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SHOSTAKOVICH

Piano Concerto No. 2 
Piano music, like this concerto, written for composers’ children 
to play in the 20th century is its own remarkable repertoire. 
Igor Stravinsky wanted a piece that he and his son Soulima 
could perform on two pianos, and the result was the Concerto 
for two pianos, music in which the pianists conjure a self-
sufficient world of contrapuntal reflection and life-affirming 
energy. ‘Perhaps my “favourite” among my purely instrumental 
pieces,’ Stravinsky said, and you can hear why in every bar of its 
dizzying musical dynamism. Béla Bartók began writing what 
would become his six-volume mega-tutorial Mikrokosmos for his 
son Peter, the domestic catalyst for the most compositionally 
significant collection ever written of pieces to take you from 
beginner right up to pro status, pianistically speaking. Helmut 
Lachenmann’s suite Ein Kinderspiel (‘A Child’s Game’) was 
composed for his children, yet the piece is a series of warped 
images of childish gestures at the piano – a descent from the very 
top of the keyboard to the bottom, fistfuls of notes, obsessive 
rhythms – that are taken to deliciously grotesque extremes.

Symphony No. 9
A Ninth Symphony like no other, one that replaces the heroism 
and grandiosity the world expected from a victory symphony at 
the end of the Second World War (the ‘Great Patriotic War’, as 
it’s known in Russia) by the composer of the world-conquering 
‘Leningrad’ Symphony with light-hearted whimsy and 
knockabout, circus-style humour. Except that these jokes are 
existential gags that are playing with the substance of the 
symphony, and sending up the idea of musical sincerity in the 
most exquisitely sarcastic way, making this smallest-scale of 
Shostakovich’s symphonies arguably his bravest of all: instead of 
hymning the Victory of the people with choir, soloists, and 
all-round massiveness (Shostakovich himself intimated that’s 
what this piece was going to do), he gave his audiences, and the 
Soviet regime, a piece that sends up the whole idea of musical 
message-making. More on that as part of tonight’s performance 
with the players of the Aurora Orchestra! Other symphonies 

that subvert expectations: Brahms said to his publisher that his 
D major Second Symphony ‘is so melancholy that you will not 
be able to bear it. I have never written anything so sad, and the 
score must come out in mourning.’ Even if the Second 
Symphony isn’t bathed only in sunlight, and it does have glimpses 
of a dark heart underneath its D major surface, this isn’t a piece 
that needs to wear grieving weeds, and it is the antithesis of the 
storm-tossed First Symphony. Brahms’s words are a classic 
example of him playing with his publisher’s, and his audience’s, 
expectations. But if I had to pick one symphony that flies the 
most boldly, the most radically, the most adventurously in the 
face of all known conventions, then as now, it’s Beethoven’s 
Eighth. This is music that remakes the idea of the symphony 
from the ground up, and that refuses to comply with any of the 
solutions that Beethoven had already found in his previous seven 
symphonies. It’s still among the newest music there is – and it’s 
more than 200 years old. That’s what I call upending expectations.

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