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Russian Easter Overture
Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908)

Lieutenant Kijé Suite

i. Birth of Kijé
ii. Romance
iii. Kijé's Wedding
iv. Troika
v. The Burial of Kijé

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953)
-Intermission-

Symphony No. 5 "Reformation”

i. Andante - Allegro con fuoco
ii. Allegro vivace
iii. Andante
iv. Andante con moto - Allegro vivace - Allegro Maestoso

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847)
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Rimsky-Korsakov - Russian Easter Overture

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908) composed Russian Easter Overture in memory
of Russian composers Alexander Borodin and Modest Mussorgsky. The three composers were
all close friends and collaborators and dedicated their compositional crafts to establishing an
individual identity for Russian composition, distinct from the existing Western music tradition.
Towards this goal, their music all utilizes heavy influences from Russian folk and
liturgical traditions. Russian Easter Overture combines uses of three sacred Russian
Orthodox hymns with Rimsky-Korsakov's highly personal style of orchestration,
culminating in grand celebratory work that journeys from darkness to light - death to
resurrection. The composer was not religious and did not compose the work to function in
Easter celebrations. Rather, his uses of Russian Orthodox hymns and festive musical
characters show his fascination with and reverence towards traditional Russian cultural
practices.

The piece opens with the woodwinds chanting the traditional "Let God Arise" hymn in
a somber unison, echoed by the strings. Promptly, this gives way to a fragmented sequence of
episodes, including cadenzas from the violin and flute and accompanied statements of the "An
Angel Cried" hymn by the clarinet and solo cello. The clarinet and harp sound a final
introductory statement, as the orchestra interrupts with a surprising stab, launching the
boisterous main body of the work. The work's exuberant body presents the fragmented "Let
God Arise" with the "Christ Has Risen from the Dead" hymn set as a contrasting second
theme.  Throughout, the thematic hymns are presented with varied orchestrations,
accumulating in celebratory grandeur as the work progresses. Ultimately, the work

concludes with "Christ Has Risen from the Dead" presented in awe-inspiring jubilant unity.
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Prokofiev - Lieutenant Kijé Suite

Throughout the 1920's and into the 1930's, the Russian-born Sergei Prokofiev
(1891-1953) lived and worked in Paris. During this time, however, he viewed himself as a
representative of Russian culture abroad and maintained a strong relationship with the
Soviet government. This relationship would fracture under the pressure of artistic
censorship in the 1940's, but in the early 1930's the Soviet regime actively sought to bring
him back to his homeland. Attempting to do so, they offered the composer a commission
to score the propagandistic film, Lieutenant Kijé. Prokofiev initially denied the
opportunity, but later came around, returning to Russia and scoring the film between 1933
and 1934.

This film presents a satirical critique of the then-fallen Russian Empire through the
story of a fictitious military officer. Resulting from a clerical error in the military
administration, the non-existent Lieutenant Kijé is placed on a list of officers to be
promoted. Tsar Paul I approves the promotion, but requests to meet the lieutenant. This
enacts a series of attempts to hide the clerical mistake, including a staged flogging, a
reported banishment to Siberia, and a fabricated wedding. Ultimately, those who are
covering the mistake relate that Kijé has died, to which the Tsar responds by hosting an
elaborate state funeral. In a final attempt to make the most of the error, the Tsar's aide
posthumously frames the lieutenant for embezzlement. Thus, the aide is promoted to
general, and the imaginary Kijé dies disgraced.

After completing the score for the film, Prokofiev expanded its material into
Lieutenant Kijé Suite, a work for concertized performance. "Birth of Kijé," the first of the
suite's five movements, introduces the lieutenant with varied episodes of sarcastic military
music. The next movements, "Romance" and "Kijé's Wedding," tell of Kijé's fabricated
relationship and wedding to the Princess Gagarina. The festive "Troika" continues the
suite, depicting Kijé's sleigh ride back from his alleged banishment in Siberia. Concluding,
"The Burial of Kijé" uses the romance tune as Kijés funeral song, interspersed with

humorous themes to satirize the bizarre circumstances of his death.
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Mendelssohn - Symphony No. 5 "Reformation”

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) composed his Symphony No. 5 "Reformation” in
celebration of the 300th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession of 1530. This historical
document offered a concise profession of Lutheran beliefs and deepened the mounting
traction of the Protestant Reformation in Germany during the time of its publication. The
Confession contains 28 articles which detail the Lutheran doctrine, presenting
Lutheranism as a continuation of fundamental Christian beliefs but a rejection of how they
are practiced within the Catholic Church.

Personally, Mendelssohn lived with a complicated religious identity. He was born
into a Jewish family. His parents, however, soon converted to Protestantism, having
himself and his siblings baptized as such, attempting to escape the second-class treatment
Jewish members of European society faced in the early 19-century. During his life,
Mendelssohn was reverent to his Jewish heritage but never studied or practiced the
religion. Rather, he maintained a sincere Lutheran practice, composing many sacred works
and reviving performance of Bach's religious masterpieces.

Now numbered as his fifth symphony, this piece was actually the second complete
symphony Mendelssohn composed. The piece premiered in 1832, shortly after its
completion, but Mendelssohn did not submit it for publication. Likely, he feared criticism
for the piece's narrative of Protestantism finding triumph over Catholicism, keeping the
work private throughout the remainder of his life. The work was not published until 1868
(21 years after the composer's death), numbered as his fifth of five symphonies.

The first movement opens with a prayerful chorale which quotes the "Dresden
Amen" (a cadential motive used in Lutheran liturgical practices of the time), interspersed
with brasses sounding a call to arms. The introduction then gives way to a tense and
militant clash, depicting the conflict between Catholicism and Protestantism during the
Reformation. The second movement shifts to a joyful and upbeat scherzo, inspired by the

music of Catholic festivities Mendelssohn witnessed in Munich. The depiction does
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not seem to present any sort of criticism towards the Catholic celebration, but
rather to earnestly evoke the tradition, preparing the narrative function of the third
movement. The brief but powerful third movement is a solemn and inward prayer,
portraying the Christian practitioner's consideration of their own faith. From this
prayer, the fourth movement seamlessly emerges with a solo flute intoning the hymn,
"Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott" (A Mighty Fortress is Our God). This Lutheran hymn -
composed by Martin Luther, himself - grows into titanic chorale, before launching into a
series of grand variations. Ultimately, the orchestra arrives at a final unified statement
of the chorale, celebrating - as one - the victories of the Protestant Reformation and the

progress it brought towards establishing religious freedom.

~Matthew Henson
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