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MENDELSSOHN

A Midsummer Night’s Dream – 
overture
Nothing conjures up the world of Shakespeare’s fairyland so 
immediately as those chords that start Mendelssohn’s indelible 
overture. But for music that reeks not of Shakespeare’s fairy 
forest but of the oppressive heat of midsummer as real-life 
season and sultry musical location, there are riper Romantics. 
Falla’s Nights in the Gardens of Spain turns the texture of 
orchestra and solo piano into a hugely evocative depiction of 
heat. There are those wafting, waltzing purveyors of perfume and 
of Parsifal’s doom, the Flower Maidens in the second act of 
Wagner’s opera. And Richard Strauss creates an irresistible 
cavalcade of southern climes in his early tone-poem Aus Italien, a 
dream of an Italian sojourn turned into orchestral sound. 

SA INT-SAËNS

Violin Concerto No. 3
This may be the most famous of Saint-Saëns’s violin concertos 
but chances to hear his previous two works in the genre are 
rare indeed. Other lesser-known repertoires by major 
composers include Bruch’s other concertos – two more for 
solo violin, the Scottish Fantasy, also for violin, and a piece for the 
epicurean combination of viola, clarinet and orchestra. 
Tchaikovsky’s Second and Third Piano Concertos are about as 
hidden from view on concert programmes as Saint-Saëns’s 
earlier violin pieces. But my vote for the most neglected part of 
a composer’s canon goes to Saint-Saëns’s five piano concertos. 
Yes, the Second is a magnificent, shimmering, dazzling delight 
that you often encounter but what about the First, the Third or 
the Fourth? We heard a magnificent performance of the Fifth, 
the ‘Egyptian’, from Cédric Tiberghien and Les Siècles last 
summer at the Proms. I feel a cycle coming on … 

BR IDGE

Lament
This touching memorial for those lost in the Lusitania is one side 
of music’s maritime memorial power; but for all the pieces about 
shipwrecks – Gavin Bryars’s The Sinking of the Titanic, Ethel 
Smyth’s opera The Wreckers – music has also evoked ships 
whose voyages are mercifully safely completed. Mendelssohn’s 
Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage is one of his most visionary 
tone-poems, a dramatic narrative that allows him to create 
some of his most sumptuously elemental orchestal textures. 
Ravel’s ‘Une barque sur l’océan’, part of his Miroirs collection, for 
solo piano or orchestra, is a dream of suspended time and 
tonality, an image of the boat borne along by the mysterious 
currents of the sea.

BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 4
This may be the much-patronised ‘Cinderella’ of Beethoven’s 
symphonies, but no more: this piece is more subtly radical than 
the Fifth, more multi-layered than the ‘Eroica’ and more 
outrageously adventurous than the Second. Rachmaninov’s Third 
Symphony is more ambitious and more moving than his more 
famous Second; Bruckner’s Sixth Symphony, the least performed 
of his later pieces, is his most strange, visionary and modernist; 
and Mahler’s Seventh Symphony is his weirdest and arguably 
most influential symphonic creation. Cinderellas, all of them. 
Take them to the ball – or at least put them on your playlists.

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