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SIBELIUS

Scènes historiques
Historic scenes of pastoral perfection? Hardly. 
Sibelius’s music was originally composed for 
the Press Pension Celebrations in Finland, 
celebrating the independent Finnish-language 
media that prefigured the rise of Finland as a 
nation state. In other words, these scenes are 
designed to be heard as tokens of national 
feeling, which makes them part of a wider 
aesthetic and political movement in Finland; 
and the idea of using music as the sounds of 
liberated national self-determination as a 
protest against whichever colonial yoke your 
country was under wasn’t new by the start of 
the 20th century. It’s what Grieg had done in 
his music, so that apparently sweet fairy tales 
like the Holberg Suite or his incidental music 
for Peer Gynt express a combustible 
Norwegian-ness, a sonic snow-bomb that 
went off in the ears and imaginations of its 
Norwegian listeners in the decades before 
the country’s independence. Janá∂ek was 
doing the same for Czech culture, something 
that sears the scores of his later music, above 
all in the way his musical language is derived 
from the rhythms and gestures of the Czech 
language in his vocal works and operas, 
especially his later operas, from Jen≤fa to 
From the House of the Dead.

SAINT-SAËNS

Piano Concerto No. 2
Can you tell that this piece was written 
astonishingly quickly? Saint-Saëns wrote it 
down in just three weeks in 1868; enough 
time for most human beings to transcribe the 
blizzards of notes for the solo pianist and the 
orchestral parts, let alone, you know, 
compose them all too … and, for all the 

preternatural speed of its composition, this 
is now Saint-Saëns’s most popular piano 
concerto. Such feats of compositional speed 
seem shocking to us mere mortals but it’s 
amazing how common a phenomenon 
it is: Mozart’s ‘Linz’ Symphony? Four days. 
Handel’s Messiah? Two weeks – nothing 
amazing about that either, by Handel’s 
standards. Bach’s cantatas? Written to order, 
one a week, during the church year. Wagner’s 
constipated quarter-century merely to 
compose the 16 hours of The Ring seems 
a gargantuan indulgence compared to the 
necessary velocity of these earlier speed 
merchants. If you want to find real speed 
today, you need to talk to composers for 
films and television, who often work to 
schedules of weeks, days, even hours to get 
their scores through on time. Saint-Saëns 
proves that he would have the chops to hack 
it in today’s Hollywood studio – just as he did 
in the early film industry at the start of the 
20th century, writing music for The 
Assassination of the Duke of Guise in 1908.

ELGAR–PAYNE

Symphony No. 3
Daniel Barenboim’s performances of Elgar’s 
completed symphonies with the Staatskapelle 
Berlin earlier this season are the exception 
that proves the rule, but it’s a strange axiom 
of European musical cultures that some 
composers’ music (and especially British 
composers’ music) seems not to travel – or, 
rather, their works aren’t given the exposure 
they need, so clichés and preconceptions are 
allowed to stick to them, ergo they aren’t 
performed because they are thought to be 
substandard or not to an audience’s taste. It’s 
an irony that Elgar isn’t at the heart of every 
great European orchestra’s repertoire, 

because his is profoundly European music, 
steeped in and sublimating and transforming 
the late-Romantic sound-worlds of Strauss, 
Wagner and Schumann into his own 
absolutely individual idiom. But it’s not only 
British composers who, arguably, haven’t had 
the reception in centres like Berlin, Vienna or 
Paris that they arguably deserve. Sibelius, too, 
has suffered in Germany, Austria and France, 
where he was maligned as ‘the worst 
composer in the world’ and where his 
music was considered musically and politically 
regressive and conservative. That’s a critical 
tide that the Sibelian advocacy of Sir Simon 
Rattle has at last started to turn in recent 
years, with his concerts and recordings 
of the complete symphonies with the 
Berliner Philharmoniker.

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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