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FALLA

El amor brujo
The ghosts of love – and lovers – stalk the 
story and the music, by turns ethereal and 
earthy, of Falla’s ballet. He’s not the only one. 
Stravinsky’s Petrushka seems to end with the 
murder of our puppet-hero, as the Moor 
stabs him. But the final moments belong to 
Petrushka, whose ghost haunts the stage at 
the very end of the ballet. There’s a different 
kind of supernatural violence in Sir Harrison 
Birtwistle’s opera Punch and Judy : the puppet 
Punch is a psychopathic murderer, throwing 
his baby into the fire and stabbing Judy right 
at the start of the opera, starting a cavalcade 
of imaginative ritual slaughter. Punch kills the 
doctor with a hypodermic needle, saws the 
opera’s narrator in half and even manages to 
deceive the hangman into hanging himself 
rather than Punch for his crimes. There are 
no supernatural hauntings in Leoncavallo’s 
Pagliacci but there is one decidedly scary 
clown: like Falla’s ballet, it’s an intoxicating 
story of betrayal and murder, as the clown-
cuckold Canio becomes the implacable 
knife-wielding murderer of his wife Nedda 
and her lover Silvio.

LALO

Symphonie espagnole
Nineteenth-century France seemed to be 
obsessed with Spain as a vision of a sultry, 
exotic land of unfettered passion, lurid colour 
and free-flowing libidinous drama. Lalo’s 
symphony-concerto is just one example  
but the most famous is Bizet’s opera  
Carmen, whose heroine is the embodiment 
of everything the upright French musical 
establishment was not: using Spanishness  
as his creative surrogate, Bizet could take  

his audience on a journey into the murderous 
darknesses and erotic heights of his operatic 
fantasy. In instrumental music, much the  
same is true of Chabrier’s España, that 
delirious, delicious evocation of Spanish 
terpsichorean abandon, and Debussy’s Ibéria, 
his sumptuously orchestrated but precisely 
conjured image of the peninsula. Ravel’s 
musical Spanishness is more geometric in the 
calibration of its rhythms and harmonies, and 
more grounded since, for Ravel, Spain wasn’t 
only a means to let his imaginative hair down 
but a communion with his own Spanish 
heritage, something you hear especially 
exquisitely in his Rapsodie espagnole. 

SAINT-SAËNS

‘Organ’ Symphony
That’ll do, Pig … If you’ve seen the 1995 film 
Babe, you might have realised that the 
victorious porcine sheep-herder corrals his 
charges quietly into their pen to the strains of 
the motto theme from Saint-Saëns’s ‘Organ’ 
Symphony. That’s just one way in which this 
tune has been mapped onto the public 
consciousness: in pop songs, films and shows, 
Saint-Saëns’s melody has become one of 
those classical tunes that have a long afterlife 
in wider culture. That’s strange, because this 
motto theme, which stalks the symphony 
from the start but is only revealed in its  
full glory in the last movement, is hardly  
the kind of populist tub-thumper you might 
imagine. The way it moves, its metre, phrasing 
and rhythm, aren’t at all conventional – it 
starts on the wrong beat of the bar, for one 
thing – and its references include an Ave 
Maria by the 16th-century Flemish composer 
Arcadelt as well as the ancient ‘Dies irae’ 
chant. Yet Saint-Saëns alchemises this musical 
arcana into one of the most sophisticated and 

memorable musical mottos of any symphony 
in the 19th century. Other 19th-century 
symphonies with mottos include 
Tchaikovsky’s Fifth, defined by its fate motif, 
which is finally transformed into major-key 
victory in the last movement. Schumann’s 
Second has the simplest of unifying ideas, a 
fanfare you hear at the start, yet Schumann 
makes it carry a kaleidoscope of meanings 
and colours. Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique 
can’t escape its nagging ‘idée fixe’, the symbol 
of the soul of its symphonic hero in torment. 
They’re all great mottos, sure, but none of 
them can beat Saint-Saëns’s tune, the way  
he derives nearly every moment of the piece 
from this melody and yet saves that moment 
of pure symphonic theatre for when the tune 
blazes out on the organ in the finale. That’ll 
do, Camille …

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