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L I L I  BOUL ANGER

D’un matin de printemps;  
D’un soir triste
The Boulanger sisters were quite something: Lili becoming the 
more famous as a composer, while her sister Nadia was the 
most influential musical pedagogue of the 20th century. But 
Nadia Boulanger was a composer too. And while she 
recognised that her sister had the real compositional talent, 
her own music deserves more recognition than it has had up 
to now. Places to start: one of her largest pieces is the 
luminous yet magisterial Fantaisie variée for piano and orchestra 
but the majority of her music is on the smaller scale of 
chamber music and songs. Jewels include the haunting Three 
Pieces for cello and piano; and, for a two-minute tincture of 
Nadia’s style, her combination of hieratic intensity with melodic 
immediacy, listen to the song ‘J’ai frappé’, among the last music 
she wrote before devoting herself to teaching. Pedagogy’s gain 
was composition’s loss.

MENDELSSOHN

Piano Concerto No. 1
This is Mendelssohn’s First Piano Concerto in name only: there 
are at least three earlier concertante works written when he was 
in his early teens, including a pair of concertos for two pianos 
– in A flat major and E major – both cast on a huge scale, and 
the equally epic D minor Concerto for violin and piano. These 
are musical works of boundless invention, virtuosity and 
superhuman ambition from the pen of anyone, let alone a 13- or 
14-year-old composer. Listen to them and prepare to be 
gobsmacked!

MORF YDD OWEN

Nocturne
Morfydd Owen’s compositional career was cut tragically short, 
both by her husband’s antediluvian attitudes to what was right and 
proper for the upstanding wife of a psychoanalyst in early 
20th-century London and because she died at the age of just 26. 
Her Nocturne is only a fragment of what British music lost, yet 
Morfydd still composed around 180 works in around 10 years. 

Among the music you need to hear of hers – and there’s much, 
much more – are the works recorded on Elin Manahan Thomas 
and Brian Ellsbury’s CD Portrait of a Lost Icon. These include a 
voluptuously romantic Rhapsody in C sharp minor for piano and 
the incandescent imagination of her songs, ranging from the 
disarming simplicity of her Four Flower Songs to the harmonic 
piquancy and expressive intensity of ‘Tristesse’.

SCHUMANN 

Symphony No. 4
Here’s a piece heard most often in its revised version but whose 
original form is becoming a more common visitor to concert 
programmes. Other first versions we should hear, for 
experimental as well as musical reasons, include Bruckner’s 
1887 version of his Eighth Symphony, in which the first 
movement ends with a bang, not a whimper; Sibelius’s Fifth 
Symphony, whose first version shows~ how it’s possible to use 
the same material to create something that sounds utterly 
different and yet is utterly less successful than the final version; 
and Beethoven’s Leonore, the first, three-act version of his only 
opera and the start of a nearly decade-long journey to the work 
we now know as Fidelio.

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