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Alexander Glazunov
(1865 –1936)
Concerto in E flat major for alto saxophone and string orchestra, Op. 109
(1934)

Glazunov was a relatively conventional composer compared with other well-known Russian composers of the period (Rachmaninov, Scriabin, Stravinsky, Prokofiev, Shostakovich), strong influences being Borodin, Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov, his first teacher.  Younger composers such as Prokofiev and Shostakovich considered his music old-fashioned, while accepting his stabilizing influence in a time of transition and turmoil. He was born in St Petersburg and lived in Russia most of his life, being appointed director of the St. Petersburg Conservatory, navigating the institution through the tumultuous times of the 1917 revolution. It is said that he was categorically opposed to government interference in cultural and musical matters and felt compelled to leave the Soviet Union in 1928, eventually settling in Paris. He always claimed that the reason for his continued absence from Russia was "ill health", enabling him to remain a respected composer in the Soviet Union, unlike Stravinsky and Rachmaninov, who had left for other reasons. 
Glazunov seemed entirely immune to the well-established role of the saxophone in Jazz. He particularly enjoyed the tone of the instrument against a rich string section, explaining why the concerto is written specifically for a string orchestra. His exploration of the sonorous possibilities of the saxophone has significantly contributed to establishing this Concerto, his final and one of his best compositions, as the most famous ‘classical’ work for saxophone ever written.
The concerto lasts for fourteen minutes and is played without pause. It is essentially a free rhapsody exploiting the instrument’s suitability for lyrical expression. Frequent tempo changes demand the highest technical and musical skills from the performer; smooth song-like playing in the slow sections with control of tone across a wide dynamic range as the melodies wind up and down the scale, and in intricate, faster passages, nimble fingering and exciting glissandos. Glazunov broke down its structure into five parts: an exposition in 4/4, marked Allegro Moderato, with the strings playing the opening main theme; a brief development and an andante transition in 3 /4  time, leading into a highly virtuosic cadenza for the soloist, followed by a very quick Fugato and an energetic, dance-inspired finale section, which is typical of Glazunov’s style. 



 
