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S5y PROKOFIEV

The Year 1941

S&o Pauld Symphony Orchestra
Marin Alsop

The Sao Paulo Symphony Orchestra - Orquestra Sinfonica do Estado de Sao Paulo (OSESP) - was founded in 1954.
Previous Principal Conductors have included John Neschling (1997-2008). with whom the orchestra made a number of
well-received recordings. and Yan Pascal Tortelier (2009-2011). In 2011 the orchestra achievad something of a coup by
appoiting the high-profile American, Marin Alsop as principal conductor from March 2012, a post she will combine with
her similar role at the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra. The OSESP and Ms Alsop have chosen to maugurate then
relationship on CD with a cycle of Prokofiev symphonics. of which this is the first instalment. Collectors may also be
mterested to note that the orchestra’s webstte indicates that thev will be also recording for Naxos a complete cvcle of the
Villa-Lobos symphonies under the Brazilian conductor, [saac Karabtchevsky (volume 1 8573043 (6 and 7) just issued).
This Prokofiev CD is released to coincide with a European tour, which included a successful British debut at the BBC
Proms (review).

The Fifth, one of Prokofiev’s most mportant compositions, is a good place to begin such a cycle but if the Fifth is well
known its companion on this CD most certamly isn’t. It's miclligent programmmg not only to couple a familiar and an
unfamikar picce but also to place together two wartme works written at very differcat points in the Russian expenence of
World War [L. In 1941 the Nazi mvasion of the Soviet Union had just begun - and Prokofiev had been evacuated to the
relative safety of the Caucasus - but by the time he came to compose his Fifth symphony the tide of war had turned in
favour of the Allies.

The Year 1941 was written between July and November of that year. It's in three movements, ‘In the Struggle’, “In the
Night' and “For the Brotherhood of Man’. The work was not well received when it was first heard in 1943 and,
apparcatly. it’s ncver been published. Naxos don’t claim this as a premiére recording but I doubt it's been recorded - or
played - very often: I'd never heard it before. [ wouldn't say it's top-drawer Prokofiev but it's worth hearing. especially
the central section, much of which is in the composer’s lvrical vemn.



Unlike The Year 1047 the Fifth Symphony was well received from the outset. One of its early champions was Serge
Koussevitzky, who gave the US premicre of the picce in November 1945 and who made a very fine recording of it -
pethaps the work’s first recording - for Victor m February the followmg year. Koussevitzky gave Prokofiev direct
support - the Fourth symphony was one of the works commissioned for the Boston Symphony’s 50 anniversary in
1930 and he was later mvited to conduct the orchestra. Prokofiev also benefited from the conductor’s more general
support for Sovict composers during the war about which Michacl Stenberg has related a charming story. Koussevitzky
arranged for scveral shipmeats of manuscript paper to be scat from the USA to the Soviet Unton. When he received the
score of the Fifth to prepare for the US premiere he discovered that it had been wntten out on some of that very paper!

In a note m the booklet for the Koussevitzky recordng Prokofiev is quoted as saying the followmg about the Fifth. “T
wished to glonfy man as free and happy. his mighty strength. his noble spimt. I would not say that I scarched for this
theme. It was bom In me and required expression.” So. the symphony clearly was mtended to express lofty ideals. I'd say
that Marin Alsop’s performance pretty much measures up to the expectations that such a statement arouses.

In the first movement she brings out the power and the lyricism in Prokoficv’s writine. The playing she gcts from the
OSESP is very good: in particular the bass end of the orchestra 1s powerful. as it nceds to be. without overpowering the
textures. The extended climax near the ead (11:07 - 12:47) is imposing; here. as elsewhere, the percussion section is well
reported by the recording. The pithy. mobie scherzo is plaved with bite. The bridee passage to the trio is played more
slowly that | can recall hearing - perhaps just a fraction foo slowly - whike the trio stscE. which would not be out of place
in Romeo and Juliet. 1s clegantly phrased. The malevolent. sacering return to the scherzo matenal is taken deliberately. as
it should be. but once Alsop and her players get back to the scherzo it's taken at a real kick.

In his notes Keith Anderson says that the slow movement is “a movement of sustamned lyricism. with a fiercely dramatic
middle section™. Yes. i is lvrical but [ think there's also a darkness. even a fesling of tragedy. which harks back to the
closing moments of Romeo and Juliet. In the central section (from 3:00 onwards) Alsop imparts the necessary gravitas
as well as drama to the slow march, bulding it to a poteat chmax (7:20 - 7:50). After Prokofiev has returned to the
material of the opening Alsop and her players deliver the geatly lominous closing pages expertly. The generally high
spirited finale, with its often britle orchestration, 1s done with spmit and élan. There are plenty of good recordings of this
important symphony in the catalogue but this newcomer ranks among the best I've heard.

The recordings were made m the orchestra’s home, the Sala Sdo Paulo. This 1500-seater hall 1s_ [ believe, a converted
railway station. The engineers have produced a verv good recording with plenty of presence and clarity. The booklet
notes are adequate. Marin Alsop’s Prokofiev cycle has been launched auspiciously and I look forward to future issues.
John Quinn

see also review by Lesliec Wright
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