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L INDBERG

Clarinet Concerto
I remember when I first heard this concerto. It was a shock: 
here was a new piece that dared to write tunes as flamboyantly, 
magnificently unforgettable as Gershwin’s and that threatened 
to overwhelm your senses in a glittering deluge of orchestral 
sound, just as it cosseted and supported the soloist in a vivid 
orchestral sensorium. All those clichés about Finnish music and 
its glacial coolness or remoteness are just that – preconceptions 
and even prejudices about the music written by composers 
from Helsinki or Turku, Tampere or Lahti. In different ways, the 
music of Magnus Lindberg’s compositional colleagues and friends 
is similarly suffused with colour, heat, orchestral dazzle and 
voluptuous overload. The composer and conductor Esa-Pekka 
Salonen’s burgeoning catalogue of orchestral works includes 
the non-stop cavalcade of colour of his LA Variations, a love-
letter to the city where he led the Los Angeles Philharmonic 
in a transformative tenure; Kaija Saariaho’s concertos, such as 
Graal théâtre for solo violin, … à la fumée for cello, alto flute 
and orchestra, or her flute concerto Aile du songe, are virtuosic 
kaleidoscopes of ever changing textures and sonorities. From the 
younger generation of Finnish composers, Lotta Wennäkoski 
wrote Flounce for the Last Night of the Proms in 2017, a 
typically explosive essay of flamboyant imagination. 

SHOSTAKOVICH

Symphony No. 7
There are no stories in musical history that can match the 
circumstances in which Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony was 
performed in Leningard during the siege of the city. Yet music 
composed during wartime is far from an exception, and not 
only in the 20th century. It’s essential to remember that the 
majority of the music we call ‘classical’ was composed at a time 
of – at best – upheaval, and – at worst – outright conflict, during 
the decades of warfare and competing political interests that 
scarred Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries. Haydn’s late 
music, and so much of Beethoven’s, and Schubert’s mature work 
was all composed in counterpoint to the Napoleonic wars that 
threatened Vienna’s imperial defences: how else to interpret the 
drums of war that stalk Haydn’s Masses and Beethoven’s Missa 
solemnis? Yet it is the wounds of the 20th-century’s wars that 
are especially vividly etched in our musical imaginations, and this 
year’s Proms season is full of the sounds made to memorialise 
and exorcise the horrors of the First World War. And let’s not 
forget about the Second World War, which prompted reactions 
as different as Richard Strauss’s Metamorphosen – that hymn 
of simultaneous lament and lyrically unfurling consolation for 
23 strings – Arnold Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw 
– an Expressionist scream of pain that dares to imagine the 
experience of the concentration camps – and Shostakovich’s 
own Ninth Symphony, which I’ll be exploring in Prom 32 on 
6 August in the company of Nicholas Collon and Aurora 
Orchestra, who will be playing the work from memory.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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