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BRAHMS

Tragic Overture
When does a musical structure become a 
story? Brahms’s Tragic Overture is cast in an 
unusual shape. The music describes an arch, 
or it’s like a snake eating its tail – or, better, a 
tragedy whose inevitable dénouement is 
played out in a final return to the 
unrelentingly bleak music with which the 
piece opened. That’s a transformation of 
musical narrative into dramatic feeling that 
Brahms’s instrumental music so often 
explores: the single-minded grimness of the 
passacaglia that ends the Fourth Symphony 
or the festive, kaleidoscopic pageant of the 
Tragic Overture’s partner, the Academic 
Festival Overture, or the steampunk 
high-Baroque of the Scherzo of the Second 
Piano Concerto.

BERG

Violin Concerto
Right. This piece really isn’t about Manon 
Gropius, the child of Alma Mahler and 
Walter Gropius who died tragically young: 
that story is a masterpiece of musical fake 
news, in which a biographical pseudo-fact 
becomes a meme of endless programme 
notes and critical commentary. If the piece 
memorialises anything, it’s Berg’s affair with 
Hanna Fuchs-Robettin. Read Chris Walton’s 
book Lies and Epiphanies for more; 
meanwhile, here are another couple of 
pieces that aren’t about what conventional 
wisdom says they are. Tchaikovsky’s 
‘Pathétique’ Symphony enacts a symbolic 
death but is by no means a suicide note in 
music – Tchaikovsky himself knew that he 
had composed something astonishingly new 
that could have been the up-beat for 

decades of creative consolidation. Similarly, 
Mozart’s Requiem does not write out 
Wolfgang’s demise: the piece is his last work, 
and unfinished at his death, for sure; but it’s 
also a revelation of what he could have done 
had he lived mere years longer, making his 
music a bridge between the Baroque and the 
emerging Romantic movement in the other 
arts, using older forms with a new simplicity 
and directness of subjective musical 
utterance. The Requiem shouldn’t have been 
a creative end-point – because its music is a 
compositional beginnning.

THOMAS LARCHER

Nocturne – Insomnia
Some further nocturnal-sounding visions for 
you, after Thomas Larcher’s disturbed 
night-music: Szymanowski’s Third Symphony, 
‘The Song of the Night’, is a sensually and 
erotically adventurous symphonic dream; 
Esa-Pekka Salonen composed an orchestral 
workout that’s called simply Insomnia; and 
Elliott Carter’s Night Fantasies for solo piano 
is a teeming, allusive, dreamlike play of 
musical states. Away from these disturbing 
visions, there’s also Mozart’s Eine kleine 
Nachtmusik, of course. Not to mention 
Sondheim’s musical of the same name … 

SCHUMANN

Symphony No. 3
Schumann’s E flat major evocation of the 
Rhine, the Ur-river of Germany, foreshadows 
its even more imposing E flat major 
embodiment at the opening of Wagner’s 
The Ring. But, for me, the movement that 
really finds a new sound-world in this 
symphony is the fourth one, a solemn, 
visionary processional suffused with a strange 
trombone chorale and tortured, minor-key 

chromaticism. The symphony’s final, fifth 
movement ends torrentially, joyfully, but the 
imagery of Cologne and the Rhine as carriers 
of darkness, even death, as well as life is the 
idea that haunts the symphony. It’s there at 
the end of Schumann’s song-cycle Dichterliebe 
too, as the voice sings of interring his love in 
a coffin and drowning it in the sea, carried by 
12 giants, ‘mightier than St Christopher in 
Cologne Cathedral’. Schumann’s creative and 
musical obsessions with the river became 
devastatingly personal when he attempted 
suicide by jumping into the Rhine in 1854, 
making the redolent symbolism of the river in 
his compositional life all too tragically real.

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
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