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SHOSTAKOVICH

Violin Concerto No. 1
It’s a strange thing, a cadenza. It’s supposed to 
be that flashy solo bit in a concerto where 
the soloist gets to prove why they’re the star 
turn of the evening, where they justify to the 
assembled thousands – including you, dear 
reader – why they’re worth turning up to the 
gig to see. Yet cadenzas, in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, were dangerous places for 
composers. The risk of allowing soloists to 
give free rein to their imaginations was that 
they would hijack the piece for their own 
ends, using that freedom to show off and 
throw the carefully worked structure of the 
rest of the concerto off a musical cliff. That’s 
exactly what happened at the premiere of 
Beethoven’s Violin Concerto, when the 
soloist, Franz Clement, even invented a solo 
piece between the movements to indulge in 
a spot of violinistic clowning – playing the 
instrument backwards, on one string, that 
sort of thing. It had to stop: so Mendelssohn’s 
Violin Concerto in E minor makes a fully 
composed cadenza part of the structure of 
the first movement rather than a bolt-on 
addition; Sibelius takes that even further in his 
Violin Concerto, and Shostakovich is one of 
the composers who integrate the cadenza so 
fully into the fabric of the concerto that it 
becomes a movement in its own right, as in 
the Violin Concerto No. 1. Not that 
composers have lost interest in the 
possibilities of cadenzas in Classical concertos. 
You haven’t heard Karlheinz Stockhausen’s 
cadenza for Haydn’s Trumpet Concerto, 
composed for his son, Markus? You need to! 
It’s music from another planet that somehow 
speaks to the Haydnesque earth below, as 
well as transcending it …

SIBELIUS

Symphony No. 2
This symphony’s Big Tune – yes, that one in 
the final movement that you’re probably 
humming if you’re reading this on the way 
home from the Royal Albert Hall – became 
one of the signature tunes for Finnish 
nationalism. So it’s one of those quirks of fate 
that Sibelius – titan of the North, granite-
hewn resident of snowy realms of tundra – 
actually started composing this piece on a 
sojourn in Italy. In fact, so strong are the 
connections we make between Sibelius and 
Finnishness that it almost seems strange to 
imagine him anywhere he might have got a 
tan, or been exposed to warm southern 
climates and culture. (Italy is also where 
Richard Wagner composed much of Parsifal; 
a connection between place and music that 
seems to defy the supposedly symbiotic link 
between Wagner, Germany and Bayreuth.) 
That just shows how narrow-minded we can 
be. After the death of his wife, Edward Elgar 
took a cruise up the Amazon. Elgar. In the 
Amazon! Pierre Boulez’s music was 
transformed by Brazilian and Amazonian 
cultures too, when he travelled there in the 
1950s. Composers let their imaginations run 
free on their travels; our own imaginations 
should be free to create new connections 
across cultures and ideas rather than being 
hemmed in by ideas of nationalism and 
clichés of preconception and prejudice. Still 
… imagine Elgar’s moustache in the rainforest 
or at the opera house in Manaus! Makes you 
think of his music differently, doesn’t it?
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