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Rattle: Gerhard, Strauss's Four
Last Songs and Mahler's
Fourth

Thursday, May 21, 2026 - 19:00 - Barbican

Sir Simon Rattle, conductor - Lucy Crowe, soprano

TONIGHT’S PROGRAMME MIN

I GERHARD 1896-1970 20
Symphony No. 3, 'Collages’

2 STRAUSS 1864-1949 25'
Four Last Songs
3 MAHLER 1860-1911 60'

Symphony No. 4 in G major

TOTAL MUSIC 105



Roberto Gerhard
1896-1970
Symphony No. 3, 'Collages'

20 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

Roberto Gerhard’s Third Symphony, subtitled ‘Collages,” is one
of the boldest and most original orchestral works of its time: a
piece that fuses a large symphony orchestra with electronic
sounds on tape, written by a composer in his sixties at the
height of his experimental powers. Commissioned by the Kous-
sevitzky Foundation and dedicated to the memory of Serge and
Natalie Koussevitzky, it was first performed in London in 1961.
Its very title, ‘Collages, signals Gerhard’s method: rather than
developing themes in the traditional symphonic way, he juxta-
poses and layers contrasting blocks of sound, orchestral and
electronic, much as a visual artist assembles a collage from dis-
parate materials.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Approach this with open ears, ready for something genu-
inely experimental. Listen for the ‘collage’ technique it-
self: blocks of contrasting sound placed side by side and
layered, rather than melodies that grow and develop: sud-
den shifts of texture, colour and mood, like cutting
between images.




Listen especially for the electronic tape: passages where
strange, synthetic or processed sounds emerge alongside
or against the orchestra, adding an eerie, futuristic di-
mension (extraordinary for a work of 1960). Listen for
Gerhard’s brilliant and unconventional orchestration
(glittering percussion, vivid instrumental colours, dra-
matic contrasts of dense and sparse textures) and for the
sense of vast space and light that reflects his sunrise-
from-an-aeroplane inspiration. There are moments of vi-
olence and high drama, and others of mystery and still-
ness. Don’t search for conventional tunes or structure; in-
stead, let the sequence of vivid sonic images wash over
you, and experience a striking, atmospheric work by one
of the twentieth century’s unjustly neglected originals.

Richard Strauss
1864-1949
Four Last Songs

25 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

The Four Last Songs (Vier letzte Lieder) are Richard Strauss’s
sublime farewell to life and to music, among the most beauti-
ful and moving works ever written for the human voice.
Strauss composed them in 1948, when he was eighty-four, in
the shattered aftermath of the Second World War, with his own
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death less than a year away. After a lifetime as one of the great
masters of the orchestra and of opera, he returned at the very
end to the intimate form of the orchestral song, setting three
poems by Hermann Hesse and one by Joseph von Eichendorff.
The songs were not conceived or published by Strauss as a set;
the title and the grouping were supplied posthumously by his
friend, the publisher Ernst Roth, who issued them together in
1950, after the composer’s death.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The four songs trace a journey from spring to sunset.
Listen first to ‘Friithling’ (‘Spring’), the most ardent, the
voice blossoming, like nature itself, into warmth and col-
our. Then ‘September’, in which summer fades: listen for
the gentle melancholy and the exquisite closing horn solo
(a personal touch: Strauss’s father was a famous horn
player) as the garden dies into autumn.

‘Beim Schlafengehen’ (‘When Falling Asleep’) is the
emotional heart: listen for the heavenly orchestral inter-
lude, in which a solo violin rises and soars before the
voice returns, one of the most transcendent passages
Strauss ever wrote, evoking the soul taking flight in sleep.
Finally, ‘Im Abendrot’ (‘At Sunset’), setting Eichen-
dorff’s poem about an old couple watching the sun go
down after a long life together. Listen for the radiant or-
chestral sunset, and, at the words ‘Is this perhaps death?’,

4



for the magical, hushed quotation Strauss makes of his
own tone poem Death and Transfiguration from sixty
years earlier, followed by the song of two larks (trilling
flutes) as the music dissolves into serene, accepting
peace. Lucy Crowe’s soprano carries this glowing farewell.

Gustav Mahler
1860-1911

Symphony No. 4 in G major

60 minutes

ABOUT THE WORK

Mahler’s Fourth is the sunniest, most intimate and most clas-
sically poised of his symphonies, a work of deceptive lightness
that conceals real depth. After the vast, world-embracing
canvases of his Second and Third Symphonies (which call for
huge forces, choirs and soloists), Mahler scaled back here to a
smaller orchestra (notably with no trombones or tuba) and a
more transparent, almost eighteenth-century clarity, produ-
cing something that often sounds like a sophisticated fairy
tale. The whole symphony grows from and points toward a
single song: ‘Das himmlische Leben’ (‘The Heavenly Life’), a
setting of a folk poem from the Des Knaben Wunderhorn col-
lection, in which a child describes heaven as a place of endless
food, music, dancing and joy. Mahler called this song the
‘tapering spire’ of the whole edifice, and saves it for the finale.



WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Listen at the very start for the jingling sleigh-bells and
chirping flutes that open the first movement, an instant
evocation of a child’s wintry, magical world. The move-
ment is genial and song-like, but full of Mahlerian sur-
prises: sudden shifts of mood, ironic touches and mo-
ments of shadow amid the sunshine.

The second movement is a scherzo with a sinister edge:
listen for the solo violin, deliberately tuned up a tone to
sound harsh and uncanny. This is ‘Freund Hein’ (Death)
playing his fiddle, leading a spooky, lopsided dance. The
third movement (Ruhevoll, ‘peacefully’) is the sym-
phony’s sublime heart: a set of variations of deep serenity
and tenderness. Listen for its long, hymn-like calm, and
for the astonishing moment near the end when the gates
of heaven seem to burst open in a blazing fortissimo, with
a foretaste of the finale’s tune. Then comes the finale: the
soprano enters to sing ‘The Heavenly Life,” a child’s de-
lighted catalogue of heaven’s pleasures. Listen for its in-
nocent, folk-like charm (and the recurring sleigh-bells),
the contrast between earthly and heavenly music, and the
way it all fades, at the close, into a hushed, glowing
serenity: heaven, at last, in sound. Lucy Crowe is the sop-
rano soloist; note Mahler’s instruction that she sing with
a childlike, joyful expression, without parody.
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Tonight’s artists



Lucy Crowe soprano

The soprano is the radiant thread linking the two halves of this
concert, taking the solo role both in Strauss’s autumnal Four
Last Songs and in the heavenly finale of Mahler’s Fourth Sym-
phony. They are two of the most beautiful and exposed sop-
rano parts in the orchestral repertoire, the one a serene leave-
taking, the other a child’s vision of paradise. Lucy Crowe, cel-
ebrated for the purity and warmth of her voice and her ex-
pressive range, brings both the radiance and the tenderness
these contrasting masterpieces demand.

Lucy Crowe, born in Staffordshire, England, is one of the most
versatile and admired British sopranos of her generation, awar-
ded an OBE in 2023. A graduate of the Royal Academy of Mu-
sic, she has built a distinguished career spanning repertoire
from the Baroque to the twentieth century, appearing at lead-
ing opera houses (the Royal Opera, English National Opera,
Glyndebourne, Deutsche Oper Berlin, the Bayerische Staatsop-
er and the Metropolitan Opera) in roles such as Mozart’s Pam-
ina and Susanna, Handel heroines, Musetta and Janacek’s Vix-
en. Equally celebrated on the concert platform, she is admired
for the purity, agility and radiant warmth of her voice and for
her expressive intelligence, qualities ideally suited to the soar-
ing lines of Strauss’s Four Last Songs and the childlike serenity
of Mahler’s Fourth.
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