
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky: Symphony No.5

(1840-1893) 
Tchaikovsky was a man of moods, many moods, mostly gloomy. Sometimes angry, as in the Fourth Symphony, sometimes plain miserable as in the Sixth Symphony. But the Fifth Symphony, whilst not entirely cheerful, has a vein of optimism that battles against Tchaikovsky's innate Russian sadness, resulting in quite happy moments interspersed with wistfulness.

In four movements, the symphony begins with one of Tchaikovsky's darker moments: low foreboding clarinet, but this soon gives way to a joyous, bouncing rhythmic figure that repeats and develops itself, sometimes snapping, but mostly driving energetically forward.

The second movement's horn solo is pure nostalgic longing: longing for things that were, that might have been, that never could have been, but should have been; Russian longing for the wilds of the steppes, human longing for loves lost, loves gained. You get the idea! The orchestra takes that longing from the horn, and twists it a little further, more poignant, more exquisite. Even in a full fortissimo, there are no heroics, just deeply-felt warmth and passion.

The third movement is one of Tchaikovsky's finest moments in ballet. Yes, ballet! This is a simple, elegant waltz, nothing more, nothing less. It could easily be fitted into Sleeping Beauty or The Nutcracker, and is eminently danceable. 

A hint of doom in the opening of the fourth movement gives pause for thought, but there's little time for maudlin reflection as the vigorous, almost frantic excitement of a bright new idea sweeps through and takes us through to the end, finally breaking like an ocean wave on the shore. 
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