
SIBELIUS

Violin Concerto
There’s a strange and breathtaking thing  
that happens in the very last few moments  
of Sibelius’s Violin Concerto. Sibelius is one  
of music’s greatest conjurors of time, a 
composer who makes each of his pieces  
a bespoke time machine for his listeners.  
At the end of this, his only concerto, he 
makes you feel as if you’re suspended up 
there with the solo violinist as she flies  
into the stratosphere while the orchestra 
disappears beneath her for a few heart-
stopping seconds. The reason it’s so 
breathtaking lies in the virtuosity of the 
writing for the solo instrument, but also in 
the fact that Sibelius puts the orchestra’s 
crashing chords in the wrong place – or at 
least, in unpredictable places. Your breath  
is taken from you because time itself is being 
suspended at the end of the concerto:  
you get a group of three beats to the bar – 
conventional enough, because 3/4 is the 
time-signature of the final movement as  
a whole – but then there’s a group of four 
beats, followed by a five-beat unit, before  
the final chord. Sibelius is stretching time 
before our very ears…

… which is what the American composer 
Steve Reich’s whole life in music has been 
about, stretching and repeating pulses and 
patterns into the infinite, and nowhere more 
single-mindedly or shockingly than in Four 
Organs, which creates and saturates a single 
chord throughout its 20 minutes; for a whole 
piece that’s a musical tightrope which scales 
the heights and plunges the abysses of 
virtuosity and temporal warping and wefting, 
there’s Thomas Adès’s Traced Overhead for 
solo piano; and for another high-wire act  

of composition for soloist and orchestra, 
there’s Sibelius’s own Luonnotar for solo 
soprano and orchestra, which manages to  
be a creation story, a concerto for voice  
and orchestra, and a work in which mythic 
time and musical time coalesce – all in less 
than 10 minutes on the clock! 

ELGAR

Symphony No. 1
That doesn’t leave us much time – or rather 
room on the page – for Elgar’s symphony. 
Yes, yes, it’s got that big tune, right at the 
start and right there at the end, which 
manages to be both nostalgic and heroic  
at the same time: this is simultaneously the 
acme of melancholy and the triumph both  
of Elgar’s soul and this fearless, life-affirming 
symphony as a whole. But the movement 
that really stops me in my tracks is the 
scherzo, the second movement. Why? 
Because if there’s one movement I would 
play to change the mind of anyone who 
thinks of Elgar as the embodiment of that  
big grey moustache in sound, all worthy-
brown-derby-faded-imperialism, it’s this one. 
This music is so full of colour, of glinting 
orchestral dazzlement and wonder. It reveals 
Elgar as a master colourist, up there with the 
best of them as an orchestrator at the start 
of the 20th century. It puts me in mind of 
Alexander Scriabin, and a piece like his 
Prometheus; it makes me think of Debussy’s  
La mer in the way it turns orchestral colour 
into emotion, into feeling; and in British 
music, Elgar’s colouristic imagination presages 
music such as the orchestral phantasmagoria 
of Arnold Bax, not least the opening of his 
Second Symphony.
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