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L I SZ T

Piano Concerto No. 2
There’s something about the combination of a keyboard 
instrument in dramatic dialogue with an orchestra that has 
produced especially radical new forms and ideas from 
composers throughout history, like Liszt’s concerto. One of the 
earliest and still one of the most radical is Bach’s Brandenburg 
Concerto No. 5. The keyboard isn’t the only soloist in this piece, 
since there are solo parts for a violin and flute too. But it’s what 
happens in the first movement that ought to blow our minds 
every time we hear it, just as it blows the fabric of the concerto 
apart and just as it explodes and expands the role of the 
keyboard player in early 18th-century musical practice. Towards 
the end of the infectiously joyful first movement, the 
harpsichordist starts a solo cadenza, which ought to behave like 
so many thousands of ornamental cadential flourishes in the 
music of the time – it should last a few seconds and return the 
music to its rightful harmonic orbit, so all the other instruments 
can join in and bring the movement to a big finish. But Bach’s 
harpsichordist has other ideas. Clearly frustrated with having to 
work as the rhythm and harmony engine of the ensemble rather 
than as a spotlit purveyor of melodies, this is the harpsichord’s 
opportunity to move out of the shadows, to steal the limelight – 
and steal it it does. Bach goes on a wild, improvisatory flight of 
fancy that shows off the flashiest and most self-consciously 
impressive figuration, traversing the whole range of the 
instrument, and which says: look at me! I’m awesome! And if you 
don’t give me enough attention, this solo is going to last forever! 
It’s Baroque music’s answer to John Bonham’s drum solos in Led 
Zeppelin’s live performances of their track ‘Moby Dick’, which 
could last half an hour and more. 

Other pieces that take the piano-and-orchestra combination to 
new places include Busoni’s 80-minute Piano Concerto, which 
includes a male-voice choir; the piano-symphony that is 
Brahms’s Second Piano Concerto; Bax’s gigantically craggy 
tone-poem Winter Legends and Xenakis’s elementally powerful 
Keqrops. Iconoclastic, ambitious and devastatingly expressive, all 
of them. None are as wild as Bach, mind you …

BRUCKNER

Symphony No. 4
Into the woods of Austro-German imagination with Anton we 
go in this symphony. The dark side of the Romantic forest took 
later generations of composers to reveal. Sibelius’s Tapiola might 
just be the most nihilistic tone-poem ever composed: a vision of 
a forest-scape in which a human scale is overwhelmed by the 
savagery of storms, the strangeness of gigantic musical spaces 
and breathtaking stasis; a musical forest in which the story of 
humanity seems to have been radically written out or written 
over by the impassive forces of nature. Tansy Davies’s Forest, for 
four horns and orchestra, imagines a conflict between the forces 
of man and the natural world, in which our instincts to hunt and 
to have dominion over nature are subsumed by the teeming, 
unknowable complexities of the forest. And Thea Musgrave’s 
Autumn Sonata, a concerto for bass clarinet inspired by the 
poetry of Georg Trakl, is staged as a dream-journey into a ‘dark, 
menacing forest’, a metaphor for war, terror and violence which 
the concerto explores with Musgrave’s typical combination of 
fearlessness and directness.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
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