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RACHMANINOV

Piano Concerto No. 3
Yes, of course playing the solo piano part of 
the ‘Rach 3’ is difficult: that’s something that 
the film Shine got absolutely right, in telling 
the story of the pianist David Helfgott’s 
journey with the piece, and his personal and 
musical rollercoaster from catastrophe to 
triumph and back again. But the mythic status 
accorded the piece in the film, in one of  
the greatest and hammiest musical scenes  
in cinematic history, is today only partially 
justified. (John Gielgud, playing Helfgott’s 
teacher, Cecil Parkes, in a scene recorded in 
a room that overlooks the Royal Albert Hall 
at the Royal College of Music, talks the young 
Helfgott through the dangers of his choice  
of repertoire: ‘No-one’s ever been mad 
enough to attempt the Rach 3!’) Not that  
the concerto isn’t one of the pinnacles  
of the repertoire – it will always be one  
of the apexes of any pianist’s career to  
play it – it’s just that, in terms of sheer 
technical difficulty and virtuosic challenge,  
this concerto has long been surpassed by 
works of prestidigital pianism that push the 
boundaries of what the instrument and  
the players can do even further. 

Two British composers have taken the piano 
to the extremes in their explorations of the 
pianistically possible: Michael Finnissy and 
Brian Ferneyhough. Finnissy’s piano works, 
such as his concertos, or his solo piano 
magnum opus, the five-hour History of 
Photography in Recorded Sound, use rhythmic 
layerings, melodic polyphony and radical 
stylistic fusion to create tapestries of sound 
that even Rachmaninov couldn’t imagine. 
Ferneyhough, for his part, has composed 
pieces that seem to require the pianist to 

have independent control of all 10 fingers, 
such is the rhythmic and textural density of 
works such as Lemma-Icon-Epigram or Opus 
contra naturam. And yet, under the surface  
of Finnissy and Ferneyhough’s radicalism, there 
is a deep connection with Rachmaninov: like 
Sergey, they want technique and expression 
to be in a symbiotic relationship, so that the 
virtuosity we experience when we hear these 
pieces isn’t just an extremity of technical 
astonishment but of feeling and poetry, too. 

RACHMANINOV

Symphony No. 2
This symphony is one of the great examples 
in musical history of how the floodgates can 
open after a severe creative block, as 
Rachmaninov slowly recovered from the 
psychological torment produced by the trial 
by critical fire that was the premiere of his 
First Symphony. After agonising self-doubt, 
composing the Second Piano Concerto was 
the key that unlocked his creative spark again, 
with the Second Symphony the most 
superabundantly lyrical result. Yet other 
composers aren’t so lucky. It’s not quite true 
to say that Sibelius experienced 30 years of 
creative silence at the end of his life, but it is 
the case that he burnt whatever there was of 
his Eighth Symphony, as the world waited 
three decades and more for a successor to 
the Seventh. Elliott Carter was one of the 
lucky ones: his epiphany was a year in the 
New Mexican desert in the early 1950s, 
when his First String Quartet was the 
hard-won route out of a creative impasse; 
and the 80-year-old Minna Keal made up for 
decades of compositional silence with her 
Symphony, which Oliver Knussen performed 
at the Proms in 1989.

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.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
TH E  PROM S L I S TEN I NG SERV ICE 

Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.
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