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 Sergei Prokofiev was a Soviet Composer who lived from 1891 to 1953. During his 

lifetime, he composed approximately 138 works, among the most often performed are “The 

Dance of the Knights” from Romeo and Juliet, the Lieutenant Kijé Suite, Op. 60 and Peter and 

the Wolf. Prokofiev and other Soviet composers were held to more traditional expectations for 

how their classical music sounded and the forms they were permitted to use when composing 

classical music. Despite these restrictions they “developed original idioms that were at odds 

with official policy on music.”1 Unlike Shostakovich, Prokofiev left Russia after the revolution in 

1917 to make a living as a pianist, conductor, and composer in the United States, Germany, and 

Paris, France. By the end of his time away from Russia, Prokofiev had settled in a more 

traditional with his compositional style and “did not try to challenge any official formulae for 

music or challenged them in only very subtle ways.”2 This creative project seeks to understand 

the effects of the Soviet Russian government’s expectations on classical composers and 

examine the influence the Soviet government had on the compositions of Prokofiev. 

 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF EARLY YEARS AND ABROAD 

Prokofiev was born in Sontsivka, Ukraine on April 23, 1891. From the age of nine, 

Prokofiev was “able to conceive of a composition as an artistic whole and to complete it with 

imagination, originality and a sense of style” when composing The Giant3. Recognizing his 

compositional talent at a young age, Prokofiev’s parents had him study with Reinhold Glière 

 
1 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian History 
31, no. 1/2 (2004): 121. 
2 Ibid., 130. 
3 Harlow Robinson, Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 14. 
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who “urged him to begin by schooling himself to write short pieces built into the structure of a 

cycle. Prokofiev, therefore, wrote several small piano pieces.”4 In 1904 Prokofiev was accepted 

to study at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, where he studied with Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, 

Alexander Glazunov, and Anatoly Lyadov. 

While traveling abroad to London, Prokofiev heard pieces by Maurice Ravel and Igor 

Stravinsky which further inspired his compositions. His Scythian Suite was directly inspired by 

the Rite of Spring and “it is clear that he was seeking to create just such a scandal as Stravinsky 

had, to shock his audience and thus attract attention.”5 Prokofiev was supposed to spend only a 

few months abroad, but this turned into years as “the news seeping out of Russia would 

become only more gloomy.”6 As the war with the Bolsheviks continued, “[h]undreds of 

thousands of Russians – including Prokofiev’s mother – would flee to the West in terror.”7  

Unfortunately Prokofiev’s years in America and western Europe were not as successful 

as he hoped, he “blamed the difficult conditions of American and European musical life.”8 He 

struggled with the expectations of American audiences set by Sergei Rachmaninoff as he “was 

the leading Russian pianist in the USA.”9 Travelling between America and Europe caused him to 

become fearful that he was second-rate and “was only one fish in a large and glamorous pool, 

competing for the attention of a sophisticated public and fickle promoters.”10 This growing 

 
4 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Harlow Robinson, Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 142. 
7 Ibid., 142. 
8 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Harlow Robinson, Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 189. 
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uncertainty inside Prokofiev about his music and future helped convince him to return to Russia 

as he “believed his aesthetic of a new simplicity could be combined with the official Soviet 

concept of art.”11 

 

RETURN TO THE SOVIET UNION 

While living abroad in Germany, the United States, and France, Prokofiev had a “feeling 

of isolation from the European avant-garde movement: this alienation was a contributing factor 

to his return to the Soviet Union.”12 As part of his self-convincing to return to Russia, he “hoped 

that his music would be better accepted in Russia than in the West, and that his return to his 

homeland would thus enhance his reputation.”13 At the time, Prokofiev was not worried about 

the Soviet political system as it “interested him only in so far as it might be useful or injurious to 

his career; and in connection with the compromises he might have to make.”14 Prokofiev’s 

“return to the Soviet Union was of course a great propaganda opportunity for Stalin’s regime”, 

but with his return came greater international attention so he was somewhat of a “deus ex 

machina for the development of Soviet music.”15  

Since Prokofiev’s compositions used the more traditional styles and forms, he assured 

others that this change was “not simply a product of official pressure, but of his own 

 
11 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
12 Christina K. Guillaumier, “Ambiguous Modernism: The Early Orchestral Works of Sergei Prokofiev,” Tempo 65, 
no. 256 (2011): 37. 
13 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 129. 
14 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
15 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 129. 
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spontaneous development” and that he was instead “fit[ting] his own creative tendencies into 

the crucible of Soviet music policy.”16 Major works following his return to the Soviet Union, 

such as Lieutenant Kijé and Romeo and Juliet “did not try to challenge any official formulae for 

music or challenged them in only very subtle ways”, while pieces like Peter and the Wolf were 

“intended for children and has a folkloric theme, [so] it attracted no hostile criticism.”17 Though 

if the Soviet government had analyzed the greater story of Peter and the Wolf, some hostility 

could have come from the “anti-authoritarian theme in Peter’s defiance of his father’s 

commands.”18 Regardless of the tense and changing political climate, Prokofiev “was interested 

principally in musical life under the new circumstances, and the opportunities it could offer 

him.”19 

 

INFLUENCE OF ZHDANOVISM 

During the Cold War, Andrey Zhdanov was appointed as the leader of cultural ideology 

under Joseph Stalin. Stalin imposed the Zhdanov Doctrine, also known as Zhdanovism, which 

was a cultural policy “calling for stricter government control of art and promoting an extreme 

anti-Western bias.”20 These cultural policies “were intended to bring art back to a unified party 

line, emphasizing the folk tradition and an affirmative outlook.”21 While most Soviet composers, 

 
16 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 129. 
17 Ibid., 130. 
18 Ibid., 130. 
19 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
20 “Zhdanovshchina: Soviet Policy,” Britannica, accessed November 08, 2021, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Zhdanovshchina. 
21 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
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including Shostakovich, “had sensed imminent danger” about the implementation of such rules, 

“Prokofiev appeared blissfully unconcerned.”22 This is observed through an anecdote from 

Soviet cellist Mstislav Rostropovich in which he states:  

 

When Zhdanov launched into his angry speech against composers at the [Central 

Committee] meeting, Prokofiev was in the auditorium. A funeral silence reigned, 

but he was chatting with his neighbor, the future conductor of War and Peace. 

From two seats away a member of the Politburo turned to him: ‘Listen. This 

concerns you.’ ‘Who are you?’ asked Prokofiev. ‘My name isn’t relevant. But 

know this: when I tell you something you’d better pay heed.’ ‘I never pay 

attention to comments from people who haven’t been introduced to me.’ 

Prokofiev threw back, unfazed.23 

 

Under Zhdanov, composers faced the possibility of the Central Committee “denouncing 

their works for ‘formalistic distortions and anti-democratic tendencies’, as a ‘rejection of the 

principles of classical music’ and for the ‘dissemination of atonality’.”24 Soviet composers 

struggled with meeting the demands and expectations of Zhdanovism as enforced by the 

Central Committee as “Soviet music policy was never consistently and uniformly strict… [there 

were] periods of relatively tolerance: the period prior to the formation of the Union of Soviet 

 
22 Han-Na Cahng, “I. Andante grave,” Collaborative pianist Antonio Pappano and notes by Michael Jameson, 
recorded February 2003, EMI Music Distribution, track 4 on Prokofiev: Sinfonia concertante – Cello Sonata compact 
disc. 
23 Simon Morrison. The People’s Artist: Prokofiev’s Soviet Years (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 299. 
24 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
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Composers, the war years…, and the Thaw.”25 Since “the success of Soviet music and its 

international reputation ultimately depended on figures like Shostakovich and Prokofiev” they 

were always kept under extreme watch as their compositions were thoroughly scrutinized and 

used as examples for other composers.26 The easiest way to keep within the Central 

Committee’s favor was for composers to “pay their political dues with occasional 

propagandistic music.”27 This way “as long as they stayed away from anti-regime themes, they 

would be tolerated.”28 To meet the expectations of ‘political dues’, Prokofiev would “give the 

regime an occasional piece of overtly propagandistic music, [and] let the regime interpret 

(without dissent) his more serious and ambiguous pieces as serving its policies.”29 For himself, 

Prokofiev would “write film music to earn an income, allow the regime to use his international 

reputation to its advantage, turn to the less threatening genre of chamber music, and write for 

the drawer or withdraw works in particularly difficult times in obvious hope that times would 

eventually change.”30 Prokofiev’s flexibility and willingness to change while keeping a 

semblance of his individuality helped keep him within the allowances set by the Central 

Committee without completely changing his compositional style and ideals. 

 With the Soviet government’s “official policies against modernism and ‘formalism’”, 

Prokofiev and other Soviet composers “developed original idioms that were at odds with official 

 
25 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 138. 
26 Ibid., 139. 
27 Ibid., 139. 
28 Ibid., 139. 
29 Ibid., 128. 
30 Ibid., 128. 
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policy on music.”31 Prokofiev especially developed “an original but accessible and fairly 

traditional idiom, he stayed marginally within the officially accepted style” the result of which 

was that “[r]elatively few of his works were suppressed.”32 When Prokofiev did go outside the 

acceptable, yet ambiguous, boundary set by Zhdanovism, he swore that he would “strive for a 

simple harmonic language and to make use of Russian folksongs – and he meant his promise 

seriously”, but even slight transgressions and displeasure from the Central Committee lead to 

the “list of banned works, rather, is arbitrarily drawn up with deliberate intent: only in this way 

could music directors and programme planners be thoroughly alarmed that they would not 

venture to include any works by Prokofiev.”33 

 After Prokofiev’s Seventh Symphony, completed in 1951, was harshly criticized despite it 

being “traditional in its themes and structure and optimistic in tone”, Prokofiev showed an 

overwhelming “willingness to write in a traditional idiom much different from his earlier radical 

works and occasionally to adopt a posture of public compromise or collaboration.”34 The 

rejection of the Seventh Symphony “perhaps typifies the arbitrariness of the official standards 

and the often unpredictable reaction of the regime to music of its greatest composers.”35 Other 

compositions by Prokofiev faced the ambiguous standards of the Central Committee with 

mixed results as “Pesni nashikh dney… was criticized by Soviet writers as excessively simple”, 

while “October Revolution (op. 74, 1936-7)… was not granted permission for performance by 

 
31 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 104. 
32 Ibid., 131. 
33 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
34 George G. Weickhardt, “Dictatorship and Music: How Russian Music Survived the Soviet Regime,” Russian 
History 31, no. 1/2 (2004): 131. 
35 Ibid., 131. 
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the Committee for Artistic Affairs, on the grounds that it did not meet the criteria of ‘socialist 

realism’.”36 Regardless of what the Central Committee thought of his works, Prokofiev went as 

far as to submit an article in Pravda stating that art “could not be based on any attempt to 

meet the ‘low’ tastes of the average audience half-way, but on the contrary, must take its stand 

on the constant development of the Soviet public.”37 Thus, Prokofiev believed that even if the 

music being written did not reach the Soviet ‘common man’, it was still valid to be written as it 

challenged and expanded upon the audience’s expectations for music. 

 

COMPOSITIONAL CHARACTERISTIC 

 In his compositions, “Prokofiev self-consciously strove for originality while 

simultaneously clinging to a musical rhetoric deeply indebted to common-practice tonality.”38 

As a “young composer he startled his audiences with his provocative tone colours and tone 

combinations, his many dissonances and his sheer volume of sound” and throughout his 

lifetime these ideas developed to “display the freely tonal harmonies, melodic and thematic 

wealth of ideas and lyrical expressivity characteristic of the mature Prokofiev.”39 When 

theorists try to analyze his compositions, they find a “lack of an established terminology 

capable of revealing the essence or significance of the chromatic substitutions that pervade so 

much of his music.”40 

 
36 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
37 Israel V. Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946), 125. 
38 Neil Minturn, The Music of Sergei Prokofiev (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 18. 
39 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
40 Richard Bass, “Prokofiev’s Technique of Chromatic Displacement,” Music Analysis 7, no. 2 (1988): 197. 
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When studying his works, “Prokofiev’s music is often said to be tonal, although it does 

not usually follow the norms of common-practice tonality.”41 A concise way to think of 

Prokofiev’s compositional style is that he decorates “traditional tonal structures in new ways.”42 

Because of the seemingly straightforward and traditional writing, “Prokofiev’s harmonic 

language … seems to invite a more conventional analytical approach than is wholly 

adequate.”43 Throughout his compositions, he “clings to triadic harmony”, uses “forms [that] 

are for the most part traditional”, and makes sure that “wrong notes are not haphazardly 

added embellishments but integral structural components.”44 Prokofiev’s use of ‘wrong notes’ 

as a means for “direct chromatic movement to shift tonality by a semitone is, like modulation 

by deceptive resolution, nothing new in tonal music.”45 In comparison to Beethoven, a listener 

hears that “Beethoven prepares the shift deliberately and at a point of structural articulation, 

whereas Prokofiev accomplishes it fluently and without preparation, often in mid-phrase.”46 

The result is that unlike Beethoven, Prokofiev’s chromatic movement and placement of ‘wrong 

notes’ “is viewed not as modulatory, but as a temporary displacement in a diatonic context.”47  

During the war years, the Soviet government declared an emphasis that the main 

attention of the Soviet composer must be directed towards the victorious progressive principles 

of reality, towards all that is heroic, bright, and beautiful. Prokofiev “reacted to the events of 

 
41 Ken Stephenson, “Melodic Tendencies in Prokofiev’s ‘Romeo and Juliet’,” College Music Symposium 37 (1997): 
109. 
42 Neil Minturn, The Music of Sergei Prokofiev (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 19. 
43 Richard Bass, “Prokofiev’s Technique of Chromatic Displacement,” Music Analysis 7, no. 2 (1988): 197. 
44 Neil Minturn, The Music of Sergei Prokofiev (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 19. 
45 Richard Bass, “Prokofiev’s Technique of Chromatic Displacement,” Music Analysis 7, no. 2 (1988): 199. 
46 Ibid., 199. 
47 Ibid., 199. 
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the war with propaganda music, and he devoted himself increasingly to chamber works”, such 

as his String Quartet No. 2 in F Major, nicknamed ‘Kabardinian’48. 

The use of national Russian melodies can be seen in his Second String Quartet. 

Composed in 1942, the quartet “is based on Kabardinian themes from Nalchik, which give this 

work a modal character and brittle charm characteristic of the folk music of one of the areas to 

which Prokofiev had been evacuated” during the Nazi German invasion of the Soviet Union49. 

The quartet is called ‘Kabardinian’ because he “took a great interest in the unusually fresh, 

piquant, and little explored musical folklore of Kabardino-Balkaria.”50 Prokofiev’s goal with this 

quartet was to combine the Soviet (Russian) folk material of the region with the classical form 

of the string quartet. The first movement is based on the Udzh Starikov dance style and the 

Sosruko folk melody. Sosruko is the trickster god in Caucasian mythology; the name is derived 

from the word meaning ‘menacing’.  The Udzh Starikov dance style is known for the accordion 

accompaniment pair with a soloist’s singing. This can be seen in the quartet at the very 

beginning of the movement as the first violin has the melody while the second violin, viola, and 

cello move in unison as the accordion-like accompaniment. Prokofiev’s use of these national 

styles are “not merely ‘adapted’ by the composer; they are forced to surrender completely to 

his commanding creative personality.”51 

Prokofiev composed his cello sonata in 1949 after the success of the premiere of the 

Fifth Symphony. The beginning of “the sonata exploits the deeps singing tone of the cello, but 

 
48 Dorothea Redepenning, “Prokofiev, Sergey (Sergeyevich),” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Published 
January 20, 2001, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22402. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Israel V. Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946), 142. 
51 Israel V. Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1946), 184. 
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also provides ample opportunity for technical display”52 and the “uncomplicated brilliance and 

youthful energy seemed the very antithesis of the ‘confused and neuropathic combinations 

which turn music into cacophony and chaotic accumulation of sounds’ for which Prokofiev had 

been censured.”53 The sonata attempted to uphold the Zhdanovist ideal with a “harmonic and 

rhythmic style [that] are relatively simple … and the piano accompaniment sparse and 

uncluttered. Reflective, even somber, in mood, it bears a certain kinship to the First Violin 

Sonata, although it is not nearly so dissonant or rhythmically aggressive.”54 

Throughout the sonata Prokofiev “displayed great inventiveness in his use of the cello, 

treating it not only as a singing instrument of very wide range but also as an instrument rich in 

virtuoso resources” much of this inventiveness could possibly be attributed to his close work 

with Soviet cellist Mstislav Rostropovich throughout the sonata’s composition55. The sonata 

was ultimately dedicated to Rostropovich as he served as an “advisor on revisions to the Cello 

Sonata, encouraging him [Prokofiev] to push its virtuosic side while ensuring its 

manageability.”56 German composer Friedbert Streller has even been quoted as saying that the 

sonata has “All the beauty of new life seems to be captured by this work, which makes a new 

departure.”57 In the cello sonata the listener can “recognize the characteristic devices of 

Prokofiev’s later period: the alternation of wide intervals and colorful chromatic turns, beautiful 

 
52 Harlow Robinson, Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 485. 
53 Han-Na Cahng, “I. Andante grave,” Collaborative pianist Antonio Pappano and notes by Michael Jameson, 
recorded February 2003, EMI Music Distribution, track 4 on Prokofiev: Sinfonia concertante – Cello Sonata compact 
disc. 
54 Harlow Robinson, Sergei Prokofiev: A Biography (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 485. 
55 Israel V. Nestyev, Prokofiev (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1960), 485. 
56 Simon Morrison, The People’s Artist: Prokofiev’s Soviet Years (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 343. 
57 Han-Na Cahng, “I. Andante grave,” Collaborative pianist Antonio Pappano and notes by Michael Jameson, 
recorded February 2003, EMI Music Distribution, track 4 on Prokofiev: Sinfonia concertante – Cello Sonata compact 
disc. 
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modulations, and the general romantic color of the melody, heightened by the singing timbre 

of the cello.”58  

 

Throughout his life, Prokofiev strove to compose pieces that expressed his individuality 

and creativity of compositional techniques. From a young age, he attempted to shock audiences 

in ways like Stravinsky with loud dynamics and dense, complex textures. When Prokofiev 

discovered that traveling abroad did not give him the financial and professional freedom that 

he wanted, he returned to Russia in hopes of greater acceptance and stability for himself, his 

family, and his music. Though always kept under harsh scrutiny from the Central Committee, 

led by Zhdanov, Prokofiev was able to take traditional musical styles and forms and transform 

them into his own. His use of ‘wrong notes’ in combination with Russian folk songs was the key 

to being able to compose music how he wanted while staying within the bounds set by the 

Soviet government. Overall, Prokofiev strove to stay true to his “one governing principle, … to 

be original at all times and to be different.”59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
58 Israel V. Nestyev, Prokofiev (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1960), 485. 
59 Christina K. Guillaumier, “Ambiguous Modernism: The Early Orchestral Works of Sergei Prokofiev,” Tempo 65, 
no. 256 (2011): 37. 
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