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ARVO PÄRT

Symphony No. 3
Pärt’s Third Symphony marked a transition for the composer, 
away from the modernist radicalism of his earlier music towards 
the even more radical incarnation of his tintinnabuli style. It  
is a Janus-faced work in his output; and it’s striking how many 
composers have a single piece that acts as a gateway to their 
musical future. Schoenberg’s Second String Quartet does  
away with the compass and chart of a key signature in its final 
movement. This is, though, not a sudden step into a new world 
but a gradual unmooring from tonal gravity, as the music’s 
emotional world becomes more rarefied, culminating in its ‘air 
from another planet’, in the words of the Stefan George poem  
it sets. Stravinsky’s transitional piece is his ballet Pulcinella, a 
series of arrangements of music thought to be by Pergolesi and 
the work he described as the ‘epiphany through which all of my 
late work became possible’. Another Third Symphony is perhaps  
the most celebrated pivot in any composer’s life: Beethoven’s 
‘Eroica’ is music that transcends the past, incarnates the present 
and propels itself into the future.

GRIEG

Piano Concerto
‘All the right notes but not necessarily in the right order’:  
Grieg’s Piano Concerto is just one of many warhorses to have 
been turned into comedy gold, although it’s the only one to have 
been given the Morecambe and Wise treatment. Flanders and 
Swann made the finale of Mozart’s Fourth Horn Concerto – 
‘Köchel rating 495’, as Michael Flanders put it in his spoken 
introduction – the basis of a magnificently virtuoso patter-song 
describing Flanders’s attempt to ‘master his embouchure’. It 
doesn’t end well: ‘My neighbour’s asleep in his bed/I’ll soon  
make him wish he were dead/I’ll take up the tuba instead’. Les 
Dawson’s comic genius showed how to use exactly the wrong 
notes in precisely the right order, as he harmonised famous 
tunes with the delicious piquancy of an accompaniment exactly 
a semitone out. And Victor Borge turned everything from 
Beethoven to Rachmaninov inside out and upside down in 
gleeful parodies, a tradition of comedy-musicianship that Rainer 
Hersch continues today.

S IBEL IUS

Symphony No. 5
Wrangling his notes from the wrong to the right order is exactly 
the way Sibelius described his compositional process, which the 
different versions of the Fifth Symphony demonstrate. ‘It’s as  
if God the Father had thrown down the tiles of a mosaic from 
heaven’s floor,’ wrote the composer, ‘and asked me to determine 
what kind of picture it was.’ Other composers have embraced 
the ‘throwing down’ rather than the wrenching into the right 
pattern. The Musical Dice Game that’s almost certainly not by 
Mozart offers the chance to compose with musical mosaic  
tiles, a composition kit that has the potential to create precisely 
45,949,729,863,572,161 waltzes. John Cage turned dice-rolling 
into an art form, using the Chinese I Ching as the basis for 
decisions about which notes, gestures and ideas should follow 
each other in a piece such as Music of Changes for solo piano. 
Pierre Boulez also embraced a kind of chance procedure in his 
music, allowing performers to choose which section to play next 
in the Third Piano Sonata.

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