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MUSSORGSKY, a r r.  R IMSKY- KORSAKOV

A Night on the Bare Mountain
… and other disco classics. Remember Saturday Night Fever? 
David Shire’s once-heard, never-forgotten disco arrangement of 
Mussorgsky’s satanically vivid orchestral fever-dream (‘Night on 
Disco Mountain’) turns the camp up to 11 in a deliriously 
delicious version of this piece, turning clubland into a witches’ 
sabbath. ‘A Fifth of Beethoven’, from the same soundtrack, works 
a similar magic with the first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony.

GEORGE BENJAMIN

Dance Figures
George Benjamin’s Dance Figures, a distilled epiphany of 
character and drama, was a compositional testing ground for the 
operas that have dominated his life ever since: the haunting 
retelling of the Pied Piper story of Into the Little Hill, the crucible 
of love, lust and cannibalism that is Written on Skin and his latest, 
Lessons in Love and Violence, shining a dark light on the court of 
Edward II. Their compression, intensity and detail make them 
breathtaking theatrical experiences – but Benjamin couldn’t have 
done it without writing Dance Figures first.

R AVEL

Piano Concerto for the Left Hand
Ravel knew what he was doing with the contra-bassoon. Its bestial 
otherness sounds the start of this concerto, just as it embodies the 
Beast who sings to his Beauty in the composer’s Mother Goose 
suite. Ravel’s orchestrational refinement encompasses ugliness, too. 
Not that the contra-bassoon is only used for its subsonic 
strangeness when it’s given a solo in orchestral repertoire. To hear 
the instrument truly shine, dive into the repertoire of contra-
bassoon concertos. There are more than you might think, including 
John Woolrich’s Falling Down, composed for Margaret Cookhorn, 
contra star of the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, and 
works by Finnish composer Kalevi Aho and American polymath 
Gunther Schuller. From out of the shadows, the contra-bassoon 
rises to take centre stage.

L IGETI

Lontano
A miraculous invocation of distance seems tangibly present in 
the gossamer web of orchestral sound in Ligeti’s music. Other 
images of the faraway that composers have conjured include 
Mahler’s symphonies, which make a play of orchestral and 
imaginative distance, especially when he uses cowbells and 
offstage solos to sound a literal world beyond the confines of 
the concert platform. Kaija Saariaho’s cosmically exciting Orion 
dares to journey to the stars, and Tōru Takemitsu’s violin 
concerto Far Calls. Coming, Far!, is another vision of distance 
rendered into magical closeness.

DEBUSSY

La mer
Our space is short just as the sea is infinite or so set sail on the 
musical seas with Sibelius’s mythically powerful The Oceanides, 
with Thea Musgrave’s Turbulent Landscapes, in which Turner’s 
seascapes are conjured into thrilling orchestral tumult, and John 
Luther Adams’s Become Ocean, which Alex Ross has described 
as possibly ‘the loveliest orchestral apocalypse in musical history’.

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