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Béla Bartók
1881–1945

Piano Concerto No. 3, Sz. 119
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The first movement (Allegretto) opens not with a flourish but
with a quiet,  flowing folk-like theme in the piano over a soft
shimmer of strings, the keyboard treated lyrically, as a singing
voice rather than a percussion battery. Listen for how Hungari‐
an and Romanian melodic turns colour the writing, and for the
unforced,  almost conversational  dialogue between soloist  and
orchestra. This is Bartók with his sharpest edges put away.

The central Adagio religioso is the emotional core, and one of
the most moving things Bartók wrote. Its outer sections are a
solemn  chorale.  The  marking  ‘religioso’  is  no  accident,  and
many  listeners  hear  in  it  an  echo  of  Beethoven’s  ‘Heiliger
Dankgesang’, the convalescent’s hymn of thanksgiving from the
A minor String Quartet. Bartók, gravely ill,  is making his own
gesture  of  gratitude.  At  the  movement’s  centre  comes  some‐
thing unmistakable to anyone who knows him: ‘night music’,
that private Bartók world of chirping birds, rustling insects, and
trills evoking the sounds of the nocturnal countryside, the or‐
chestra alive with tiny flickers around the piano’s quiet mus‐
ings.
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The finale bursts in without pause: a vigorous, dancing rondo
full of folk-rhythm propulsion, with a sturdy fugal passage that
shows  the  old  contrapuntal  master  still  fully  in  command.
Listen  for  the  swing  between  exuberant  dance  and  rigorous
counterpoint, and for the way the concerto ends: bright, affirm‐
ative, untroubled. Knowing this was the last music Bartók fin‐
ished, that hard-won brightness is what stays with you.

Gustav Mahler
1860–1911

Symphony No. 1 in D major
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The symphony opens with one of the most extraordinary begin‐
nings in the repertoire: a single note, an A, held across seven
octaves of strings, a shimmering haze ‘like a sound of nature,’ as
Mahler put it.  Out of  this primordial  dawn come distant fan‐
fares, cuckoo calls, and finally a sunny walking-tune lifted from
the Wayfarer songs. This is the awakening of a world; listen for
the patience with which Mahler lets it come to life before the
music breaks into open-air joy.

The second movement is a robust, foot-stamping Ländler, the
rustic  Austrian  waltz,  full  of  peasant  vigour,  framing  a  more
graceful, lilting trio. It is the symphony at its most earthbound
and good-humoured.

The slow movement is the strangest and most famous stretch of
the whole work. A solo double bass, an instrument almost never
given a melody, intones the round ‘Frère Jacques,’  but shifted
into the minor, turning the nursery tune into a grotesque, limp‐
ing funeral  march.  One likely spur was Moritz von Schwind’s
woodcut of woodland animals solemnly burying a hunter, and
the music is exactly that: mock-tragic, with sudden eruptions of
tawdry café-band and klezmer-tinged music cutting across the
cortège. Then, astonishingly, a passage of heartbreaking tender‐
ness (again from the Wayfarer songs) opens like a window onto
consolation before the march resumes.

The finale erupts without warning: a scream of dissonance and
a plunge into storm. This is the catastrophe, and from it Mahler
must wrest a triumph. Listen for the long, hard-fought struggle,
the false dawns, the return of the symphony’s opening nature-
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haze, and finally the blazing D major chorale, with the horns, in
most performances, standing to play out over the full orchestra.
After everything, the music does not merely end; it conquers.
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