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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
1756–1791

Symphony No. 40 in G minor, K. 550
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

I. Molto allegro. There is no slow introduction. The symphony
begins with a murmuring accompaniment in the lower strings,
and over it the violins whisper the famous main theme, a sigh‐
ing figure of two short notes and a longer one, repeated with ur‐
gent insistence. The second theme, in B flat major, is smoother
and passed between strings and woodwinds. In the development
Mozart takes the sighing figure through remote keys and sets it
against itself in counterpoint.

II. Andante. The slow movement moves to E flat major and to a
gentle 6/8 time. It  opens with the violas and violins entering
one after another on repeated notes, building up a soft chord
step by step. The mood is calm on the surface, but chromatic
turns and unexpected changes of key keep it uneasy.
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III. Menuetto: Allegretto. This is not a courtly dance. The min‐
uet is gruff and heavily accented, with phrases that cut across
the three-beat bar and make it hard to dance to. The trio in G
major offers a brief, gentle release, with strings and winds tak‐
ing turns, before the minuet returns.

IV. Allegro assai. The finale opens with a theme that leaps up
through a chord like a rocket, followed by a loud, rushing an‐
swer  from the  whole  orchestra.  A  more  lyrical  second theme
gives brief contrast, but the development is one of the most tur‐
bulent  passages  Mozart  wrote,  twisting  the  opening  figure
through harsh harmonies. The movement ends as it began, in G
minor.

Henri Dutilleux
1916–2013

Métaboles
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Incantatoire. The piece opens with a series of pungent chords
in the woodwinds,  circling around the note E,  punctuated by
plucked strings and harp. It has an incantatory, ritual quality,
and many listeners hear an echo of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring.

Linéaire. The strings, divided into many parts, spin out long,
slow lines in a luminous, otherworldly texture. Listen for how
the idea  has  grown out  of  something the strings  touched on
briefly in the first section.

Obsessionnel. The brass take over with clipped, aggressive fig‐
ures that keep coming back in altered forms, as the title sug‐
gests.

Torpide. A  slow,  drowsy  section  led  by  the  percussion,  a
slowed-down memory of what came before, with shimmering,
fragmentary sounds.

Flamboyant. The full orchestra gathers the threads of the earli‐
er sections. Near the end, the chords from the very opening re‐
turn, and the piece rushes to a brilliant, exhilarating close.
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Maurice Ravel
1875–1937

Boléro
WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

The rhythm. A snare drum begins, very quietly, with a two-bar
rhythmic pattern that it will repeat throughout the piece. Listen
to how it grows from a whisper to a roar without ever changing.

Two tunes, many colours. Over the drum and plucked strings,
a flute plays the first melody. It is followed by a second melody,
with  a  more  jazzy,  bluesy  inflection.  The two alternate,  each
passed to a new instrument or combination of instruments: cla‐
rinet, bassoon, the high E flat clarinet, oboe d’amore, then tenor
and soprano saxophones, and on to trombone and full sections.
Listen for the passage where horn, celesta and piccolos play the
tune together in different keys, creating an organ-like, slightly
eerie sound.

The crescendo. The whole piece is one long crescendo from pi‐
anissimo to fortissimo, all in C major and all at the same tempo.
Only at the very end does Ravel break the pattern: the music
lurches suddenly into E major, then back, and the whole orches‐
tra collapses in a final crash.

15 minutes
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