
GRIEG

Peer Gynt
Complete cycles of incidental music 
composed for the theatre get scant attention 
in concert programmes, even if they’re by 
Mendelssohn (A Midsummer Night’s Dream), 
Beethoven (Egmont) or Grieg (Peer Gynt). 
We’re missing out. And for no composer was 
writing for the theatre more important than 
Sibelius. Scratch beneath the surface of his 
works and you’ll find a huge catalogue of 
music written for the spoken theatre, pieces 
that are experimental training grounds  
for the ideas he would develop in his 
symphonies, tone-poems and songs. But  
he does things with a special directness and 
extremity in his theatre music. Here are  
three of Sibelius’s theatrical scores that we 
should hear more often: there’s his music  
for Hoffmannsthal’s Everyman, composed  
in 1916, music that speaks with a spare, 
luminous, haunted power. Then there’s his 
score for Kuolema (‘Death’), from which the 
famous ‘Valse triste’ and ‘Scene with Cranes’ 
were excised. And, above all, there’s his 
music for The Tempest, which amounts to the 
longest piece he composed in his later years. 
This whole score breathes a dark, violent, 
tenderly enchanted atmosphere, a glimpse  
of what his never-realised Eighth Symphony 
might have been.

SIBELIUS

Luonnotar
It’s a creation myth, Jim, but not as we know 
it: Sibelius makes a mythical musical revelation 
of the beginning of the world, according to 
one of the stories of the Kalevala (the 
folk-fountainhead of Finnish culture), in just  
a few of the most shattering minutes of 

orchestral and vocal music ever composed. 
Sibelius’s concision is at odds with other 
composers, and the lengths to which they  
go in their musical creation myths. Mahler’s 
100-minute Third Symphony is a paean to 
the tumultuous power of the earth, music 
that teems and tears at the bounds of 
symphonic scale with musico-biological 
frenzy. Scriabin’s Prometheus might be 
shorter but it’s on an unbounded scale of 
fiery inspiration, screaming at the heights  
and into the abysses of orchestral sonority  
to conjure the life- and creativity-giving 
Promethean fire. And the longest sequence 
of operas ever composed amounts to a 
creation myth for the 20th century: 
Stockhausen’s seven-opera Licht cycle, one 
for each day of the week, each a cosmic 
exploration and explosion of the composer’s 
own mythic musical universe. 

SCHUMANN

Cello Concerto
All of Schumann’s late music has had to battle 
for its place in the repertoire, but there are 
thee other pieces that belong alongside the 
Cello Concerto as canonical masterpieces: his 
Violin Concerto is even more vertiginously 
imaginative than the Cello Concerto, 
stretching its structure, and its soloist, to 
expressive extremes; his Second Violin 
Sonata is one of the most daringly obsessive 
and emotionally infectious sonatas in the 19th 
century; and the ‘Ghost’ Variations, his last 
work for piano, is a haunted revelation of the 
new regions towards which his altered grasp 
on reality at the end of his life was taking him.

HINDEMITH

Mathis der Maler
Composers have often been attracted to 
honouring other creative artists in their work, 
as Hindemith did in his opera and his symphony 
of the same name. Here are three other 
operas that are glosses on the lives of artists: 
Berlioz’s massively ambitious Benvenuto 
Cellini, with its conflict between Cellini,  
the Pope and his own vaulting creative  
ego; Maxwell Davies’s Taverner, about the 
diabolical compromise between artistic ideals 
and religious intolerance in the life of  
the composer John Taverner during the 
Reformation; and Pfitzner’s Palestrina, his 
dramatisation of the hero of 16th-century 
vocal polyphony in Italy, a piece about which 
the opera’s first conductor Bruno Walter wrote: 
‘The work has all the elements of immortality.’

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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