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SMY TH

On the Cliffs of Cornwall
It’s not only Smyth’s The Wreckers: those cliffs in Cornwall have 
staged the sights and sounds of so many epic operatic and 
orchestral dramas. Wagner’s opera Tristan and Isolde is a Cornish 
story, as the cliffs heave into view at the end of the first act and 
King Mark boards the boat that carries his betrothed to him, 
yet Isolde is bewitched by Tristan after drinking the love potion, 
precipitating the erotic-existential drama of the rest of the opera. 
Bax’s tone-poem Tintagel makes craggily voluptuous music from 
the sea- and myth-scape of Tintagel Castle. George Lloyd’s 
Iernin isn’t only an opera about Cornwall, based on the Nine 
Maidens standing stones at St Columb Major, but it’s written 
by one of Cornwall’s most virtuoso and prolific composers.

DVOŘ ÁK

Cello Concerto
Where would cellists be without Dvořák’s concerto? It’s not 
only the central work of every cello soloist’s repertoire but 
also one of Dvořák’s most ambitious and visionary works. But 
imagine if he hadn’t composed it: which 19th-century concerto 
would cellists play? Tchaikovsky’s ‘Rococo’ Variations? The 
cello parts from Brahms’s Double and Beethoven’s Triple? 
Thin pickings, at least in terms of numbers, and at least as 
far as a playlist of the most-performed pieces on orchestral 
programmes goes. It’s a similar story if you play any instrument 
as a concerto soloist that isn’t the violin or the piano. Let’s 
take the trombone as an example: trombonists need Leopold 
Mozart’s and Michael Haydn’s concertos in the 18th century 
and Ferdinand David’s concerto and Rimsky-Korsakov’s in 
the 19th, before the deluge of pieces by composers from 
Georg Friedrich Haas to Mark-Anthony Turnage in the 20th 
and 21st. Everywhere you look in the orchestra, it’s a similar 
story: a handful of pieces from the 18th and 19th centuries, 
and then it’s as if composers finally wake up to the soloistic 
possibilities of the instruments of the orchestra and compose 
a veritable flood of them in later centuries. That’s true for 
the clarinet, the horn, the trumpet, the percussion section, 
the piccolo and the double bass. Don’t know Gian Carlo 
Menotti’s Double Bass Concerto? What are you waiting for?

R .  STR AUSS

Ein Heldenleben 
Strauss’s tone-poem is a masterpiece of self-deprecation, 
criticism and self-abasement masquerading as a hymn to 
pompous self-importance: that’s the genius of this music. Other 
works that create portraits of heroes, only to tear them down: 
Mahler’s Sixth Symphony is a public evisceration of a hero in 
symphonic form, from despair to hope and, finally, tragedy. The 
trajectory of Wagner’s Ring cycle is an inexorable downwards 
spiral for its hero Siegfried, whose innocence is a sham, and 
whose love and whose violence bring about the end of all things. 
And in Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, the heroine is murdered 
by the community who watch her dance, and by the machines 
of Stravinsky’s score. Where have all the heroes gone?

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