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WAGNER

Parsifal – Prelude to Act 1
‘Here time becomes space.’ Arguably the greatest single 
aphorism in operatic history belongs to Gurnemanz, leading 
Parsifal to the Brotherhood of the Grail in the first act of 
Wagner’s last opera. Other works that turn musical time into 
astronomical space include Stockhausen’s Cosmic Pulses, a 
voluptuously galactic electronic tone-poem, part of his Klang 
(‘Sound’) cycle, which takes you on a stellar trip from the 
comfort of your armchair. Gérard Grisey’s Les espaces 
acoustiques is a multi-part, evening-long exploration and 
amplification of the deep physics of sound, as overtones from 
the harmonic series are mined for their sheer eruptive power. 
Steve Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians achieves a similar space-
from-time transcendence through the delirium of the repetition 
of its pulses, cycles and waves of rhythm and harmony. All four 
composers, in their different ways, reveal the truth of 
Gurnemanz’s paradoxical dictum: that music really can become 
space as well as time.

R .  STR AUSS

Four Last Songs
Not quite the last music that Strauss wrote, but the loving, 
euphorically melancholy farewell that these songs bid to the 
life-force places them among the most treasured music ever 
written – music that dares to cross the threshold from existence 
to non-existence. The ‘Abschied’ (Farewell) in Mahler’s Das Lied 
von der Erde is less accepting of fate’s inexorable grip, as the 
music – quietly, radiantly – holds on ever tighter to its tendrils of 
sound and time for as long as possible, so that this farewell 
seems to be inscribed on infinity. From a different century and 
another world-view, Haydn’s ‘Farewell’ Symphony (No. 45) bids 
adieu to its musicians, one by one, in an ironic plea to their 
princely employer to give his musicians a holiday or risk 
orchestral mutiny. And Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 26 in 
E flat major, ‘Les adieux’, is a multi-dimensional exploration of 
the musical, structural and emotional implications of the 
‘Le-be-wohl’ (farewell) motif that is heard in its first three 
chords. Beethoven himself wrote those three syllables over the 
motif when he began the sonata in 1809.

PER NØRGÅRD

Symphony No. 3
Astonishingly, it’s taken over 40 years for Nørgård’s Third 
Symphony to be played in the UK! If this performance has 
whetted your appetite for the breathtaking vertiginousnesses of 
Nørgård’s symphonic world, then there is nothing for it but to 
recommend the rest of his symphonic canon. There are eight 
symphonies, and I’ll never forget a friend at university 
introducing me to the first symphony of Nørgård’s I had ever 
heard, the Fifth (1990). Its opening is an assault on the cosmos, 
an ecstatic growl, roar and shout that ends up in the heavens, 
and the rest is another symphonic thrill-ride which is just as 
craggily gripping as the Third. Nørgård’s First Symphony, ‘Sinfonia 
austera’ (1954), is the nearest he comes to symphonic 
convention but each of the others – from the sonic sensorium 
of the Fourth (entitled ‘Indian Rose Garden and Chinese Witch’s 
Lake’; 1981) to the wildness and energy of his Sixth (‘At the End 
of the Day’; 1997–9) or the haunted, lyrical Eighth (2011) – is an 
essential milestone in Nørgård’s uniquely adventurous yet 
compellingly communicative musical universe.
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