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WAGNER

The Flying Dutchman – overture
This music was inspired by a tempestuous journey over 
the North Sea. Claude Debussy wanted a similarly visceral 
connection with the ocean, so he paid a sea captain in Brittany 
to take him out in a storm, a memory that was simultaneously 
abstracted and intensified when he came to write La mer years 
later. Some other journeys, real or imagined, have inspired 
composers’ imaginations. Elliott Carter spoke of the speed- 
and perspective-vortex of jet travel as one of the creative 
engines of his ceaselessly dynamic Concerto for Orchestra; 
another American composer, John Adams, conceived his Grand 
Pianola Music in a dream, which he has described unforgettably: 
‘While driving down Interstate 5, I was approached from behind 
by two long, gleaming, black stretch limousines. As the vehicles 
drew up beside me they transformed into the world’s longest 
Steinways … twenty, maybe even thirty feet long. Screaming 
down the highway at 90mph, they gave off volleys of B flat and 
E flat major arpeggios.’ The music sounds exactly like that!

ROLF WALL IN

Violin Concerto
Rolf Wallin’s compositional process involves the use of 
sophisticated computer programs to model the sound and 
structure of his music – as in tonight’s Violin Concerto – but 
it also enables him to create an inspirational visual language for 
his pieces, so he can see the architecture of a whole piece in a 
single glance when it’s represented as waves, colours and shapes 
on screen. Many composers use visualisation as an essential part 
of their creative process. Rebecca Saunders lays out the time-
stream of her pieces in strata of sketches and sheets of paper 
across her studio. Anna Meredith plots the dramatic outline of 
her pieces as shapes and colours before she writes the detail of 
the notes themselves. And Deborah Pritchard’s frankly gorgeous 
visual representations of her own and other people’s music are 
both compositional catalysts and fully fledged visual artworks.

S IBEL IUS

Symphony No. 2
Music that defines the north, we like to think, as this symphony 
is a piece of radical Finnish musical nationalism from the turn of 
the 20th century; yet it was born when Sibelius was staying in 
Italy rather than his beloved homeland. Mind you, it’s often the 
case that a piece of vivid nationalist fervour was born in another 
culture. Act 2 of Wagner’s Parsifal, that definitively German 
artwork, was inspired by the gardens and sensual perfumes of 
Ravello and the Amalfi coast. And there are those evocations  
of the south by composers from the north, such as Elgar’s In the 
South, Richard Strauss’s gigantic love letter to Italy, Aus Italien, 
and Berlioz’s Harold in Italy, a partly autobiographical 
musicalisation for solo viola and orchestra of its composer’s 
surreally dramatic Italian sojourns. And that’s just the inspiration 
of Italy: music, as ever, is without borders.

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