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WALTON

Portsmouth Point
The south-west has often inspired British composers. Malcolm 
Arnold’s The Padstow Lifeboat is a wild ride on the sea, social 
carnival and foghorns of Cornish waters, while Arnold Bax’s 
tone-poem Tintagel takes the mythic surroundings of Tintagel 
Castle as the basis for a fantastical orchestral evocation, with 
one of the finest tunes in British music to depict the briny 
beyond. Cornwall-based composer Graham Fitkin’s Still Warm is 
a piece for multiple harps, commissioned and first performed at 
the Eden Project: a biologically inventive music composed for the 
cradles of life that are the project’s biospheres.

COPL AND

Connotations
Copland’s boldly modernist Connotations showed that the 
creator of an American music for all people could turn his hand 
to the further reaches of the avant-garde. This was only one 
feature of the adventurousness of the New York Philharmonic’s 
programming in the 1960s under Leonard Bernstein. They 
famously complained their way through John Cage’s celestially 
inspired Atlas eclipticalis; but they incarnated Luciano Berio’s 
Sinfonia and played Bernstein’s own boundary-busting ‘Kaddish’ 
Symphony and Chichester Psalms.

BR IT TEN

Les illuminations; Four Sea Interludes
Britten’s American years were astonishingly productive. He 
produced not only Les illuminations but also the frighteningly 
incendiary Sinfonia da Requiem, the Violin Concerto – one of his 
most gorgeously inspired orchestral works – and his first 
music-theatre piece, the seed from which his subsequent operas 
would soon grow, Paul Bunyan. 

The later years of the war saw Britten, now returned to the UK, 
devote himself to writing Peter Grimes, a piece for which the 
nation and the world waited. The opera was freighted with the 
expectations of sounding a new era for British opera – hype 
that the piece lived up to, and more. Yet Grimes wasn’t alone in 
an operatic wilderness in Britain, far from it. There was a large 

repertoire of recent operas by British composers for Britten to 
drawn on, ranging from Ethel Smyth’s six operas, straddling the 
turn of the century and including The Wreckers, to works by 
Vaughan Williams (Sir John in Love; Riders to the Sea) and Holst 
(Sita; Sāvitri), and Delius’s music dramas, among them The Magic 
Fountain and Fennimore and Gerda. 

BARBER

Two Scenes from ‘Antony and 
Cleopatra’
Barber’s opera was thought to be a lavish flop at its premiere. 
Yet, as tonight’s performance shows, the opera contains some of 
his most lyrically ambitious music. Other operas with reputations 
for having failed to live up to the hype but which deserve to be 
revived include Walton’s Troilus and Cressida, Richard Rodney 
Bennett’s Victory and Hans Werner Henze’s We Come to the 
River – all written for the Royal Opera and all deserving of new 
productions.

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