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RAFAEL PAYARE AND THE OSM: SPOTLIGHT ON MAHLER

PROGRAM
Serguei Prokofiev (1891-1953)

 Violin Concerto No. 1 in D major, Op. 19     

  I. Andantino      
  II. Scherzo : vivacissimo     
  III. Moderato

    INTERMISSION

Gustav Mahler (1860-1911)

 Symphony No. 5 in C-sharp minor      

    PART I  
  I. Trauermarsh. In gemessenem Schritt. Streng. Wie ein Kondukt
   (Funeral March. At a measured pace. Strict. Like a funeral procession)  
     
  II. Stürmisch bewegt. Mit größter Vehemenz     
   (Moving stormily, with the greatest vehemence.)   
    
    PART II     
  III. Scherzo. Kräftig, nicht zu schnell (Strong and not too fast) 

    PART III
  IV. Adagietto. Sehr langsam (Very slow)   
  V. Rondo-Finale. Allegro-Allegro giocoso. Frisch (Frais)  
 
ORCHESTRE SYMPHONIQUE DE MONTRÉAL
Hilary Hahn, violin
Rafael Payare, conductor
 

PROGRAM NOTES 
In 1904, Gustav Mahler conducted the premiere in Cologne of a work that broke with his 
previous formal symphonic esthetic: his Symphony no. 5.  Mahler, at 45, was an established 
and esteemed composer, whereas Prokofiev would only begin, at 26, to achieve that status 
in 1917, with his Violin Concerto no. 1. But what these two works do share is their very mixed 
reception at the time of their premiere, followed by their soaring popularity and eventually, 
their place among the greatest works of the repertoire in recent decades. 

The year 1917 by no means spared Russia: following numerous demonstrations in Petrograd 
(Saint Petersburg) and desertions in the army—the First World War had been raging for 
four years—the Tsarist autocracy was overthrown in February in favour of a succession of 
provisional governments. In this unstable context, the revolutionary Bolshevik party gradually 
took control of the streets and then, in October, of the government. This in turn foreshadowed 
the return of Lenin, who had been in exile for a decade. In December, the new regime signed a 
temporary armistice with the central powers. As constraining as all of this might appear, such 
a context appears not to have stifled the creativity of the young Prokofiev: he composed an 
impressive series of masterpieces in the course of 1917, including his Symphony no. 1, Violin 
Concerto no. 1, and Piano Sonatas nos. 2 and 3.  

While Prokofiev planned to enlist star Polish violinist Paweł Kochański for the premiere of his 
Concerto, current events in Russia caused him to self-exile to the United States. By then a 
successful pianist, Prokofiev used concert touring to exit the country, heading east to give 
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recitals in Japan before taking off for San Francisco, then New York. After a few difficult 
years seeking status in the USA as a composer and soloist, he moved to Western Europe, 
reconnecting with his friend and patron, the conductor Sergei Koussevitzky. It was at that 
point that he asked Koussevitzky to conduct the premiere of his Violin Concerto no. 1, which 
took place in Paris on October 18, 1923. As previously said, the premiere was unsuccessful, in 
large part owing to the French public’s modernity-oriented taste at that time.  

Prokofiev’s First Violin Concerto, though it exuded a romanticism that failed to concord 
with the French, went on to find much favour in Russia in ensuing years. The work is, indeed, 
steadfastly lyrical, melodious and profoundly expressive, something especially apparent in 
the first movement, which begins meditatively, then alternates brightness and bravura. The 
second movement is a captivating, mischievous scherzo, full of an irony highly characteristic 
of the composer’s aesthetic. The passionately lyrical last movement, swelling with the 
billowing sails of a shimmering orchestra, expands to plenitude before ending in the dreamy 
atmosphere of the opening moments.  

A short rewind in time to Germany at the very beginning of the century: in his mid-forties, 
Gustav Mahler enjoyed considerable prestige in his country, both as a conductor and 
composer. He had just recently met his future wife Alma Schindler and completed his Fourth 
Symphony. Amid all this, he began composing a symphony that would break away from all 
his previous ones. The voice had always been prevalent in the works of Mahler, who over the 
previous decade composed songs set to folk texts compiled in a collection titled Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn (The Boy’s Magic Horn). He also incorporated the voice in his Symphonies nos. 
2 through 4. But with his purely instrumental Fifth, he chose to lay aside, for a time, the texts 
steeped in lyricism that had so inspired him, turning to the poetry of Friedrich Rückert and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and immersing himself in the music of Bach. Consequently, this 
work’s discourse is rigorous and dense, more inward, yet celebrating “the triumph of man 
and of the Creator over suffering and death,” to quote Mahler’s biographer Henry-Louis de 
La Grange. 

A metaphor for the world, the symphony had to encompass everything. This was Gustav Mahler’s 
conviction, reflected in several of his symphonies: the Third is 90 minutes in duration, while the 
Eighth calls for close to 1000 musicians. As for the Fifth, its prominent feature is its division into 
three parts, each a world unto itself, evolving from darkness to light. The first part, comprising 
the first two movements, embraces the tragic world. It begins with a funeral march solemnly 
intoned by a trumpet fanfare. Death is by turns unyielding, woeful, then desolate, giving way to 
urgency and oppression, and a sense of foreboding that closes the second movement.

The second part, consisting of the third movement, radically contrasts with the first. It deploys 
a Viennese waltz-like scherzo, full of joyful vitality. This central part is by no means superficial, 
however, for Mahler incorporates complex polyphonic musical language inspired by his 
rediscovery of Bach, conferring depth and substance to these tuneful and lively melodies. 

A luminous serenity enfolds the fourth and fifth movements, constituting the symphony’s last 
part. The Adagietto, whose fame is owed in many ways to its use in the soundtrack to Death 
in Venice by Luchino Visconti, is a long, languishing melodic outpouring for strings and harp, 
hovering over time and space, a declaration of the composer’s love for Alma with whom he was 
not yet married. The dazzling finale hints at a return to passages from previous movements 
before concluding unambiguously in radiance and victory. 
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