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WAGNER

Tannhäuser – overture
For all the voluptuous pleasures of the Venusberg and the  
sensuality of Wagner’s music, it’s striking how often these 
dramas become hymns to the dubious pleasures of renunciation. 
Parsifal refuses Kundry’s kiss to save the Brotherhood of the 
Grail; Tristan and Isolde is an erotic agony precisely because the 
lovers’ eroticism  
is never fulfilled, so that love-death replaces love-life; and the 
entire dramaturgy of The Ring is about pleasure postponed or 
apocalyptically destroyed. The paradox is that the sensorium of 
Wagner’s music  
is a sonic substitute for the physical fulfilment that his characters 
are rarely, if ever, granted. Psychologists would have a field day 
with all this – and, indeed, they have, as you can read in 
countless Wagner commentaries.

DEBUSSY

La damoiselle élue
As with this work by Debussy, it’s so often oratorios or 
cantata–oratorio hybrids that are an unsung part of composers’ 
outputs. Why? It’s thanks to the vagaries of fashion rather 
than an indication of how important these pieces are to their 
creators. One of Brahms’s most ambitious pieces is the cantata 
Rinaldo, setting Goethe’s poem of the knight who is enchanted 
by the sorceress Armida, and it’s the closest he ever came to 
composing an opera – but it’s hardly ever programmed. The 
same is true for the choral pieces Schumann wrote towards 
the end of his life. For him, these works represented the 
establishment of a new art form of choral-dramatic possibility. 
Das Paradies und die Peri and the Scenes from Goethe’s ‘Faust’ 
are performed more than they used to be; but what about Des 
Sängers Fluch or Der Rose Pilgerfahrt, other essential illuminations 
of Schumann’s late compositional vision? And then there’s 
Beethoven’s Christ on the Mount of Olives, a miniature oratorio 
and his most direct homage to Handel, the composer he 
admired more than any other. Let’s sing these unsung pieces!

STR AVINSKY

The Song of the Nightingale;  
The Firebird
Stravinsky’s fairy tales in music and ballet seem to have sprung 
fully formed into the world thanks to Paris’s mania for all things 
Russian in the early 20th century, and the exotic visions of the 
country, its art and its stories with which Sergey Diaghilev and 
his Ballets Russes flooded the city’s stages. But the father of 
these infectiously fantastical dramatic fairy tales wasn’t Diaghilev 
or Stravinsky but Rimsky-Korsakov, who was also Stravinsky’s 
teacher. Rimsky made the genre of the fairy-tale opera his own, 
defining along the way the sounds and ideas that Stravinsky 
would develop: melodic directness, rhythmic invention, harmonic 
exoticism, orchestral dazzle and new patterns of repetition. 
That’s why, to hear where Stravinsky comes from in music, you 
need to experience Rimsky’s operatic folk and fairy stories, from 
The Snow Maiden to The Golden Cockerel, from Christmas Eve to 
Kashchey the Deathless – from which latter Stravinsky stole ideas 
for his depiction of the same character in  
The Firebird. Really, he just nicked the tunes!

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