

sense of rhythmic finality. 
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The Four Pieces Op. 4 were composed between 1908 -1912. 

This suite is rarely heard in concert performance, probably 

because the fourth piece, the famous "Diabolic Suggestion," 

requires an advanced technique, and many advanced pianists would 

rather not bother with the other three pieces which are 

considerably easier. 

The first piece, "Reminiscence," creates with its 

romantic harmonies a dreamy atmosphere. "Soaring" is a tiny 

scherzo. It looks deceptively easy, but is tricky, and flies by 

in no more than one minute. "Despair" is built around a 

three -note sighing ostinato figure. "Diabolic Suggestion" is a 

favorite of pianists and audiences alike. It opens with a 

tritone, the universal symbol for death, evil, Hell, etc. The 

legend of Faust and Mephistofeles and the use of the Dies Irae 

permeated the nineteenth century, as did the infamous tritone. 

The daemonic aspects of Liszt's works such as the Todtentanz 

(1865) were familiar to Prokofiev. Perhaps since Liszt opens his 

Dante Fantasy (1838 -1840) with a series of tritones, Prokofiev 

decided to follow the example. 

Much of Prokof iev' s pianistic fame and popularity rests 

on the awesome virtuosity and technical brilliance of his 

motoristic works. His second work in the toccata style is 

"Diabolic Suggestion." Even a single hearing of this piece is 

unforgettable. "The originality of the piece is amazing for a 

seventeen -year -old. He has even escaped from the shadows of 

Liszt, Schumann, Chopin, Rachmaninoff and Scriabin, that crushing 
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quintet of tempting influences for the young composer. Above 

all, it is pianistic; he understood already that the 

possibilities of the instrument had not been fully explored. "1 

During the early and mid -nineteenth century, the most 

significant pianistic contributions came from Europe. However, 

there were two important virtuoso works by Russian composers with 

which Prokofiev undoubtedly was familiar -- Balakirev's Islamey 

(1865) , and "Lesghinka" (1886) , the most famous of the Twelve 

Transçendental Etudes, Op. 11 by Liapounov. 

When Prokofiev played seven of his miniatures in 1908 at 

an Evenings of Music concert, "Diabolic Suggestion" was a 

tremendous success. It expressed Prokofiev's strong reaction to 

"...the age of sentimental songs and album leaves and of a 

lugubrious style of piano playing with rubato and every kind of 

trick, legitimate and otherwise, employed ad nauseam to emphasize 

the excessive sensibility then in favor.... So he played the 

piano like a man and wrote music which was physically impossible 

to play feebly. "2 The powerful rhythm, the daring harmonies and 

dissonances, the extreme dynamic contrasts, the entire range of 

the keyboard, the sharp stabs of sound -- to an 

audience who was used to a diet of Debussy, Scriabin, 

Rachmaninoff, and the Mighty Five, Prokofiev and his new "style" 

1 Lawrence and Elisabeth Hanson, Prokofiev the Prodigal Son 
(London: Cassell & Company Ltd., 1964), p. 49. 

2 Ibid. 
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must have been quite a jolt. It was from his St. Petersburgdebut 

that Prokofiev earned the title "enfant terrible." 

The Ten Pieces which comprise the Op. 12 (1906 -1913) 

include forms usually connected with the baroque and classical 

eras. In these pieces Prokof iev' s association with the 

Modernists is becoming more evident. The March in F minor 

features block chords, dotted rhythms, and many accidentals which 

result in unexpected sonorities. The Gavotte in G minor is 

especially appealing. Prokofiev preserves the traditional time 

signature with the accentuation beginning on the third beat 

(Figure 3), key relationships, and binary structure. He then 

.IIII MIi 
me ;awe mt MO/ 1/ /NW 11111,11.111,. ..11.1. : . LS, 'S :,T? .. . . . un 

Figure 3. Ten Pieces Op. 12, "Gavotte," ms. 1 -5. 

gives it a modern touch with unprepared distant modulations and 

the "stuck note" effect (Figure 3). A lively Rigaudon is less 

difficult. The Mazurka is an unusual piece. It looks quartal; 

in fact it is entirely written in fourths for both hands. The 

listener will hear the fourths, but the harmony is not quartal; 

actually it is strongly tertian. With Scriabin's perpetration in 

1910 of the mystic chord, came an interest in quartal harmony. 
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Prokofiev uses the quartal idea but presents it in a harmonically 

functional setting. The Capriccio with two themes followed by 

variations, is rather long but not difficult. "Legend" is a 

- short essay in tone painting. The most familiar of this 

collection is the Prelude in C major. This three -part piece is 

really a mini -etude, characterized by C major purity, glistening 

sixteenth notes in the right hand, gentle harmonic twists, and 

treble range glissandos which further enhance the crystal -clear 

quality of this piece. This Prelude can also be played on the 

harp. Prokofiev's Allemande is marked Allegro resoluto, hardly 

in the character of the elegant eighteenth- century court dance. 

On the contrary, this Allemande exchanges sophistication and 

elegance for square rhythms, angular lines, dissonant chords, and 

occasional sixteenth note figures which seem to mock traditional 

ornamentation. Prokofiev's sense of humor makes an appearance 

with the Humorous Scherzo imitating a quartet of bassoons. The 

last piece, the scherzo in A minor, is a small -scale toccata. It 

is motoristic, but not nearly as difficult or as dramatic in 

proportion as some of the other motoristic works. 

The monstrous Toccata Op. 11 (1912) is a challenge to 

even the most accomplished pianist. The sixteenth note is the 

rhythmic unit which rushes headlong from start to finish, with a 

tiny pause in the middle as if for a quick breath before the 

second wind. 

The Second Sonata in D minor Op. 14 marks the emergence 

of Prokofiev's definitive style. It was completed in 1912 and 
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like all of the first and second period works, was given its 

first public performance by Prokofiev himself. When Prokofiev 

played this Sonata at his American debut in 1918, it evoked mixed 

reactions -- one critic observed that "the finale of the work 

evoked visions of a charge of mammoths across some vast, 

immemorial Asiatic plateau. "3 

The opening Allegro ma non troppo is in sonata form with 

exposition, development, and recapitulation clearly delineated. 

An interesting feature of the Scherzo is its duple meter, perhaps 

following the example in Beethoven's Op. 31 No. 3. Prokofiev's 

scherzo is marked Allegro marcato with distinct accents amid much 

hand crossing. The trio section contrasts with light slurs and 

unexpected modulations. The Andante, a soulful song, is 

accompanied by two -note sigh figures and at times by chains of 

descending tritones (Figure 4) in the manner of Chopin's Etude in 

major Op. 10 No. 3 with which Prokofiev was familiar. 

PP 

c_r 
lfa. 

1( 
_ .. =..w-r. - - - `-- - - -..r.1w....+M..... . - .. r rw.- .w M .. J !. .. /.. N. .` - - - - - -9- 

---47C,r u 

r 9 Twik:5 u r 

Figure 4. Second Sonata Op. 14, III, ms. 19 -21. 

3 Israel V. Nestyev, Prokofiev (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 1960) , p. 170. 
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The development of the Vivace begins with a surprising return of 

the second theme of the first movement. This instance of 

reintroducing a first movement theme into a later movement was 

not new; Prokofiev's predecessors include Beethoven, Schubert and 

Franck, among others. Prokofiev, however, was to carry the 

cyclic principle a step further in a later work. 

Prokofiev's exceptional talent for imagery and 

characterization reveals itself in the "Sarcasms" Op. 17 written 

during the years 1912 -1914. Perhaps the most distinguishing 

feature of "Sarcasms" is the ingenious evocation of strong 

emotions and convincing personalities which come to life out of a 

dry page of printed notes. Each miniature has its own definitive 

personality, yet all are dramatically unified by elements of 

contrast, tension, and uneasy expectation. 

In the first piece, Tempestoso, pounding tritones set the 

suspenseful mood. Again Prokofiev resorts to the tritone. A 

main motif is heard seven times, each time varied in some way. 

The second piece, Allegro rubato, displays several qualities 

usually linked with Impressionism: vague, non -functional chords 

which obscure any sense of tonality, and hazy, unstable rhythms 

as the indications suggest (Figure 5). Allegro precipitato is 

another example of the motoristic style, but has a surprising 

lyrical eight -bar relief before returning to the headlong, 
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Figured 5. "Sarcasms," Op. 17, No. 2, ms. 1 -4. 

impatient drive which dominates this piece. The fourth piece is 

entitled Smanioso, which means "impetuously passionate." The 

hot -blooded first section is followed by a sustained funeral 

march with a singing choral in the middle and bass registers. A 

faint echo of the first section reappears at the very end. 

Precipitosissimo goes a step further than variation of repeated 

motives; in this last piece is an interesting example of thematic 

transformation (Figure 6) . The main theme is stated in 

high- register block chords, "mostly triads gone wrong --in 

asymmetrical groupings. "4 A timid, halting Andantino section 

__--- 
Precipitosissimo 

> »» 
.1= AM) NM a 61MP J f . S- ̀  i 1MYMY IIMEDIMMo I I YIMIN.1.11=1f1 MNIONma MI 7111101 AM . I.. 1111I IMEMMINNIDI. 1f > > > >> > 

`YYMY .M ..I ..11= AMMEMP611611= O Marl= .7..1.1MIIIMP MEW =WOMB ore ow almYwwI 6YwwIf TIY.M111.1111114.11 . WIPr MM. I116 11M1 MsAY.11.11 .'6 1=1 *MIN/ 61110 .1 16S =.16 .rYI =III. UMW M M SM. =1.1 1111.M - 11I/ MI.I Y 
> > 

Figure 6. "Sarcasms," Op. 17, No. 5 ms. 1 -5. 

4 Eric Salzman, jacket notes for Sergei Prokofiev: The 
Complete Music for Solo Piano Vox SVBX 5408 and 5409) . 
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Figure 6 (continued). "Sarcasms," Op. 17, No. 5, 

ms. 75 -82. 

immediately and unexpectedly changes the mood, and sets the stage 

for the main theme which appears in the closing section. Here, 

augmented and repositioned in the bass register, the opening 

motif creeps stealthily into oblivion. Irwin Freundlich 

describes this section as "...a series of grunts, deep in the 

very bowels of the piano, providing a lugubrious, sardonic 

conclusion to the entire set. "5 The perverse deceit and the 

diabolical sarcasm of evil spirits find shelter in the darkness 

which overshadows the conclusion of "Sarcasms." 

In 1915 Prokofiev began a series of tiny miniature 

pieces, which over the course of two years, multiplied to contain 

5 Irwin Freundlich, notes for Prokofiev, "Sarcasms" Op. 17 
(New York: Leeds Music Corporation, c. 1960) . 



18 

twenty pieces. All of the pieces are very short -- no more than 

two pages in length. Isreal V. Nestyev, prominent Russian critic 

and author, writes, "a number of colorful and charming piano 

pieces, something in the nature of pages from a diary, a record 

of the emotions of the composer, passing impressions of the outer 

world. These pieces were later entitled Fugitive Visions. "6 

Prokofiev's inspirations were taken from the Symbolist poet 

Konstantin Balmont's lines: "In every fugitive vision I see 

worlds -- Full of the changing play of rainbow hues." In the 

"Visions ", Prokofiev's experiments with sonorities, dynamics, 

textures, timbres, tone color, range, and register are certainly 

as many -hued as a rainbow. 

Surprisingly, the general mood of the entire cycle is one 

of lyricism and tenderness, opening with a dreamy chain of 

unresolved seventh chords in No. 1. Melody appears in different 

settings. In No. 8 a singing melody with two decorative 

variations results in melodic crossovers, a technique Prokofiev 

seems to favor. No. 17 has the setting of a simple folksong with 

a whispering accompaniment. No. 16, marked Dolente, is widely 

known. A "white key" middle section is highlighted by chromatic 

outer sections. Turbulence And agitation characterize Nos. 4, 

14, and 19 which was inspired as Prokofiev stood in the streets 

during the Revolution of 1917. Displaced accents, energetic 

6 Isreal V. Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946) , p. 41. 
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rhythms, harsh dissonances, and bold chromaticism abound, 

possibly influenced by Stravinsky's Rite of Spring (1913) , which 

Prokofiev heard in 1914. There is one piece in the toccata vein, 

No. 15. Repeated chords climb chromatically over a rhythmic 

ostinato figure. The ostinato contains a 'stuck note' -- in this 

case, a recurring C -sharp in an implied tonality of C major 

(Figure 7) . Prokof iev' s mischievous sense of humor assumes 
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Figure 7. "Fugitive Visions," Op. 22, No. 15, 
ms. 10-12. 

different guises; saucy sixteenth notes in the middle section of 

No. 3, the impish nature of No. 5 with its revolving triads, the 

whimsical mood of the dotted rhythms of No. 11, the lilting, 

carefree feeling of the 6/8 pulse of No. 6. No. 2 shows 

Prokofiev experimenting with texture; thick murky textures 

alternate with diaphanous, almost impressionistic sonorities 

(Figure 8) . 
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Figure 8. "Fugitive Visions," Op. 22, No. 2, 

ms. 5 -8. 

No. 7 is appropriately called the "Harp ", with its rich, resonant 

chords which are rolled as if played by a harp. Elusive tonality 

and rhythmic ambiguity leave a hazy cloud of uncertainty hanging 

over unresolved ending of No. 20. 

Both the Third and Fourth Sonatas belong to the year 

1917, although both contain material dating back to 1907 -1908. 

The Third Sonata in A minor Op. 28 is one of Prokofiev's most 

popular works. Pianists are attracted to it because it is a 

brilliant showpiece; audiences appreciate it in terms of sheer 

excitement. In one movement, it contains a tempestuous 

development section based on the two principal themes of the 

work. The first theme is aggressive and rushes forward with 

uncontrollable force. The second theme is lyrical, softly 

colored by chromatic passing tones. The personalities of the two 

themes contrast sharply (Figure 9); perhaps this is an 

abstraction of Prokofiev's gift of musical characterization. 
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Figure 9. Third Sonata Op. 28, ms. 9-12. 

Figure 9 (continued) . Third Sonata Op. 28, 
ms. 58 -61. 

The Fourth Sonata in C minor Op. 29 is unfortunately 

rarely played. Although it has neither the lofty proportions nor 

the expanse of the later Zonatas, it nevertheless has a lot to 

offer. Each movement portrays a separate side of Prokofiev's 

musical personality. 

The first movement is in the sustained lyrical style, but 

in a dark, thoughtful vein. Prokofiev adheres closely to sonata 

form with one deviation in key relationships. In the 

recapitulation, the second theme returns in C major, implying 

that the movement will end in the major key in the manner of a 

Picardie third. Not so; a deliberate authentic cadence closes 

the movement in C minor. 
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The Andante is quite exceptional. A chorale -like melody 

in long note values appears deep in the bass register. This 

five -bar theme is still unwinding when in the fourth bar 

Prokofiev writes imitation at the tritone. The structure is 

sectional, somewhat like a theme and variations. As the 

variations become more complex, the canonic and mirror imitation 

create melodic crossovers? (Figure 10) . After three settings of 

Figure 10. Fourth Sonata Op. 29, II, ms. 26 -29. 

the chorale which become increasingly elaborate, suddenly in the 

treble register a counter -theme is introduced. This new theme is 

in complete contrast with the movement so far: a solemn chorale 

of rising momentum and intensity is interrupted by a simple song 

7 Melodic crossovers, a technique for which Prokofiev finds 
frequent use, is an outgrowth of the three -hand effect 
popularized by Sigismond Thalberg in the 1830's. 
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high in the treble register. Almost childlike in its simplicity, 

it produces a toy music box effect. The movement is resolved by 

a tiny coda in which the chorale is heard simultaneously with the 

music box. 

The Allegro con brio is bubbling over with the optimistic 

spirit and vigorous energy found in so many of Beethoven's and 

Prokofiev's works. Nestyev aptly comments, "...a wholesome 

perception of nature and faith in the triumph of human energy 

have taken the upper hand over skepticism and sarcasm in many 

bright pages of Prokofiev's music. "8 The sonata -rondo form 

contains a trio in A -flat major, bringing to mind the trio (also 

in A -flat major) in the finale of Beethoven's sonata in F minor 

Op. 1. 

Belonging to the year 1918 are two transcriptions for 

solo piano: March and Scherzo from the opera Love for Three 

Oranges, Op. 33 -ter published in 1922, and the Organ Prelude and 

Fugue i.n_D minor by Dmitri Buxtehude, published in 1923. 

The "Tales of the Old Grandmother" Op. 31 was the first 

work to be written when Prokofiev arrived in America in 1918. 

Stylistically this work belongs to the early period. These four 

miniatures evoke the excitement, the melancholy, the bright 

colors of Russian folklore. The "Tales" bear the homophonic 

texture of the Russian folk song (Figure 11) , with an 

8 Nestyev, p. 72. 
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Figure 11. "Tales of the Old Grandmother," Op. 31, 
No. 2, ms. 1 -5. 

improvisatory or melismatic voice over a rhythmically and 

harmonically simple accompaniment (Figure 12). Even with some 
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Figure 12. "Tales of the Old Grandmother," Op. 31, 
No. 3, ms. 1 -9. 

common features and a predominantly modal flavor, Prokofiev 

creates striking contrasts of mood and scene on a minute scale. 

This work deserves much more recognition than it usually 

receives, especially since it is not technically difficult. 

These pieces appeal to students of all ages, offering an 

opportunity for interpretation. 
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Also included in the first period are the Four Pieces 

Op. 32. Dance is charming with its major -minor vascillations, 

syncopations, and tympani effects. The Minuet is in binary form, 

complete with hemiolas and cadences with momentary references to 

the lydian mode. The Gavotte in F -sharp minor is also in binary 

form, with a modal middle section. The Waltz is the longest, and 

probably the most difficult with large chords and rich harmonies. 



CHAPTER III 

STYLE MECANIQUE: 1918 -1933 

The middle period, sometimes called the foreign period, 

covers the years 1908 -1933 which Prokofiev spent outside of 

Russia. In 1908 Prokofiev moved to America, and then in 1923, 

took up residence in Paris. Relatively few piano works are dated 

during these years because Prokofiev devoted most of his time and 

energy to opera in America and to ballet in Paris. 

Late in 1918 Prokofiev played a program of his own music 

in New York. The critics labelled him as the creator of the 

"style mecanique" -- playing "as if he had 'steel fingers, steel 

wrists, steel biceps, steel triceps;' he was the perfect specimen 

of the soulless, heartless man the Bolshies were turning out, a 

music machine. "9 

The piano works of the second period are characterized by 

a certain restraint of feeling. In America the change of 

environment contributed little to his creative impetUs. The 

impulsive excitement and youthful vitality is replaced by 

expressionism dealing with feelings of tension and conflict, and 

constructivism, cold mechanical quality reflecting machinery and 

industrial surroundings. In Paris the French bourgeois art 

9 Hansons, p. 99. 

26 



27 

emphasized rationalism and intellectualism. Contrasting with the 

first period, the piano works of the second period have few 

'living' influences, such as people or nature. Comparatively low 

dramatic intensity, almost no virtuosity, and diminished 

contrasts result in dull outlines and a vague, colorlessness that 

at times approaches mysticism. 

Only one piano sonata dates from this period, the Fifth 

Sonata in C major, Op. 38. The original version of the Op. 38 

was written in 1923 just before Prokofiev moved to Paris. When 

Prokofiev first performed it for a Paris audience in 1924, it was 

not well- received. With that in mind, Prokofiev began a series 

of extensive revisions during the 1940's and 1950's. 

"Prokofiev's wrestling match with his Fifth Sonata was an 

on- and -off engagement of thirty years. The composition was 

something of a thorn...a bete noire that had instigated 

innumerable revisions. "10 The final revision listed as Op. 135 

was not finished until 1953. If any of Prokofiev's sonatas could 

be considered pastorale, this would be the one. Even the tempo 

indications have been tempered -- Allegro tranquillo, Andantino, 

Un poco allegretto -- toward gentleness and moderation. 

The first movement in sonata allegro form, complete with 

false recapitulation and coda, is characterized by clarity and 

brightened by 'side -slipping' in and out of distant keys 

10 Lawrence Chaikin, "The Prokofiev Sonatas: A Psychograph," 
£iano .Quarterly, Vol. 86 (Summer, 1974) , p. 11. 
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Figure 13. fifth Sonata Op. 38/135, I, ms. 1-7. 

(Figure 13) . The development contains an interesting 

occurrence: beginning in measure 78, the right hand plays the 

first theme in E major to a left hand accompaniment in B -flat 

major (again the tritone relationship) ; then in measure 82 the 

right hand switches to B -flat major and the left to E major; and 

in measure 86 both hands switch back again. 

The Andantino gravitates around G -flat, a tritone from C. 

Embellishments permeate the entire movement. Dry staccato chords 

are even more pointed with sharp grace notes, long notes often 

have trills or grace notes with bell effects, and short runs act 

as tiny glissandi. 

The third movement is extremely chromatic, so much so 

that the many grace notes almost sound like consonances. The 

amazing feature of this movement is the transformation of the 

first theme. The exposition of the main theme is simple and 
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quiet. At measure 41 the exact pitches of the theme reappear, 

but are reharmonized over the subdominant. Any pastoral feelings 

this movement may have had totally disappear by measure 104, the 

entrance of the shrieking transformation (Figure 14) . Not only 
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Figure 14 (continued) . Fifth Sonata Op. 38/135, 
III, ms. 41 -44. 
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Figure 14 (continued) . Fifth Sonata Op. 38/135, 
ms. 104 -107. 
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are melody, accompaniment, harmony and dynamic level different, 

but the quiet, idyllic nature has become a sort of grotesque 

nightmare. Prokofiev transforms the theme by transforming each 

parameter. 

In 1929 Prokofiev assembled an orchestral suite in four 

movements with was called Divertissement Op. 43. The first and 

third, Moderato and Dance, were taken from the Russian ballet, 

Trapeze, and the second and fourth pieces, Nocturne and Epilogue, 

were composed in 1929 to complete the suite. Nine years after 

conducting the premiere, Prokofiev transcribed the pieces for the 

piano, Op. 43a. 

The two pieces of "Things in Themselves" Op. 45 date from 

1928. By this time Prokofiev was becoming quite disillusioned 

with life and music in Paris, a fact which was partly responsible 

for the absence of both humor and that endless energy which are 

so pronounced in many of the earlier works. These two pieces are 

rather long and somewhat complicated by polyphonic writing. Both 

have technically difficult sections (often the result of 

polyphonic writing), but not in the brillian virtuoso style so 

often associated with Prokofiev. A comfortable hand span of a 

tenth is needed for many passages with parallel tenths (Figure 

15) which often result from two voices in one or both hands. 
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Figure 15. "Things in Themselves," Op. 45, No. 2, 

ms. 49-52. 

Prokofiev was well aware of the strangeness of the 

"Things," and explains: "I worked on two rather long pieces for 

the piano in which I wished to indulge in a little musical 

introspection without trying to find some easily accessible form 

for my ideas.... I do not wish to defend this method of 

composition, but I do think that having written quite a quantity 

of simple comprehensible music I might occasionally be permitted 

the luxury of composing something for myself. "11 

Six Transcriptions comprise the Op. 52, published in 

1931. Intermezzo, Rondo and Etude are fragments from The 

Prodigal Son. One of the "Songs Without Words" Op. 35, the 

Andante from the String Ouartet Op. 50, and the Scherzo from the 

Sinfonietta Op. 48 complete this set, which Prokofiev dedicated 

11 Eric Roseberry, "Prokofiev's Piano Sonatas," Music and 
Musicians, Vol. 19 (March, 1971) , p. 38. 
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to the great Russian pianists of the day -- Vladimir Horowitz, 

Artur Rubenstein, Nicolai Orlav, and Alexander Borovsky.12 

After the struggle with the Fifth Sonata, Prokofiev did 

not return to the sonata form until 1939. During these sixteen 

years 1923 -1939 he turned instead to the sonatina form. In 1931 

and 1932 he produced the Two Sonatinas in E minor and G major, 

and published them as Op. 54. Both have three movements in the 

traditional fast -slow -fast pattern with predictable key 

relationships. 

The first is rather colorless, especially for Prokofiev. 

An absence of vigorous rhythms combined with feeble contrasts 

produces only a lukewarm piano piece. The second is decidedly 

more interesting. The first movement has a distinct rhythmic 

personality which contrasts with a somewhat florid slow movement. 

The third movement has interesting moments, but lacks excitement 

and conviction. 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s Prokofiev mentioned an 

intent to revise both Sonatinas and use them as the basis for the 

Tenth and Eleventh Piano Sonatas, Op. 137 and 138. Sketches for 

the Tenth Sonata are in E minor. 

The Three Pieces Op. 59, Promenade, Landscape, and 

Sonatina Patorale, and the "Thoughts" Op. 62 mark the end of the 

foreign period. Both Promenade and Landscape have an overall 

12 In 1911 Granados dedicated his six "Goyescas" to pianists 
Emil Sauer, Ed Risler, Ricardo Vines, Amparo, Harold Bauer, and - 

Alf red Cortot. 
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ternary structure. In the Promenade, the sections vary in terms 

of rhythmic nature -- one dancing with gentle syncopations, one 

flowing in eighth notes, one lilting in dotted rhythms. 

Landscape alternates sparkling arpeggios with a lyrical melody. 

Some of the usual traits are to be found, including simple 

rhythms, varying meter signatures and tempos, voices doubled in 

octaves, technical flourishes, and modal color. 

The Sonatine Pastorale is a single movement in sonata 

form. Of moderate difficulty, this piece is in Prokofiev's 

favorite key of C major with colorful inflections and distant 

modulations. The structural sections are clear: the first theme 

in C major, transition, the second theme in B -flat major, 

modulating to D major and returning to B -flat major for the 

closing theme. The development is very short, only 36 measures, 

based on fragments of the three themes. The recapitulation 

returns the first, second, and closing themes to C major. A tiny 

coda with fragments of the first theme and transition rounds off 

the movement. This Sonatina is a good teaching piece, 

technically accessible to the intermediate student (Example 16), 

and a good example for the study of sonata form with slight 

deviations. 

In a light, carefree vein, these three pieces enjoy sunny 

dispositions, a characteristic simplicity, and a genuine feeling 

of warmth which does not appear in any other piano works of this 

period. 
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Example 16. Three Pieces Op. 59, Sonatine Pastorale, 
ms. 125-130. 

By this time Prokofiev was terribly homesick for his 

native Russia, having been gone for fifteen years. Several 

concert tours beginning in 1927 had further intensified his 

desire to go back. Gloom pervades the "Thoughts" Op. 62, perhaps 

reflecting Prokof iev' s feelings as he struggled with the decision 

which would determine to a large degree his future. These pieces 

are not easy to play, and no less difficult to understand. The 

first piece has a somber melody in octaves which is interrupted 

by a contrapuntal section. This piece ends on a diminished 

triad. Evidently Prokofiev was proud of the second piece, 

because he considered it one of the best pieces he had written. 

The third piece is a fantasy with an unexpected virtuosic 

section. Nestyev attempts to shed some light on this work: 

"...the new piano pieces revealed the composer's persistent 

attempts to achieve greater depth by becoming more introspective, 

and by rejecting external effects. But what he had conceived as 
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an expression of philosophical principles, as a music of pure 

contemplation... most listeners regarded as an artificial 

combining of sounds . "13 

13 Nestyev, p. 232. 



CHAPTER IV 

MATURITY 

Prokofiev's last period was spent in Russia. He had been 

abroad for fifteen years, during which time he had acquired an 

international reputation. The Russian government enticed him to 

return by promising him and his family a place to live, the best 

health care, rest homes populated by fellow artists, and all the 

money he needed so that he could quit concertizing and spend his 

time composing. And so, in 1933, Prokofiev settled in Moscow. 

In terms of the piano music, the third stylistic period 

resembles in some ways the first period. Virtuosity returns with 

the propulsive drive, vigorous rhythms, and percussive touch 

found in some of the early pieces. Contrasts reach new extremes. 

Vivid characterization and theatrical drama reappear, reflecting 

Prokofiev's' observations of life and nature. Diatonic harmonies 

are often colored by tonal digressions, and the vascillation or 

juxtaposition of major and minor sonorities produces effects of 

great distance and occasionally, polytonality. The elements of 

rhythm and harmony become secondary to melody. Prokofiev's 

mature style, and particularly the late years, recognizes a new 

melodic importance. The new lyricism is contemplative and 

introspective, usually instrumental in nature. Humor returns, 

36 
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but has become more serious, taking the form of satire. The 

classical forms have interesting variations, the fruit of 

Prokofiev's still vivid imagination. 

The piano works of this period begin with the Music for 

Children Op. 65 composed in 1935. In these twelve pieces, 

Prokofiev combines his talent for pictorialization with a keen 

understanding of a child's perception of his surroundings. 

Several pieces are in the form of games and dances. "Walk" and 

"Waltz" is characterized by staccato chords and tiny grace notes. 

With lively tempos are "Tarantella" with running triplets and 

tonal digressions, and "Tag," also in triplets with repeated 

notes alternating with hand -crossing. "Fairy Tale," using a 

melodic minor scale, and "Grasshopper's Parade," with dotted 

rhythms, are typical everyday flights of a child's imagination. 

Nature has always been a source of inspiration for composers. 

"Morning" depicts a beautiful tranquil morning and uses treble 

and bass registers. "Rain and Rainbow" imitates a gentle shower 

while acquainting the student with soft dissonances (Figure 17). 

Three pieces are in the lyrical style. Perhaps the most gorgeous 

is "Regrets" with its Russian flavor (Figure 18) and homophonic 

setting reminiscent of the "Tales" Op. 31. "Evening "is a lullaby 

whose theme returns three times with varied accompaniment. The 

suite closes in a happy mood with "The Moon Goes Over the 

Mountains." 
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Figure 17. Music for Children Op. 65, "Rain and 
Rainbow," ms. 1 -4. 
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Figure 18. rius is for Children Op. 65, "Regrets," 
ms. 33-36. 

The piano pieces from Romeo and Juliet were written in 

1937 based on themes from the ballet Op. 64 (1935 -1936) . These 

pieces are characterized by simplicity and clarity, with few 

virtuosic effects. Each piece depicts a character or situation 

in a series of operatic scenes. 

The "Folk Dance" is a joyful tarantella, gravitating 

around D major with typical excursions to D -flat major and B -flat 

major. "Balcony Scene" is very short, based on a staccato motif. 
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The "Arrival of the Guests" is more difficult due to the 

instrumental writing with moving chords, dotted rhythms and grace 

notes in a lively tempo. "The Young Juliet" is a character essay 

of the two sides of Juliet; the little girl (Figure 19) 

represented by a bright C major scale (what could be more 

child -like and innocent ?) , and the budding young lady 
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Figure 19. Ten Pieces from Romeo and Juliet Op. 75, 
"The Young Juliet," ms. 1 -2. 

(Figure 20) by a thoughtful but delightful passage in A -flat 

major. Impending tragedy is signalled by the death motif in 

Figure 20. Ten Pieces from Romeo and Juliet, Op. 75, 
"The Young Juliet," ms. 27-30. 

the treble (Juliet's) register. "Masks" is probably the most 

difficult piece abounding in instrumental effects, big chords, 
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wide leaps, ornamental figures, rapid runs. "The Montegues and 

the Capulets" is an effective piano piece with a march and trio 

structure. Heavy octaves, dotted rhythms, accents, and brass 

fanfare figures symbolize the conflict which is interrupted by a 

lyrical trio. "Friar Lawrence" provides a total but brief change 

of pace. The conflict resumes with "Mercutio," marked Allegro 

giocoso with a ternary structure. Staccato offbeats, accents, 

runs and grace notes describe his boastful and mischievous 

nature. Another tiny piece, "Dance of the Girls with Lilies," 

also relieves tension. The suite concludes on a tragic note with 

the "Farewell Scene." The love theme appears first with a simple 

accompaniment and later expands in a lavish network of melodic 

crossovers. The coda is exceptional. The death motif appears in 

menacing octaves (Example 21) but is overshadowed by staccato 

eighth notes which continue inevitably to die away. 

P siy*es, Inf 

Figure 21. Ten Pieces from Romeo and Juliet Op. 75, 
"Farewell Scene," ms. 84 -86. 

The sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Sonatas Op. 82, 83, and 

84, were conceived in 1939 as a cycle. Though there was no 

program attached, these Sonatas are often called the War Sonatas 
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since they portray conflict and tension and span the years of 

World War II. The War aroused feelings of fierce patriotism in 

the Russian people, and Prokofiev was undoubtedly inspired to 

offer an artistic contribution which would attest to the inner 

strength and courage of the Russian people. Considered as a 

cycle, these Sonatas represent a towering edifice in the 

twentieth century piano literature. They are on a totally 

different level than the earlier sonatas, much more serious in 

intent and symphonic in scope with expanded proportions (the 

Sixth and Eighth require nearly a half hour to perform) . 

Technically they are extremely demanding, with a harshness of 

writing (contrapuntal dissonances, glaring juxtapositions, 

polytonal effects, percussive sounds with sharp edges) set in 

sharp relief by a new depth of emotional expression. 

The $ ixth Sonata opens with a forceful motif repeated ff 

six times. Major thirds in A major /minor are coupled with 

tritones in octaves (Figure 22). From a high -voltage nucleus 

Prokofiev builds an entire movement. The development gathers 

Figure 22. Sixth Sonata Op. 82, I, ms. 1-3. 
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momentum with repeated notes, non -legato runs, hand crossing, 

wide leaps, alternating chords, glissandi, and finally a series 

of strident ornaments in the upper register of the piano. A 

chorale -like transition passage gradually releases the tension, 

decreases the dynamic level, and relaxes the tempo to an Andante. 

A Scherzo and Trio follow with a second theme that only Prokofiev 

could write. To an accompaniment of C major triads, an 

arpeggiated melody line slides in and out of G -flat major (Figure 

23) , the tritone key area. The listener is aware of a foreign 

tonal region yet there was no modulation out of C major. 

Figure 23. Sixth Sonata Op. 82, II, ms. 30 -34. 

The effect is polytonal though the passing tonality is never 

clearly established. The slow movement of the Sixth Sonata is, 

in the opinion of the present writer, the most beautiful of 

Prokofiev's slow movements. This movement is marked Tempo di 

valzer lentissimo, which at first might seem misleading because 

this movement is of a depth and gravity far beyond the 

connotation of an ordinary waltz. Frank Merrick establishes the 

context of this waltz: "...there is a solemn ecstasy about this 

poetry of motion for which it is difficult to find an adequate 
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word. Perhaps, ...we might label the movement a Waltz of solar 

systems... celestial spheres perpetually revolving in their 

mystical choric song... "14 The harmonic colors do indeed seem to 

revolve, different hues and sonorities glowing brightly for a 

moment, then fading into other shades. The movement is rich in 

chromaticism, and much of the beauty lies in the chromatic 

movement of the inner voices. The Vivace follows the 

sonata -rondo format, with the C section bringing a return of the 

first theme and the bridge into the recapitulation from the first 

movement, rounding off the Sonata. 

The Seventh is the most popular of Prokofiev's Sonatas. 

It was premiered in 1943 by Sviatoslav Richter, and subsequently 

received a Stalin Prize. The first movement has the personality 

of an unfriendly scherzo, marked Allegro inquieto. The tonal 

center is B -flat, though there is no key signature. The scherzo 

is interrupted by an Andantino of an ethereal nature, in the role 

of second theme. The second movement is a nocturne in E major, a 

tritone from B -flat. The major key and unhurried tempo 

accomodate profuse chromaticism and rich sonorities, culminating 

in a dramatic series of bell effects. The last movement is a 

toccata with a meter signature of 7/8. Lawrence Chaikin 

describes this toccata as a machine devoid of human 

characteristics: "...this relentless Machine is a searing 

14 Frank Merrick, "Sergei Prokofiev's Sixth Piano Sonata," 
The Musical Times (January 1944) , p. 11. 
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molestation -- a pitiless, soulless apparatus whose seven -eighths 

heart beats in asymmetrical lopsidedness. "15 The asymmetrical 

time signature is combined with a symmetrical form -- the first 

fifty bars are over a tonic pedal, fo,lowed by 75 measures of 

development, followed by another 50 bars back over the tonic 

pedal. 

The Eighth Sonata was completed in 1944. The opening 

thematic group contains three rather long periods, which 

emphasize the deliberately slow tempo and the indication Andante 

dolce. The second theme is a dialogue between registers (Figure 

24) , with modal coloring. Following a quiet exposition, the 

dolce 
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Figure 24. Eighth Sonata Op. 84, I, ms. 61 -64. 

development becomes quite forceful, based on running sixteenth 

notes from the transition from first to second theme groups. The 

development reaches a powerful climax, using a span of almost six 

and a half octaves. The second movement has a minuet tempo with 

a classical harmonic structure. The minuet theme returns in 

several different guises with chromatic inner voicing, delayed 

15 Chaikin, p. 15. 
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resolutions, and sudden tonal shifts. The finale of the Eighth 

Sonata, like that of the Sixth, is entitled Vivace, and follows 

the sonata -rondo format ABACABA, with the C section recalling 

thematic material from an earlier movement. The C section, in 

3/4 meter with a march -like tempo, continues over an A -flat pedal 

for 127 measures, when finally a series of falling minor ninths 

reveal the origin as the second theme from the first movement 

(Figure 24) . And logically the soprano answer follows, still 

against the A -flat pedal, which eventually wears itself out and 

gives way to the original tempo. The movement ends with a 

brilliant coda. 

From his ballet Cinderella Op. 87 (1940 -1944) , Prokofiev 

produced nineteen piano pieces. Three Pieces Op. 95 (1942) 

contains an Intermezzo, a Gavotte, and Valse Lente. The 

following year Prokofiev organized the Ten Pieces Op. 97 

containing "Spring Fairy," "Summer Fairy," "Autumn Fairy," 

"Winter Fairy, " "Grasshoppers and Dragonflies," "Orientalia," 

"Passepied," "Capriccio," "Bourree," and Adagio: "The Prince and 

Cinderella." The pieces of both the Op. 95 and 97 are very 

short, but the Six Pieces Op. 102 are longer and more involved. 

They are titled "Waltz of Cinderella and the Prince," 

"Cinderella's Variations," "The Quarrel," Waltz: "Cinderella 

Departs for the Ball," "Dance with Shawls," and "Amoroso." The 

pianistic layout of the Cinderella pieces is very similar to the 

Romeo and Juliet pieces. Both ballets revolve around the same 

types of characters -- Juliet and Cinderella -- both sweet and 
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pure, and Romeo and the Prince, gallant and heroic. These pieces 

draw portraits anq describe passing events using the same 

pianistic language, instrumental effects, few bravura passages, 

and frequently- changing tempos, tonalities, and moods. 

The Ninth Sonata Op. 103 in C major is a most unusual 

work. The successor to the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Sonatas 

has a surprisingly different personality. Sketches for this 

sonata date back as far as 1944, the same year as the completion 

of the .ighth Sonata. But the Ninth Sonata did not actually 

materialize until 1947. By then Prokofiev's health had 

dramatically deteriorated following a heart attack in January of 

1945. He was plagued incessantly by blinding headaches and dizzy 

spells which only increased as the time passed. In 1946 he had 

moved from Moscow to Nicolina Gora, a government -subsidized 

community for artists and their families and guests. 

During the last years Prokofiev was extremely concerned 

with a "new simplicity" -- a simple and clear musical language 

which would be understood by all people regardless of their 

musical background. Prokofiev's pursuit of the "new simplicity" 

is clearly reflected in the Ninth Sonata. Lawrence Chaikin 

writes that after the Eighth Sonatß Prokofiev was still 

dissatisfied, and "...yearned to reclaim his innate musical 

forces, to release his art from the darkness, to depict a serene 

landscape vibrant with the overt laughter of children and the 

inner laughter of men. But to effect this, the Machine would 
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have to be rejected in favor of the Lyre. "16 

The structure of the Ninth Sonata is unique. The form is 

cyclical, and although each movement has a distinct 

individuality, all are structurally united by recurring themes. 

As opposed to the cyclic technique of recalling previous 

material, Prokofiev introduces new material which will be heard 

in later movements. Thus the end of each movement contains the 

theme of the following movement. 

The first movement, Allegretto, is marked by an 

uncharacteristic depth of serenity. The contemplative opening 

theme (Figure 25) unfolds over ten measures and is diatonic 
Allegretto 
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Figure 25. Ninth Sonata Op. 103, I, ms. 1 -9. 

except for a single f- sharp. The exposition contains four 

themes, two each in the tonic and dominant key areas. The first 

16 Chaikin, p. 16. 
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and third themes are lyrical, singing melodies; the second and 

fourth are motivic with rhythmic interest. The development has 

an unusual feature: after the four themes recur, the tonality 

stabilizes on C major, and the first theme is heard, still being 

developed. A swift modulation then ushers in the recapitulation 

in B major. The first two themes are heard in B major, at which 

time a short developmental section modulates to the appropriate 

key of C major for the next two themes. At this point, it would 

seem that the movement would end uneventfully, but not so. With 

no warning, a scalar passage in triplets suddenly appears. The 

explanation of this becomes clear only after the second movement 

begins, for it is the opening of the second movement which is 

previewed in the final measures of the Allegretto. 

The running triplets, marked Allegro strepitoso, are the 

basis for still another scherzo in duple time, this time with a 

meter signature of 12/8. The shrill runs are followed by a 

series of acciaccaturas and a section in which melodic fragments 

are accompanied by dry pizzicatos. The trio is a simple dialogue 

between two voices, with unexpected harmonic turns. The scherzo 

resumes as before, when yet another theme is introduced -- a 

preview of the slow movement. 

For the slow movement, Prokofiev chooses a curious hybrid 

form. An Andante tranquillo, a singing theme with variations, 

alternates with a brilliant Allegro sostenuto, providing sharp 

contrasts in tempo, dynamic level, and overall mood. This form 

is sectional: Andante tranquillo (theme, two variations) , Allegro 
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sostenuto, transition, Andante tranquillo (theme extended, 

variation) , Allegro sostenuto (extended) , transition, Andante 

tranquillo (variation extended) , Allegro (new material) , Andante 

tranquillo (abbreviated). As might be expected, the Allegro 

marks the entrance of yet another theme, and foretells the last 

movement. 

The Allegro con brio, ma no troppo presto bubbles with 

optimism and humor. Serenity gives way to cheerfulness in the 

lively first theme, and the humor of the second theme is slightly 

mischievous, but untouched by sarcasm or irony. The thematic 

layout and key relationships adhere to the sonata -rondo form, 

ABACAB (A) . The C section becomes suddenly lyrical in an 

Andantino tempo. This contrast is further heightened by the 

brevity of the Andantino. The final A section is marked above in 

parentheses because it never reappears. Instead, the opening 

theme of the first movement returns, restoring the tranquil 

meditative atmosphere which characterizes this Sonata. Thus, the 

form is circular. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY 

Prokofiev's solo piano works encompass a wide spectrum of 

difficulties. The most difficult works reflect Prokofiev's own 

virtuosity and dynamic projection. The Etudes, the Third, Sixth, 

Seventh and Eighth Sonatas, "Diabolic Suggestion," and the 

Toccata challenge even the virtuoso pianist. Audiences are often 

hypnotized by the propulsive energy, dramatic extremes, and 

technical fireworks of these works, which alone have built 

Prokofiev an enormous reputation. 

Many of Prokofiev's lesser -known works have been sadly 

neglected. Some are less effective or less interesting, but 

others have simply been overshadowed by the power and brilliance 

of the larger works. Less difficult pieces of value are 

distributed throughout all three stylistic periods, and include 

the pieces of the Op. 12, "Sarcasms," "Fugitive Visions," "Things 

in Themselves," "Thoughts," the pieces from Romeo and Juliet, and 

the Second, Fourth, Fifth, and Ninth Sonatas. Though seldom 

played, these pieces are quite suitable for recital programs. 

The backbone of Prokofiev's solo piano works is the Nine 

E'Qnatas, which alone constitute a substantial addition to the 

twentieth -century piano literature. During the nineteenth 

50 
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century, the scope of the piano sonata was broadened and the 

proportions expanded, with the result that the number of piano 

sonatas decreased sharply. After Beethoven's 32, Chopin and 

Schumann each wrote three and Liszt wrote one. Brahms also wrote 

three, Tchaikovsky and Grieg one, and Rachmaninoff two. Debussy 

stayed completely away from the piano sonata, and Ravel wrote a 

Sonatine. Then as the nineteenth century drew to a close, 

Scriabin wrote ten sonatas, and during the first half of the twe 

ntieth century, Prokofiev completed nine, with plans for two more 

unfinished. As a result, the twentieth century can offer piano 

sonatas of the same weight and caliber as the nineteenth century. 

The numerous collections and cycles of small pieces 

consist of about one hundred stylized forms and character pieces. 

Some are difficult, some are relatively easy -- many are not 

well- known. 

Prokofiev's fervent wish was to write music that would be 

universally appreciated by all people, regardless of culture or 

nationality. His solo piano works have received international 

esteem, and have established Prokofiev as one of the most 

significant twentieth -century piano composers. 
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