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SHOSTAKOVICH • Festive Overture  

 

MOZART • Concerto for 2 Pianos & Orchestra  

  1. Allegro  

  2. Andante  

  3. Rondeau: Allegro  

 

INTERMISSION 

 

STRAVINSKY • Petrushka (1947 revision) 

  1st Tableau: The Shrovetide Fair 

  2nd Tableau: Petrushka's Cell 

  3rd Tableau: The Moor's Cell 

  4th Tableau: The Shrovetide Fair (Toward Evening) 

 

DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975)  

Festive Overture, Op. 96 (1954)  

 

Shostakovich was one of few Soviet composers with a sizeable following in the West, and his popularity fueled Stalinist 

propaganda. Yet he still suffered censure for alleged non-Commie proclivities, with official denouncements in 1936 and 

1948. The first was for his sexually-charged opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, which the mass-murdering Stalin 

deemed immoral. The second was for Shostakovich’s light-hearted Ninth Symphony, which infuriated Stalin because it 

failed to glorify his World War II triumph over the Nazi scourge. Nonetheless, the composer’s worldwide popularity 

ensured that his falls from grace were relatively fleeting—but Shostakovich still withheld his more personal works until 

after Stalin’s death. 

 

In the fall of 1954, Shostakovich received a desperate plea from the Bolshoi Theater. He was artistic advisor there, and 

they hoped he could supply a new overture to open an important concert—three days away! The composer set to work on 

his Festive Overture, witnessed by his colleague Lev Lebedinsky: ―The speed with which he wrote was truly astounding. 

Moreover, when he wrote light music he was able to talk, make jokes and compose simultaneously, like the legendary 

Mozart." 

 

Listen Up: After a brassy fanfare (echoed later), the frothy piece bubbles like Glinka's overture to Ruslan and Ludmila. 

Shostakovich’s Presto explores two themes, singly and then combined for a rousing climax to his "effervescent work, with 

its vivacious energy spilling over like uncorked champagne" (Lebedinsky). 

 

That first concert honored Russia’s October Revolution, but Shostakovich may have been privately celebrating something 

else when he wrote its opening piece. As noted by music publisher Boosey & Hawkes, Shostakovich uses a tune he 

"borrowed without acknowledgement from his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District,― the very work that first got him 

into serious trouble. This may well have been a bit of musical nose thumbing—Festive Overture appeared the year after 

Stalin died.  

 

WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756-1791)  

Concerto for 2 Pianos in E-flat Major, K. 365 (1779?) 

 

Mozart began his public career as a 6-year-old piano prodigy. Touring through the courts of Europe, he performed with his 

older sister Maria Anna (1751–1829), affectionately known as "Nannerl." Already composing, he also absorbed and 



mastered all the contemporary musical trends along the way. At age 17, having graduated from the short pants of 

childhood into the short pants of adulthood, Mozart returned to Salzburg as a court musician employed by the reigning 

Archbishop/Prince. 

 

Mozart’s hometown afforded ample opportunity to showcase the young composer’s growing catalog of instrumental and 

choral works. But during his travels he had tasted success as an opera composer, and the relatively provincial Salzburg 

lacked the resources to nurture this particular talent. In August 1777, Mozart resigned his post and set off to explore 

prospects in Germany and Paris, but by January 1779 the disappointed genius had returned to Salzburg.  

 

In the meantime he had witnessed a ―new‖ trend, namely compositions featuring multiple soloists with orchestra. This 

inspired several such works from Mozart, notably the Concerto for Flute and Harp (K. 299),  the Sinfonia Concertante for 

Violin and Viola (K. 364), and the Concerto for Two Pianos (K. 365).  

 

Listen Up: Among Mozart’s 27 piano concertos, the one counted as "No. 10" is his only work for two pianos and 

orchestra. The soloists are equal partners who dominate the exchange and development of musical ideas, while the 

orchestra mostly accompanies and provides structural punctuation marks, along with the usual introductions. In the first 

movement, after each piano elaborates on the orchestra's opening theme they ignore its secondary tune and carry on with 

new ideas, switching briefly to the minor mode in the development section. The orchestra announces the recapitulation, 

beginning with that secondary theme the pianos skipped the first time around. The pianos briefly revisit the minor mode, 

and the orchestra’s coda adds a hearty ―congratulations‖ after the soloists' cadenza. Throughout the wistful second 

movement the pianos provide ever-changing commentary on the theme introduced by the orchestra; a brief, plaintive mid-

section is colored by the sustained high notes of the oboe. The finale continues in even brighter spirits than the first 

movement, with the pianos providing new variations with each appearance of the rondo tune. 

 

Mozart most likely composed the Concerto for Two Pianos to play with Nannerl not too long before his final departure 

from Salzburg in 1781.  But the first documented performance was with Josepha Barbara von Auernhammer, Mozart’s 

patron and pupil, soon after he had settled in Vienna. The same duo would perform it again, because with Mozart there’s 

never too much of a good thing. 

 

IGOR STRAVINSKY (1882-1971)  

Petrushka (1911, revised 1947)  

 

In 1910, on the toe-shoed heels of The Firebird, Stravinsky pitched a dream-born vision to Serge Diaghilev for a new 

production: What if the Ballet Russes enacted a prehistoric pagan sacrifice? The canny impresario of course said "да," 

and at its 1913 premiere The Rite of Spring shook the floorboards, and music's foundation. But early on Diaghilev 

discovered Stravinsky working instead on a piano concertino. I'm not saying absinthe was Igor's beverage of choice, but 

the obtrusion was sparked by yet another vision: a puppet-come-to-life. Diaghilev convinced Stravinsky this new idea was 

infinitely stage-worthy. They would use the same production team that had made Firebird such a huge success, with set 

and costume designs by Alexandre Benois, and choreography by Michel Fokine. The star would be Petrushka (known to 

Brits as ―Punch‖), an enduringly popular character that would reappear in 1920 to welcome Stravinsky's Neoclassical 

period under its original Italian name, Pulcinella.  

 

Listen Up: The setting is the 1830s, during The Shrovetide Fair—basically Mardi Gras without pancakes. An excited 

Introduction welcomes The Crowds, through which street performers vie for attention; these include competing dancers, 

one accompanied by an organ grinder, the other by a tinkling music box.  Most of the ballet's tunes are Russian folk 

songs, often fragmented and juxtaposed as if shuffled about in a kaleidoscope, a colorful technique Stravinsky would 

retain for later works. A drum roll draws all eyes to The Charlatan's Booth, where a magical flute brings to life three 

puppets—Petrushka, the Moor, and the Ballerina—who thrill the onlookers with their Russian Dance.  

 

Drum roll, scene change: Petrushka's Cell. The show over, our hero is kicked backstage. Stravinsky introduces his now-

famous "Petrushka chord" to suggest the frustrated puppet's despair, combining a C Major triad with its diabolical F# 

Major counterpart. The Ballerina tiptoes in. Knowing his dating options are limited, Petrushka is happy to see her. Only 

she prefers the swashbuckling Moor, with his enormous scimitar.  

 



Drum roll, scene change: The Moor's Cell. The Moor is contemplating the existential qualities of a coconut (true story) 

when the Ballerina interrupts. Her brassy Dance of the Ballerina works its coquettish magic, and the Moor joins her in a 

clumsy Waltz. Petrushka rushes in to challenge the Moor, but he is outmatched and runs off.  

 

Drum roll, scene change: The Shrovetide Fair (Toward Evening). Outside, the carnival continues with a parade of 

dancers: first Wet Nurses, followed by The Peasant and the Bear; then Gypsy Girls, and Coachmen and Grooms. 

Finally, the merriment of The Masqueraders is disrupted as the Moor races after his would-be rival, scimitar drawn. 

Horrified, the revelers witness Petrushka's Death, mollified only when the Charlatan reminds them the corpse is just a 

straw-stuffed doll. Suddenly dropping the puppet's dead weight, the Charlatan flees in terror. Overhead, Petrushka's ghost 

gets the last laugh.  

 

Notes ©2015 by Edward Lein, who produces Jacksonville Public Library’s Music @ Main concerts, and was a finalist in 
Jacksonville Symphony’s 2006 Fresh Ink composition competition. 

  


