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Aaron Jay Kernis (b. 1960)

New Era Dance (1992)
‘New Era Dance is dedicated and written in celebration of a new era of leadership at the New York Philharmonic, in anticipation of the new millennium to come in the Year 2000, in hope for a time of imperative political and social change in this country’. The references in Aaron Jay Kernis’s flowery dedication are to the start of Kurt Masur’s tenure as the NYPO’s music director, and to the hoped-for imminent end of George Bush Snr’s American presidency. Commissioned by the NYPO as part of the orchestra’s 150th anniversary celebrations, New Era Dance is a six-minute Concerto for Orchestra in all but name, fizzing with sounds whose manner and method owe as much to the modern dance floor as to the concert hall.
     The well-stocked percussion section includes sirens, a pistol firing blanks, and police whistles (also deployed among the other orchestral sections), while a keyboard sampler and DAT pre-recorded tape further ratchet up the decibel-level. A rousing opening flourish introduces a headlong Presto, whose episodes include a celebration of dazzling American trumpet- and trombone-playing, and a percussion-accompanied chanting of the work’s title by the voices of the whole orchestra together. Last comes a reprise of the opening flourish – and a surprise ending. 
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Sergey Prokofiev (1891-1953)

Piano Concerto No. 1 in D flat major, Op. 10 (1911-12)


Allegro brioso –

Andante assai –

Allegro scherzando
The first of Prokofiev’s five piano concertos found the ambitious young pianist-composer, then still a student at the St Petersburg Conservatoire, putting down a marker for his output in the years to come. The trademark toccata-like virtuosity is already fully present; so are the contrasting dreamy lyricism and insistent, distancing irony. But the First Piano Concerto looks back as well as ahead. The work’s design – an extended single movement in three linked sections – relates to that of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Piano Concerto, which Prokofiev had heard, and liked, in a student performance.

     As part of his studies, he had also conducted Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto – whose grandiose introduction Prokofiev here proceeded to parody, in an opening peroration which he called ‘the whale’. His ‘own’ music then takes over: a cascading first subject, and a skittish, dotted-rhythm second. These and other ideas alternate, before leading into the Andante assai and its drowsy, nocturne-like theme for strings. The inspiration here was a holiday in Sukhumi on the Black Sea, of which Prokofiev later wrote: ‘The south, the June night, the dark sea, the marvellous scent of the southern trees and plants, the brightly lit port – all this was delicious.’ Pretending-to-be-hesitant horns announce the final, Allegro scherzando section, which leads to a varied reprise of the ideas heard earlier, and a final return of the ‘whale’ theme.
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Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975)

Symphony No. 7 in C major (Leningrad), Op.60 (1941)


1. Allegretto

2. Moderato (poco allegretto)

3. Adagio

4. Allegro non troppo

The German army’s invasion in June 1941 took Soviet Russia by surprise, and Leningrad was soon surrounded. The ensuing siege was to last 20 months – over two winters, and in conditions that became almost unimaginably appalling – before resurgent Soviet forces relieved the city. By then Leningrad had lost about a million of its inhabitants (the exact number will never be known) to shellfire, disease, starvation, and cold. Marooned there in the summer of 1941 with his fellow-citizens was Shostakovich, who composed the first three movements of his ‘Leningrad’ Symphony in the city before he and his family were flown out.
     They were taken to Kuybïshev, the seat of the evacuated Soviet government, where the completed symphony’s first performance was given in March 1942. Then followed the journey of the microfilmed score via Tehran to London; nationwide broadcasts in Britain and America; and a legendary performance in besieged Leningrad itself. Western critical reaction to this wartime over-exposure then set in, and the symphony was widely dismissed for its perceived bombast and excessive length; in recent decades, however, its stock has once again risen to something near its earlier level. A huge masterwork in every sense, it requires a large orchestra to match, with extra horns, trumpets and trombones.
     After the sturdy opening bars, pastoral serenity dominates for a while. Then a tapping snare-drum initiates the remarkable passage where a banal, march-like theme is repeated seemingly endless times (actually twelve), becoming ever louder, to the point of frenzied obsession. Much ink has since been spilled on whether this passage, like the whole work, is ‘about’ foreign invasion, or rather the menace of the home-grown, Stalinist oppressor within. Shostakovich’s contradictory statements show that he didn’t want us to know for sure, and we never will. But the movement’s opposition of the forces of (serene, articulate) good and (banal, posturing) evil is both colossal and unmistakable.
     After this, the next two movements unfold as if still shell-shocked. The second is a wry, intermezzo-like Scherzo, with a disturbed middle section dominated by shrill woodwind; and the Adagio third grows out of its opening contrast of a Stravinsky-like woodwind chorale and spare, intense strings. It falls to the great Finale to take the symphony forward into regions of renewed confidence and strength. The final, immense peroration is crowned by the return of the work’s opening theme – a statement of triumph that is palpably not military, still less political, but an overwhelming triumph of the human spirit itself.
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