
Sergey Prokofiev (1891-1953) 

Piano Concerto No. 2 in G minor, Op. 16 

i. Andantino 

ii. Scherzo: Vivace 

iii. Intermezzo 

iv. Finale: Allegro tempestoso 

From a young age, Sergey Prokofiev was a fiery, precocious musician – he composed his first piano piece 

when he was five years old and was playing Beethoven piano sonatas by nine. By the time he was 

admitted to the St Petersburg Conservatory at the age of 13, he had already written two operas, a 

symphony, a violin sonata and several piano pieces. 

During his ten years at the conservatory, Prokofiev continued to develop at a remarkable pace. He 

composed his first two Piano Concertos in quick succession, both of which asserted his dominant musical 

personality as he distanced himself from the reactionary tastes of the Conservatory. Prokofiev began 

writing the Second Piano Concerto in the winter of 1912, completing it in April 1913 – the première took 

place on 5 September 1913 with the composer as pianist. As with the First Piano Concerto, the first 

performance scandalised more than it delighted: one critic described the audience being left ‘frozen with 

fright, hair standing on end’; another declared the Concerto to be nothing more than ‘a cacophony of 

sounds that has nothing in common with civilised music’. 

After graduating from the Conservatory, Prokofiev left St Petersburg and eventually made his way to 

Paris. To his dismay, he found out that the score of the Second Piano Concerto had been destroyed in a 

fire amidst the turmoil following the October Revolution in 1917. With only a handful of sketches, 

Prokofiev reconstructed the work mostly from memory in 1923 and it received its Paris première on 8 

May 1924 with Serge Koussevitsky conducting. We have no way of knowing how close this revised 

version comes to the original, but we do know that it didn’t please the audience in Paris any more than it 

did in St Petersburg. 



The Second Piano Concerto is one of the most technically challenging concertos in the repertoire, 

demanding an extraordinary level of stamina. Prokofiev admitted that it was ‘more interesting for the 

soloist, less for the orchestra’ than the First Piano Concerto – there is little doubt that it was composed 

primarily as a vehicle for the young pianist’s virtuosity. 

The Concerto opens with a gentle, introductory section with a first theme marked narrante. This 

movement is dominated by a cadenza of epic proportions which is brought to a climax marked colossale in 

the score – a reprise of the opening brings the movement to a quiet close. The second movement is a 

relentless molto perpetuo with the soloist hammering away at semiquavers in octaves in both hands 

throughout. The ‘Intermezzo’ doesn’t offer the relief its title suggest – it is a grotesque march which the 

great pianist Sviatoslav Richter said to him evoked ‘a dragon devouring its young’. It is the only 

movement in which Prokofiev gives the orchestra centre stage yet still shows remarkable inventiveness in 

piano figuration. The finale reverts to the expansive mood of the first movement, with a cadenza again as 

its focal point. A relentlessly discordant ending brings the Concerto to a breath-taking close. 


