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BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 2
The Second Symphony abounds in music of fierce joy, though 
it was composed at a time when Beethoven experienced 
and exorcised suicidal thoughts, as left to us in the so-called 
‘Heiligenstadt Testament’, a violently self-annihilating confessional 
written as he realised the full implications of his deafness. This 
symphony underlines the danger of interpreting a composer’s 
biography through his or her music, and vice versa. Tchaikovsky 
felt a surge of creative confidence at the end of his life, thrilled 
at the new symphonic territory he had staked out in his Sixth 
Symphony; it may be tempestuously pain-racked but the 
‘Pathétique’ (a mistranslation from the Russian: ‘passionate’ 
would be nearer the mark) isn’t Tchaikovsky’s farewell to life 
so much as it is – or, rather, could have been – a gateway 
to the next phase of his creative life, had he not suddenly 
died just a few days after its premiere in 1893. Schubert’s 
last works include pieces in which we think we hear a young 
man at the peak of his powers dealing with the knowledge 
of his imminent demise; but that’s a one-dimensional way 
to interpret the sheer emotional diversity of the last three 
piano sonatas or the String Quintet and it can’t explain the 
joyfulness of music such as The Shepherd on the Rock, one of 
Schubert’s very last yet most effervescent pieces. The same is 
true of the music American composer Elliott Carter wrote 
during the last two decades of his life – he was still writing 
just before his death at the age of 103 in 2012 – which, 
despite the looming inevitability of fate, betrays an infectiously 
energetic atmosphere of freedom and dramatic variety: music 
written by a composer who was 80, 90, 100 years young.

BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 5
The dark side gets the short end of the stick in most of 
symphonic history. Journeys from darkness to light, at least 
since the original and best version of the story in Beethoven’s 
Fifth, have proved irresistible to composers from Mahler to 
Mendelssohn, from Brahms to Bruckner, from Prokofiev to 
Shostakovich. But what if you turn the trajectory around, in 

pieces that journey from light to the dark? Where are they? 
There are no major symphonies in the canon that start in a 
blaze of major-key glory and descend into a canyon of minor-
key angst. (I’m prepared to be contradicted, so let me know!) 
Perhaps it’s better to look for the darkness in the light, in the 
moment-to-moment unfolding of the music, rather than expect 
a structural progress from optimism into gloom. And there’s no 
composer who manages that simultaneous trick of the light and 
the dark better than Schubert. All right, it’s not a symphony, 
but a string quartet: the point is, in his G major Quartet, D887, 
Schubert makes a major chord melt into minor, sunshine turn 
into a lunar eclipse in a matter of seconds, a moment that sets 
up a gigantic drama in which major keys are poised on the 
threshold of transforming into minor and back again. Not a 
journey from light to darkness but an emotional tightrope that 
holds both ends of the expressive spectrum in balance for the 
45 minutes the quartet lasts, the night in the day, the light in the 
darkness.

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