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BEETHOVEN

Overture ‘Coriolan’
Carlos Kleiber said that he learnt how to conduct the opening  
of this piece from Duke Ellington’s band and the precisely  
co-ordinated blast of energy with which those musicians would 
start their sets. Other Beethovenian openings that demand a 
similar concentration and intensity from conductor and 
orchestra include the chords that propel the ‘Eroica’ Symphony 
into being; the quaver rest with which the Fifth Symphony 
starts – those four famous notes come just after the conductor’s 
down-beat; and the start of the Eighth Symphony, one of the 
most irresistible symphonic entrances and the moment that 
inspired Colin Davis to become a conductor.

SHOSTAKOVICH

Cello Concerto No. 1
Other pieces, such as Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto, 
encode ghosts of musical monikers, here forming melodies 
derived from the D–S–C–H musical transliteration of 
Dmitry Shostakovich’s name. Brahms’s Second String Sextet 
includes a beautiful but heartbreaking example, in which he 
turns the musical notes of the first name of the woman he 
almost married, Agathe, into a melody. Schumann played 
similar games with his wife Clara’s name: depending on how 
you interpret the tunes, it’s there as the main melody of his 
D minor Symphony, known as No. 4 (played here last Friday). 
And for music’s code of codes and riddle of riddles, there’s 
the theme of Elgar’s ‘Enigma’ Variations. Whatever else it is, 
the melody amounts to a self-portrait in sound, as the tune is 
interpreted through the prism of the portraits of his friends.

ANDREW NORMAN

Spiral
The cut-up energy of Andrew Norman’s music relates in part, 
he says, to the way ‘narrative-scrambling’ techniques are used in 
video games. Video-game composers have to write music that 
might be used in any variety of combinations, depending on 
how the player progresses; composer Jessica Curry even turned 
part of her score for Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture into a 

self-generating piece of musical software, so no two players will 
experience the same score. Other video-game composers who 
have defined the medium include Yoko Shimomura, who made 
the scores for games such as Kingdom Hearts and Shovel Knight; 
Manami Matsumae, whose scores for the Mega Man franchise 
have been the accompaniment to so many on-screen deaths 
and triumphs over the decades; and the first composer to give 
concerts of video-game music, Koichi Sugiyama, creator of the 
Dragon Quest games.

R ACHMANINOV

Symphonic Dances
Rachmaninov’s obsession with the Dies irae chant reaches its 
apotheosis at the end of this, his final major work. The chant 
stalks other key places of his output: it’s the generative musical 
idea behind his tone-poem The Isle of the Dead and it’s even 
there in  
the glittering cavalcade of the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, 
his last work for piano and orchestra. So prevalent is the tune in 
Rachmaninov’s work that you feel his confrontations with it are 
both a morbid revelling in the end of all things and a celebration  
of the fleeting joys, pleasures and grotesqueries of life.

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