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SCRIABIN, Alexander Nikolayevich (1872–1915)

Disc 1 [69'04]

Symphony No. 1 in E major, Op. 26 (1899–1900) 48'08

I. Lento 6'35

II. Allegro dramatico 8'54

III. Lento 8'25

IV. Vivace 3'45

V. Allegro 7'15

VI. Andante 12'35

Inger Blom mezzo-soprano ·  Lars Magnusson tenor
Stockholm Philharmonic Choir    Stefan Parkman chorus-master  [6]

Prometheus (The Poem of Fire), Op. 60 (1909–10) 20'11

Love Derwinger piano
Stockholm Philharmonic Choir    Stefan Parkman chorus-master

Disc 2 [76'37]

Symphony No. 2 in C minor, Op. 29 (1901) 46'55

I. Andante 7'15

II. Allegro 9'46

III. Andante 14'07

IV. Tempestoso 6'02

V. Maestoso 9'26

Rêverie, Op. 24 (1898) 3'55

Le Poème de l’extase, Op. 54 (1907) 24'41

Urban Agnas trumpet
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Disc 3 [77'15]

Piano Concerto in F sharp minor, Op. 20 (1897) 27'15

I. Allegro 7'39

II. Andante 8'26

III. Allegro moderato 10'55

Roland Pöntinen piano

Symphony No. 3 in C minor, The Divine Poem, Op. 43 (1902–04) 49'19

I. Introduction. Lento  1'07 – Luttes. Allegro  25'44 27'01

II. Voluptés. Lento 12'21

III. Jeu divin. Allegro 9'55

TT: 222'56

Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra

Leif Segerstam conductor
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In the years before the First World War Alexander Scriabin was one of the great
rad icals whose explorations challenged the very nature of musical expression and
whose unmistakable voice provoked extremes of hostility and adulation. His life

was short, but his musical development was rapid and intense, starting from an early
fascination with perfumed charm and gradually moving towards a late style of vision -
ary intensity.

He came from a comfortable middle-class Moscow family, but his mother died
soon after his birth in 1872 and his father was almost always abroad on diplomatic
mis sions. An adoring grandmother and aunt brought him up in a stiflingly protective
atmosphere that must have contributed largely to his egotistical character. He studied
at first privately, and then at the Moscow Conservatory until 1892, one of that legend -
ary generation of Russian pianists which included Rachmaninov, Medtner and Lhé -
vinne. His earliest compositions, almost all for solo piano, reflect an adoration of
Cho pin together with a highly imaginative approach to the instrument. Scriabin him -
self was something of a miniature: a very short man with small hands, although there
are frequent passages in his piano music that challenge players with even the largest
stretches. By all accounts his performance style was as individual as his music, but
unfortunately we can judge this only by a few piano rolls he made in 1910.

Scriabin’s huge early talent was confined strictly to music. It certainly didn’t ex -
tend to promoting himself or organising his life, so it’s just as well that he had the
good fortune to attract influential men who could do it for him. In May 1894 the pian -
ist and conductor Vasily Safonov brought some of Scriabin’s music to the attention of
Mitrofan Belyayev. Heir to an extremely wealthy merchant family in St Petersburg,
Bel yayev devoted his fortune to supporting Russian music and encouraging young
composers. Scriabin soon became one of his favourites. Belyayev gave him a gen -
erous monthly allowance, bullied him into behaving responsibly and encouraged him
to compose his first large-scale work, the Piano Concerto. 

Completed in 1897, after his first journeys to Western Europe, it was Scriabin’s
4
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most ambitious piece to date, his first completed orchestral score. He gave its first
per formance in Odessa, with performances soon following in St Petersburg and Mos -
cow. This is not a big display concerto, rather a sensitive tone-poem marked by crafts -
manship and restraint. Throughout, the solo piano is skilfully blended with orchestral
textures that favour the warm tone colours of clarinet and horn, and the general im -
pression is of an elegance worthy of Tchaikovsky. 

The composition of the concerto went hand-in-hand with preparations for Scria -
bin’s marriage to Vera Issakovich, a pupil of Paul Schloezer at the Moscow Conserva -
tory. Seven years later, Scriabin would abandon her in favour of Schloezer’s niece
Tatyana, who provided even more of the unconditional adoration that he expected as a
matter of course.

Belyayev was delighted with the little Rêverie that Scriabin brought him in Novem  -
ber 1898. Like so much of Scriabin’s music, it is a miniature taking a single idea to a
moment of climax and back in a brief four minutes. The language and style is very
much that of the early piano music. Its overall mood of dreamy sensuality could have
been evoked by no other composer, and for all its concentration and unpretentious
dimen sions, there are many pointers to the directions Scriabin was soon to take in the
more ambitious orchestral works that followed. 

Safonov gave a further push to Scriabin’s career when in 1898 he arranged for him
to take up a post teaching the piano at the Moscow Conservatory. Scriabin was too im -
patient and egocentric to be a good teacher, but the stability and respect he enjoyed
during these years seem to have prompted him towards further large-scale composi tion.

The First Symphony, composed in 1899–1900, has six movements instead of the
conventional four, the finale featuring vocal soloists and a chorus singing verses by
the composer in praise of art. It is full of wonderful ideas (all his life Scriabin could
create a particular mood or state of mind within a few notes), though its span of over
forty-five minutes puts a great strain on the formal powers of a composer who had
until then little experience of composing on such a scale. It was performed (without its
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finale) under Anatoly Lyadov in St Petersburg in 1900, and a complete performance
fol lowed the next spring in Moscow, conducted by Safonov, who introduced it to the
players with the grand words ‘Gentlemen, here is the new bible’. Neither performance
was particularly well received, but Scriabin was not discouraged and immediately set
to work on his Second Symphony. Here too he originally thought of employing a chorus
and vocal soloists, but Belyayev dissuaded him. The symphony was written between
January and September 1901 and premièred, again by Lyadov (who never really liked
Scriabin’s music) on 25th January 1902. 

In the First Symphony Scriabin’s original voice struggles to be heard against a
num ber of fairly strong influences, above all those of Wagner, Liszt, Franck and
Tchai kovsky. The Second is throughout much more personal. Again, it’s a big work
that goes beyond the conventional four-movement symphonic scheme. The five
move ments are laid out as a three-part structure: the first and second are played with -
out a break, as are the fourth and fifth. These two linked pairs stand on either side of a
long slow movement.

Unusually, each movement of the Second Symphony is set in a different key, al -
though Scriabin’s music makes its effect less from key relationships than from a con -
trast between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ themes, representing two opposite poles of attrac -
tion, energy and inertia. The ‘active’ themes of the Second Symphony are dramatic and
rhythmically incisive, as at the beginning of the second and fourth movements. The
‘passive’ themes tend to be more complex harmonically, rhythmically fluid and heavi ly
sensual in character: the entire slow movement is dominated by such music. Half way
in character between these two types is the slow, brooding C minor theme (marked
serioso) heard at the symphony’s opening on a solo clarinet. This is a re cur ring theme
that is eventually transformed into the brilliant march which provides the main material
of the finale. In later years Scriabin felt that he’d somewhat missed the mark here –
he’d aimed at ‘radiant triumph’, but achieved something more like ‘a mil itary parade’.
But there is nothing in the earlier movements that he need have worried about.

6
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Soon after the turn of the century Scriabin began to fall under the spell of the occult
and mystical ideas that were so much in the air at the time. Starting from a fascination
with Nietzsche, he eventually arrived at a philosophy that exalted the individual ego
and the senses, totally ignoring morality, politics, history, society and, frequently,
com mon sense. His copious writings on the subject are hard to take seriously, but
these obsessions were indissolubly linked to his extraordinary musical development,
stimulated as it was by his complete self-absorption. For all its inner ferment, though,
Scriabin’s outward life was generally uneventful, a record of prolific composition and
concert tours. In 1903 Belyayev died, but Scriabin was by now confident enough to
attempt the life of an independent composer and pianist. He left the Conservatory and
spent the next few years in various parts of Western Europe, often desperately short of
money but sustained by Tatyana’s adoration and by faith in his quasi-divine mission to
redeem the world though art. 

The Third Symphony, known as The Divine Poem, was composed between 1902
and 1904 and first performed in Paris in 1905, conducted by Arthur Nikisch. Vari ous -
ly described as a symphony and as a tone-poem in three movements, The Divine Poem
marks a huge step forward in Scriabin’s progress towards a completely individual lan -
guage. There are still gestures and structural features that recall earlier influences, but
they are by now completely absorbed into Scriabin’s own attempt to give musical ex -
pression to, as he put it, ‘the evolution of the human spirit which, torn from an entire
past of beliefs and mysteries which it surmounts and overcomes, passes through pan -
theism and attains to a joyous and intoxicated affirmation of its liberty and its unity
with the universe.’

The Divine Poem begins with a short introduction which presents the work’s
double motto-theme: a portentous phrase declaimed in the bass, followed by a rising
trumpet figure. These phrases occur again and again in the course of the work, in
various contexts and guises. In the first movement, Luttes (‘Struggles’), Scriabin em -
ploys the contrasting themes and moods of the music to express human and spiritual
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conflicts in a remarkable ebb-and-flow of feeling. At over twenty minutes it is the
biggest single movement he ever composed. The main theme of the second movement
(Voluptés, ‘Delights’) has already been heard in the course of the first. The orchestral
writ ing shows an exquisite refinement; there are passages where Scriabin turns his
large orchestra into a vast ensemble of soloists, each contributing tiny points of detail
to a complex web of sensation. After the struggles of the first movement and the de -
lights of the second, the ‘divine levity’ of the finale aims for that rarest of com bina -
tions — grandeur and humour together. Past music is recalled, absorbed, transformed
into a headlong, saturated texture where Scriabin extracts the biggest possible sound
from his large orchestra. 

Scriabin was still working on The Divine Poem when in 1904 he began to plan a
fourth symphony. It was to be in four movements and bear the title Poème orgiaque.
Two years later he published a long poem which purported to be the philosophical
programme of the new symphony and in which for the first time appeared the title The
Poem of Ecstasy. We learn that the ecstasy in question is that of artistic creation rather
than of eroticism, though the composer hardly made much distinction between the two:
‘I wish I could possess the world as I possess a woman. An ocean of cosmic love en -
closes the world and in the intoxicated waves of this ocean of bliss is felt the approach
of the Final Act – the act of union between the Male-Creator and the Woman-World’.

The score itself was substantially completed by May 1907, no longer a symphony
in separate movements, but a one-movement orchestral ‘poem’. Its first performance
took place in New York in 1908, though Scriabin was not present – his American tour
the previous year had come to grief when the press revealed to a shocked public that
Tatyana, the woman he was travelling with, was not his lawful wife.

The bitter-sweet harmonies of The Poem of Ecstasy are produced by synthetic
chords of Scriabin’s own invention, carefully constructed to allow modulation into al -
most any key. The main melodic ideas also tend to be derived from these chords, so
that they can be played in counterpoint within the same unchanging harmonic frame -
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work. Despite a chromatic and generally static harmony which excludes the use of
ton ality as a long-range organising principle, The Poem of Ecstasy follows the tradi -
tion al outlines of sonata form, and is cast as a precisely-judged acceleration of move -
ment and sensation from beginning to end, from voluptuous languor to striving energy.
The seminal flute motive which opens the work bears the instruction ‘with languid
desire’; an equally important trumpet phrase marked imperioso is soon contrasted with
it. At roughly halfway through the exposition the first trumpet introduces a rising-and-
falling theme which Scriabin referred to as ‘victory’; this is the theme that will end the
work in a blaze of sound, with the clangour of trumpets pealing out over the full orch -
estra – or, as Scriabin’s poem has it, ‘and thus the universe resounds with the joyful
cry: I AM!’

Not everyone was impressed. ‘But isn’t he going out of his mind with this reli -
gious-erotic craze of his?’ wondered Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov after meeting Scriabin
in Paris in 1907. ‘He’s getting near the madhouse, wouldn’t you say?’ Perhaps this
was a natural reaction for an ageing composer, annoyed at Scriabin’s high-flown theor -
ising about the divinity of art (his own art, naturally) and dubious about his strange new
harmonies. But for young Russian musicians at the time there was something tremen -
dously exciting about Scriabin’s music. He had become the most discussed and con -
tro versial of Russian composers, although it was more by reputation than through
first-hand knowledge of his recent music, for he had been living in Western Europe
for some years. At the beginning of 1909, however, he visited Russia for a series of
con certs organised by Sergei Koussevitzky, the former double bass player in the Bol -
shoi Theatre Orchestra who had married money, bought an orchestra, founded a pub -
lishing house and taken it upon himself to manage the composer’s affairs, somewhat
as Belyayev had done at the start of his career.

At around this time a grandiose vision was taking shape in his mind, a gigantic
Mys terium that would be a fusion of all the arts and require vast numbers of per form -
ers who would come together in a hemispherical temple by a lakeside in India. Scria -
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bin believed that he had actually begun its composition early in 1909, but soon came
to realise that the work he had in hand was only a further stage towards his vision; and
as it turned out Prometheus was to be the last orchestral work he completed. It was
com posed mainly in Brussels, where Scriabin spent most of 1909, and completed
early in 1910, soon after he had returned to live permanently in Moscow. The first
per formances took place in Moscow on 2nd March 1911 and in St Petersburg a week
later. Koussevitzky conducted, and Scriabin played the solo piano part. 

The idea behind Prometheus is nothing less than the evolution of the world from
formless chaos, through the appearance of mankind, fertilised by the divine spark, to -
wards spiritual liberation and ultimate transcendence. In Greek mythology, the titan
Prometheus stole fire from the sparks of Apollo’s chariot wheels, and in defiance of
the gods of Olympus gave it to mortal men. For this he was punished by the gods,
chained to a rock and his entrails repeatedly torn out by a vulture for all eternity.
Scria bin further identified this rebel-hero figure with the fallen angel Lucifer, and
with two other great sacrificial victims and bringers of enlightenment to mankind,
Jesus Christ and himself. 

Yet Scriabin the musician was a far more hard-headed creature than Scriabin the
mys tical dreamer. The construction of Prometheus is actually very meticulous, almost
schematic. Scriabin thought naturally in small units: melodic ideas of a few notes,
one-bar rhythmic patterns and tiny decorative figurations. These separate fragments
were invested by the composer with particular philosophical significance, and their
blend ing, and the constant acceleration of pace and incident express the work’s evo lu -
tionary programme. Prometheus opens with an image of formless, shapeless inertia; a
quiet theme rising up on the horns represents the creative principle, the solo piano re -
presents mankind fertilised by the divine fire brought by Prometheus. The composer’s
own lavish directions in the score (in French) give a sort of running commentary on
the music’s progress: ‘misty – mysteriously – sparkling – voluptuously, almost pain -
fully – imperiously – with emotion and ecstatic delight – defiantly, warlike, stormy –
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victorious – sublime – piercing, flashing – with a dazzling burst of sound – in a verti -
ginous whirl’.

The large orchestra contains important parts for tuned percussion and harps, with
the solo piano playing a commanding, quasi-concerto role. Towards the end of the
score there is also an optional part for a wordless chorus, which Scriabin imagined
robed in white. Ideally the audience, too, would be clad in white, for in his dreams of
fusing all the arts together, Scriabin placed enormous importance on the relationship
be tween sound and colour. He incorporated into the score of Prometheus a clavier à
lumières, a sort of colour organ that would bathe performers and audience in a play of
coloured lights corresponding to the harmonic and philosophical progress of the mu -
sic. Thus after the final acceleration and wild, fragmented dance, the last bars burst
through into F sharp major, the first and only tonal resolution in the score, and a
dazzling bright blue in colour.

After completing Prometheus, Scriabin devoted the last years of his life to the
Mys terium. The conception kept expanding until it grew to monstrous proportions,
though at his death in 1915 he had not progressed beyond extensive sketches for the a
‘preliminary action’. He may not have lived long enough to redeem the world, but he
did enrich it with some extraordinary and thrilling music.

© Andrew Huth 2007

The Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra (RSPO) maintains a musical tradi -
tion dating back to 1902. Since 1926 it has had its home in the Stockholm Concert
Hall where the orchestra annually participates in the Nobel Prize Ceremony as well as
in the Polar Music Prize Awards. The orchestra strives to renew and broaden the clas -
sical repertoire, as shown by the yearly Stockholm International Composer Festival, in
which an internationally renowned living composer is presented in depth, and the
Com poser’s Weekend, featuring an up-and-coming Swedish composer. 

The orchestra works regularly with such conductors as Jukka-Pekka Saraste, Esa-
11
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Pekka Salonen, Vladimir Ashkenazy and Leonard Slatkin, and with soloists including
Evgeny Kissin, Truls Mørk, Emanuel Ax and Leonidas Kavakos. Furthermore, the
RSPO enjoys a close collaboration with the illustrious Eric Ericson Chamber Choir.
Under Alan Gilbert’s leadership the orchestra has reinforced its position as a touring
orchestra on the international arena, with recent guest appearances in for example
Lon don, Tokyo and New York. 

Leif Segerstam is currently chief conductor of the Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra.
In addition he holds honorary titles with the Danish National Symphony Orchestra
and the Staatsphilharmonie Rheinland-Pfalz in Germany. He has also held the position
of chief conductor of the Austrian Radio Symphony Orchestra in Vienna and of the
Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra in addition to having been music director and
chief conductor of the Royal Swedish Opera. 

Leif Segerstam is one of the most versatile and interesting musical talents from the
Nordic countries. He studied violin, piano, composition and conducting at the Sibelius
Academy in Helsinki and then continued with a post-graduate course at the Juilliard
School of Music in New York.

He began his conducting career with positions in the opera houses of Helsinki,
Stock holm and Berlin with guest appearances which have included the Metropolitan
New York, La Scala, Covent Garden, Teatro Colón, the Salzburg Festival and the
Opera Houses of Cologne, Geneva, Hamburg and Munich. He is a frequent conductor
at the Sa von linna Festival. In 1997 he made his debuts in North America with Los
Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, Toronto Symphony Orchestra and Chicago Sym pho -
ny Orch estra. 

The numerous recordings made by Leif Segerstam are recognized by critics and
public alike as outstanding amongst modern interpretations. He has also shown excep -
tional creativity as a composer throughout his musical career and has written over 150
symphonies, as well as chamber and vocal music.
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Since the autumn of 1997 Leif Segerstam has been acting professor of conducting
at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki. He was the winner of the 1999 Nordic Council
Music Prize for his work ‘as a tireless champion of Scandinavian music’, and was the
recipient of the Sibelius Medal in 2005.

Love Derwinger made his début at the age of sixteen as soloist in Liszt’s Second
Piano Con certo. Since then he has given recitals throughout Europe, the USA, Ca -
nada, Japan, the Middle East and South America. Derwinger has appeared as a soloist
with the major Scandinavian orchestras, the Belgian Radio Symphony Orchestra, Am -
sterdam Sinfo nietta and others. He has collaborated with con ductors such as Myung-
Whun Chung, Jun’ichi Hiro kami and Paavo Järvi, and has participated in festivals
such as Oviedo Piano Festival, Kil kenny Arts Fes tival, the Montreal Festival of Lights
and Yuri Temir kanov’s Winter Festival in St Petersburg. Love Derwinger also devotes
much attention to chamber music, con temporary music and the Lieder repertoire. He
is a member of the con tem porary music en semble ‘MA’ both as a pianist and as a
conductor. In the latter cap acity he successfully performed Morton Feldman’s opera
Neither with the Norr köping Symphony Orchestra, one of the highlights of the inter -
national Stockholm New Music Festival. Derwinger is also the regular pianist of the
soprano Barbara Hendricks. He has made numerous record ings on the BIS label in -
cluding a critically acclaimed per formance of Max Reger’s Piano Concerto.

The Swedish pianist Roland Pöntinen made his début in 1981 with the Royal Stock -
holm Philharmonic Orchestra and has since then performed with major orch es tras in
Europe, the United States, Korea, South America, Australia and New Zea land. He has
collaborated with such eminent conductors as Myung-Whun Chung, Rafael Frühbeck
de Burgos, Neeme Järvi, Esa-Pekka Salonen, Leif Segerstam and Evgeny Svetlanov.
Highlights of his career have included appearances with the Phil harmonia Orchestra
in Paris and London, and with the Los Angeles Philhar monic Orchestra at the Holly -
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Symphony No. 1 in E major, Op. 26: finale
Mezzo-soprano:

O дивный образ божество. Oh wonderful image of divinity,

Гармоний чистое искусство! Pure art of harmonies!

Тебе приносим дружно мы We offer you unanimously

Хвалу восторженного чувства. The praise of enthusiastic hearts

Tenor:
Ты жизни светлая мечта. You are the lofty vision,

Ты праздник, ты вдохновенье; The exaltation, the peace;

Как дар приносишь людям ты You bring your elated perception

Свои волшебные виденья! As a present to humanity!

Mezzo-soprano and Tenor:
В тот мра чный и холодный час. In you a man can discover

Когда душа полна смятенья, The vigorous bliss of ease and forgetfulness

В тебе находит человек At the mournful moments

Живую радость, утешенья и забвенья. When his spirit is bewildered.

Mezzo-soprano:
Ты силы, павшие в борьбе, Wondrously you invigorate

Чудесно к жизни призываешь, Our depleted force,

В уме усталом и больном You stimulate the outpouring of ideas

Ты мыслей новых строй рождаешь. From the depleted spirit.

Tenor:
Ты чувст безбрежный океан You arouse the limitless ocean of emotion

Рождаешь в сердце восхишённом, In the enravished heart.

И лучших песней песнь поёт The text of your sermon

Твой жрец тобою вдохновлённый. Is the highest Song of Solomon.

Mezzo-soprano and Tenor:
Царит всевластно на земле Your free and potent spirit

Твой дух, свободный и могучий; Reigns in the world;

Тобой поднятый человек A man, inspired by you,

Свершает славно подвиг лучший. Will become a hero.

Придите, все народы мира. Come, peoples of the world,

Искусству славу воспоём! Let us sing the praises of Art!

Chorus:
Слава искусству, вовеки слава! Glory, eternal glory to Art!
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