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sounds like six beats split into three groups of 
two is really two groups of three. That 
sentence is much more confusing that the 
music; but my point is that what’s happened 
in the music is that you and your ears have 
been totally hemiola‑ed. A ‘hemiola’ is that 
wrong‑footing division of a bar of three into 
groups of two (just sing ‘I want to live in 
America’ from Leonard Bernstein’s West Side 
Story to yourself – you’ll get the idea when 
you get to ‘me‑ri‑ca’), and it’s a device that’s 
a peculiar favourite of Schumann’s. The 
opening of the ‘Rhenish’ Symphony (No. 3) 
does the same thing as that tune from the 
Piano Concerto, and what Schumann loved 
to use, Brahms took even further in his 
symphonies, making this kind of rhythmic play 
with hemiola – and with our sense of 
time – a structural force in his Second  
and Third Symphonies.

BRITTEN 

Young Person’s Guide
Wes Anderson’s film Moonrise Kingdom  
uses Britten’s The Young Person’s Guide to the 
Orchestra as the basis of its soundtrack, the 
music defining the film’s atmosphere of a 
fantastical and moving tale of innocence 
turning into experience. Film directors use 
pre‑existing pieces of music because of the 
associations they think the music will give to 
their pictures, but what happens to us in the 
cinema is that the music generates new 
meanings because of the images we’re seeing. 
Which is why I can’t hear the slow movement 
of Bartók’s Music for Strings, Percussion and 
Celesta without shivering with fear, as that 
scene from Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining – 
the tricycle! room 237! – plays out in front  
of my eyes. The Adagietto movement from 
Mahler’s Fifth Symphony has become Dirk 

BERLIOZ 

Le carnaval romain
Recycling. We all do it. We should all do it 
more – and that’s just as true for a composer 
as it is for a good citizen of the 21st century. 
Berlioz’s overture is a creative regeneration 
of some of the top tunes from his opera 
Benvenuto Cellini, his first, vastly ambitious 
opera which had been a memorable disaster 
in the young composer’s life. It’s a principle 
that many other composers have followed, 
not letting their best ideas go to waste, or 
mining them repeatedly for new musical 
potential. The American composer John 
Adams’s glorious orchestral piece The 
Chairman Dances is, effectively, a free fantasia 
on themes from his opera Nixon in China, 
while Thomas Adès has reworked music from 
his opera Powder Her Face into an orchestral 
suite and a concert paraphrase for one and 
two pianos. Nineteenth‑century composers 
made instrumental fantasies on their 
operas – and those written by others: Franz 
Liszt made pianistic paeans on operas from 
Wagner to Weber, from Mozart to 
Mercadante to Meyerbeer. Rossini manages  
a different trick, which is to use exactly the 
same piece in completely different contexts, 
so that the overture to The Barber of Seville is 
also the overture to Aureliano and Elisabetta, 
regina d’Inghilterra. Now that’s what I call 
creative recycling.

SCHUMANN 

Piano Concerto
You know that march‑like tune in the finale 
of this concerto? He’s messing with your 
musical head, is Schumann. You think it’s a 
nice straightforward melody in three‑time, 
until you realise you’ve been completely 
wrong‑footed a few seconds later, and what 

Bogarde in Venice, thanks to Visconti’s use of 
the music in his movie of Thomas Mann’s 
Death in Venice, and Mozart’s Piano 
Concerto No. 21, K467, is known as the 
‘Elvira Madigan’ thanks to the use of its  
slow movement in the film of the same 
name. Mind you, I’ve never seen it, and  
I’m not sure I want to. I think I’ll keep this 
Mozart slow movement for myself.
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