
 

Prokofiev Piano Concerto no 3 

 

 “Change is the only constant”  

All of the three works scheduled for the June 29 concert can be seen as examples of change as a 
necessary element for the living art – as Heraclitus already suggested long ago. To put it somewhat 
crudely, no composer (or artist in any other field) will be satisfied to produce the same work more than 
once! On the other hand listeners may often be confronted with stylistic changes of their favourite 
composer’s music. As the eminent American musicologist/composer Charles Rosen put it: ‘It is not 
the difficult modern music to which they object, but difficult music that is unfamiliar.’ Problem is, this 
kind of music will remain unfamiliar as long as we are not willing to listen to it. What’s more, there 
may be as many negative reports about new works as there are enthusiastic ones, such as opinions 
concerning Mahler’s symphonies. In the same vein, one can argue that style change is as necessary as 
those multiple changes of sound the listener experiences in the course of any individual composition.  

Tales of composers and their views about their latest works, or their attempts to clarify questions about 
the how and why of their art, abound. The young Arnold Schoenberg’s tone poem Verklaerte Nacht 
of 1899 had a fairly enthusiastic reception (and is still a favourite among its 21st century admirers), 
but later works did not convince most listeners. When confronted about it, his answer was simply that 
later works were different, yes, but better than older ones. Another story tells about a friend of his who 
suggested a performance of one of his most recent pieces while on holiday in Spain in 1939, an idea 
the composer dismissed energetically. He explained: ‘... I have made many friends here. I play tennis 
with them. What will they think of me when they hear this terrible music?’ Like Beethoven’s 
explanation of the “new roads” he approached with his Eroica symphony, Schoenberg was acutely 
aware of the need for novelty and style changes in his work.  

Prokofiev’s style of the early works such as his innovative Sarcasms for piano (1916), did not find 
willing audiences with the revolutionaries-to-be in Russia, and in 1918 the young composer moved to 
Paris – like Stravinsky did in 1911, as well as scores of other Russian artists. His “wild” imagination 
was inevitably tamed in maturity, and the Third Piano Concerto of 1921 was one of the first products 
of a calmer creative spirit. The composer would later complain of the “soulless” nature of Western 
culture, and about Russians that had forgotten how to be Russian. So, be warned: the popular third 
concerto may be one of those many sacrifices to soothe Western ears... (A brief conclusion to the 
history: after the Revolution, and with international fame following his American debut, Prokofiev’s 
longing to return home got the upper hand, and the Stalinist authorities would use his decision to boost 
their views on art. In spite of successes such as the amiable Peter and the Wolf (1936) the composer 
was in the end forced to accept official art policies. He even went as far as confessing his previous sins 
publicly. 

His style depended on a lifelong adherence to tonal principles, although usually with a very personal 
twist, creating a basic style approach that became permanent. The composer himself described the 
stylistic qualities of his music as consisting of the lyrical (melodic) element, motoric rhythm (often 
compared to the French style mechanique), classical models (amongst them Schumann), harmonic 
novelties and a sense of (musical) humour. The listener is always confronted by the “typical” 
Prokofiev: apparent simplicity of four-beats-in-a-bar melodies, often reminiscent of folk or dance 
music, but soon loaded with somewhat “ill-fitting” sound structures, carrying a meaning that can be 



described as sarcastic. All of these elements are abundantly present in the concerto. It was completed 
in 1921, but is based partially on ideas from as early as 1911.  

Although the principles of classical three-movement structure and sonata form are left intact, the 
composer ventures into less traditional fields that come as surprises to the unsuspecting listener . Thus 
the innocent clarinet opening (Andante) is suddenly followed by a vigorous Allegro with its clear-cut 
pianistic acrobatics. The second idea is more lyrical, but still largely semi-grotesque in its rigid, 
mechanical rhythm. The return of the clarinet opening announces the development section, but now 
orchestrated more richly, and all piano registers are exploited. The last section of the movement returns 
to the opening, but (again) with twists and turns. One author describes the second theme as now “more 
distorted, rather macabre, with dry, brittle, knocking chords...” 

The concerto owes its popularity perhaps more to the second movement’s charming theme for the five 
variations. As can be expected, 
its naïvety is soon replaced 
with pianistic fireworks, 
harmonic distortions and 

tempo changes. It is a set of “fantasy” variations in which each variation is actually a new entity 
growing from the initial upward leap, i.e. a variation technique more in line with Beethoven than 
Mozart. From variation 1 onwards the characteristic opening leap is virtually the only recognisable 
element. Var. 2 is a fully scored tempestuous Allegro, with the melody in the trumpet, and number 4 a 
contemplative piece mainly for piano and muted strings. The last variation is texturally the opposite: 
a hammered burlesque march. The movement closes as it began: rather quiet, with the orchestral theme 
accompanied by staccato piano chords.   

There is probably no piano concerto that does not end with the proverbial bang. The audience expects 
it, and is gradually prepared for the usual “standing” ovation. The ominous main theme – announced 
by both bassoons in unison – has some vague similarities with the opening movement. It will return 
triumphantly for the inevitable climax of the movement (and the concerto as a whole). The second idea 
is probably one of Prokofiev’s most successful inventions: an attractive, though somewhat nostalgic 
tune in a fairly safe C# major. 

 

The composer’s habit of an abrupt “spoil” of the poetic moment sees to the unexpected insertion of a 
completely new idea, described by one author as a “droll, grimacing character from a fairy tale...”. The 
squeaking, almost birdlike upward motive might be a joke, but it does not linger. When the main theme 
returns it is sheer musical hypnotism at work, covered in ecstatic cascades of piano mechanics 
(including knuckle glissando’s) and orchestral vigour till the rapturous end.  


