
MOZART 

Symphony No. 38, ‘Prague’
As conductor Thomas Beecham recognised, 
there’s something obsessive about the 
‘Prague’ Symphony’s first movement, 
something even unhinged about the way 
Mozart works its themes and motifs into a 
contrapuntal frenzy, especially in the middle 
section. It’s a tour de force of compositional 
virtuosity that makes you feel as if you’ve 
entered another dimension, where the tiniest 
fragment of melody can produce a vortex  
of contrapuntal wizardry. Composers have 
often used counterpoint – the arcane lore of 
how one ‘voice’ combines with another – as 
the basis for music that symbolises weirdness 
and extremity. Because, if you really push the 
limits of this technique, that pseudo-scientific 
rationality becomes a kind of irrationality, like 
an out-of-control musical mechanism or a  
sci-fi monster of musical AI. The American 
composer Conlon Nancarrow’s Studies for 
Player Piano do all that and more: these are 
delirious musical machines that take 
counterpoint to regions of speed and 
complexity that are unplayable by human 
hands. The third movement, the Rondo-
Burlesque, from Mahler’s Ninth Symphony is 
a fugue that’s a parody of violence, bitterness 
and grotesque compositional brilliance, as 
Mahler writes a fugue to devour all fugues  
to prove his critics wrong: here is savage 
proof that he really could write counterpoint.  
And there’s something arcane and obsessive 
about some of Bach’s most extreme 
counterpoint, like the musical spells and 
potions that are the perpetual imitative 
canons from The Musical Offering, slices of 
musical infinity (they could repeat for ever, 
these canons!) he composed near the end  
of his life to demonstrate that he could mine 

more musical possibilities from a single tune 
than any other composer. Few since have 
ever really got close!

MOZART

Violin Concerto No. 3
Three surprising pieces written, like Mozart’s 
concerto, for the composers themselves to 
play: Britten’s Piano Concerto, composed 
for the Proms in 1938, and premiered by 
Britten that summer; Stravinsky’s Capriccio 
for piano and orchestra, a piece that was 
designed to allow Stravinsky to tour as a 
virtuoso and earn money as a pianist-
composer in the late 1920s; Paul 
Hindemith’s viola concerto Der 
Schwanendreher (‘The Swan-Turner’), which 
was premiered by Hindemith himself in 
1935. Hindemith was almost as influential as 
a violist as he was a composer, and in this 
piece he casts himself as the musical 
‘swan-turner’ of the title; which really means 
the hurdy-gurdy man or the organ-grinder: 
the musician earning a living by writing and 
playing his own concerto.

SCHUMANN 

Symphony No. 2
This piece brings us back to Bach and  
the Musical Offering, since, as the conductor 
Kenneth Woods has shown, the Musical 
Offering is part of the fabric of Schumann’s 
Second Symphony: the opening melody of 
the slow movement is a quotation from the 
Trio Sonata from Bach’s piece. Schumann  
was searching for an inspiration out of the 
impasse created by Beethoven’s suffocating 
influence on his generation of composers, 
and he turned to Bach and to earlier composers 
to find his own symphonic solutions. 

Composing in the early 1840s, Schumann 
writes a symphony that has a motto theme 
that occurs throughout the piece. But that 
tune turns out to be a direct quotation of the 
opening idea of Haydn’s Symphony No. 104, 
nicknamed the ‘London’. But even if the tune 
is the same, the context could hardly be 
more different. Haydn’s brassy fanfare means 
certainty and symphonic self-confidence, 
whereas at the start of Schumann’s 
symphony, the same bare melody for the 
brass is underscored and undermined by the 
chant-like meanderings in the strings, 
suggesting ambiguity, doubt and disturbance; 
emotions that are only partially resolved by 
the end of the piece. 

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.
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