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BEETHOVEN

Overture ‘Leonore’ No. 3
It took him three goes at the Leonore 
overture to get it right, and in distilling the 
drama of his opera Leonore/Fidelio into a 
single-movement orchestral work, Beethoven 
created something that was literally too good. 
He gave the orchestra such autonomous 
power to create and narrate the drama of 
the opera that the piece couldn’t really 
function as an overture any more: the third 
Leonore overture gave the game away before 
the curtain went up, which is why the final 
Fidelio overture is half as long, much less 
impressive and much better as an upbeat to 
the opera. The journey from the first Leonore 
overture to the one we call Fidelio gives an 
astonishing glimpse into Beethoven’s creative 
process as he revises, reworks and reorders 
the same material into new shapes and forms. 
Listen to the first, second and third Leonore 
overtures and then the one for Fidelio, in 
order, and you’ll witness the laboratory of 
Beethoven’s compositional process in action. 

STRAVINSKY

Violin Concerto
It’s often said that Stravinsky’s so-called 
neo-Classical pieces from the 1920s onwards, 
such as the Violin Concerto, have an 
expressive coldness about them – as if the 
refractions of Stravinsky’s own language 
through the prisms of Baroque or Classical 
forms led to, at best, a geometric play of pure 
forms, or, at worst, a cynical exploitation of 
the past to animate the present. That is, in 
my view, complete balderdash, to put it 
kindly! Some examples to refute the 
argument: the final movement of his 
Symphony of Psalms, one of the most moving 

sacralisations of musical time ever composed, 
the lurid, cinematic energy of the first 
movement of his Symphony in Three 
Movements and the subtly disturbing play of 
gestures, modes, and melody in his Symphony 
in C. And that’s just some of Stravinsky’s 
symphonies!

GERALD BARRY

Canada
Gerald Barry’s music might sometimes seem 
absurd but it’s deadly serious. There’s no 
more fearless explorer of the place where 
music becomes visceral experience and 
savage poetic revelation than Barry, and if 
you liked Canada, you’ll love these other 
recent pieces: Beethoven, an unforgettable 
setting of Ludwig’s letters to his ‘Immortal 
Beloved’ for solo bass and orchestra; and his 
operas, The Importance of Being Earnest, 
which is laugh-out-loud funny and plate-
shatteringly apocalyptic all at the same time 
(not much crockery survives the opera 
intact), and Alice’s Adventures Under Ground, 
music that makes Alice’s surreal journeys 
violently, vertiginously real. 

BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 5
Among other things, this symphony sets a 
template for a relentless progress from 
darkness to light, from the sounds of 
implacable fate in the first movement to its 
victorious vanquishing by human will in the 
finale. That kind of progress – upwards, 
striving, conquering, triumphant – became a 
cliché of symphonic trajectory in the 19th 
century. So what about pieces that reverse 
the polarity, that take back the human 
optimism of the Fifth Symphony and dare to 
journey from light towards darkness? There 

are fewer than you might imagine. Richard 
Strauss manages it in Also sprach Zarathustra, 
which opens with the most famous dawn in 
orchestral music (thanks, Stanley Kubrick  
and 2001!), but ends with an ambiguous 
question mark of quietly clashing semitones. 
Admittedly, Brahms’s Fourth Symphony 
doesn’t exactly start with unalloyed joy but its 
minor-key lyricism in the first movement 
becomes full-on tragedy in the finale, with the 
relentless repetitions of its passacaglia 
bassline. And Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde 
begins with a scintillating song of dangerously 
drunken intoxication and ends with the 
longest and most affecting song of farewell in 
the repertoire. Darkness turns to light turns 
to darkness …

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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