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I composed a tune... but now what do I do with it? 
 
When the composer comes up with a simple musical idea—a moment of inspiration, or a musical 
intuition, or a moment of divine creativity, or whatever you like to call it—he immediately faces a 
dilemma. How, the composer must ask, do I use this idea? How can it be turned from a simple 
motive into a structured and coherent piece of music? After all, a movement of a symphony isn’t 
just a collection of random melodies strung together haphazardly: each movement has a structure 
and musical logic, and the various musical events that occur are somehow related to each other. 
Strange as it may seem, this technical and coolly methodical question was actually a central artistic 
concern of the Romantic generation, who we so often associate with naïve genius and spontaneous 
creativity. The most famous compositional answer to this musical problem was the idea of thematic 
organicism, where one or two central motives are used as a basis for the rest of the music in the 
movement. Even material in other movements can be based on these same central, germ-like core 
ideas, thus lending unity to multi-movement works. A fantastic early example of organicism can be 
found in Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, where the famous ‘fate’ motive is used to accompany the 
subsidary second theme; a later fully-fledged example is Brahms’s Fourth Symphony, where almost 
all the thematic content in the first movement (and much material in other movements) is based on 
the simple idea of the interval of a third and its inversion, both on display in the opening melody. 
 
This evening’s programme is full of examples of Romantic treatments of melodic ideas, organic or 
otherwise. Nielsen’s Fourth Symphony features multiple core motives that continually reoccur in 
the work, including a clarinet melody near the opening that later reappears as the principal theme of 
the finale. Saint-Saëns spins out a basic musical idea borrowed from Fauré in the style of a Baroque 
fantasy or invention, as well as organically relating main themes and using the frequent restatement 
of core ideas, all within a single concerto. Liszt, meanwhile, writes rhapsodic variations on two folk 
tunes from Spain, embracing the Romantic composer’s obsession with transformation of melodies. 
 
The programme opens, however, with the antithesis of all this Romantic interest in the continuous 
development of motives. Bernstein’s overture to Candide differs not only in genre and musical 
environment (a mid-twentieth century musical theatre piece written for Broadway), but in terms of 
how thematic material is treated. A typical musical theatre overture serves as an introductory piece 
played before the curtain rises, and usually states melodies that will be heard later in the 
performance. Bernstein uses at least four musical ideas that reappear in Candide: the fanfare-like 
opening theme, the triplets that immediately follow it (lifted from ‘The Best of All Possible 
Worlds’), and melodies from the numbers ‘Oh, Happy We’ (originally intended for West Side Story) 
and ‘Glitter and Be Gay’. The difference between Bernstein’s treatment and that of the Romantics is 
that Bernstein sees no need for continuous development of these ideas, which are instead laid 
alongside one another and linked by novel material serving as a sort of melodic glue. There is 
certainly something Rossinian about this overture. Rossini, too, used material in his Italian opera 
overtures that appeared nowhere else in the work (in fact, he rarely used any themes from the opera 
in an overture). Rossini was also willing to forgo organicism, allowing his melodies to have lives 
independent of one another. It is hard not to detect a kindred spirit between the singable theme of 
‘Oh, Happy We’, and Rossini’s prosecco-like stand-alone melodies: 
 

 



 
This is wonderful melodic writing, but it isn’t a Romantic treatment of a melody (the block-like 
modal shift in the second phrase, underpinned harmonically by cancelled sharps, should already 
give that away). Gone is the Sturm und Drang of high Romanticism—with Bernstein, independent 
melody reigns supreme. 
 
A far more Romantic approach to using themes is found in Saint-Saëns’s Second Piano Concerto. 
In fact, if anything, this work is a whirlwind tour through three different 19th century philosophies 
of thematic treatment. Saint-Saëns chooses, daringly, to open with a slow movement (and not a 
typical sonata form), where a theme lifted from an unpublished work by Gabriel Fauré is given a 
very loose fantasy-style treatment. The similarity to a Baroque toccata is unmissable; the similarity 
to the opening movement of Beethoven’s ‘Quasi una fantasia’ sonata (op. 27 no. 2) is also worth 
noting. The second movement takes on the character of a scherzo and features two themes, with the 
second organically derived from the first. In the final movement, Saint-Saëns achieves unity by 
restating a theme several times in the general sonata-form format, with alternating filler material. 
Thus, in a single concerto, Saint-Saëns runs the gamut from free thematic invention to unity-by-
repetition, via a middle movement whose principal themes are organically related. 
 
In compositional terms, the second half of the programme is very much dedicated to the Romantic 
conception of thematic organicism: the idea that entire movements should grow out of core motives 
by means of constant variation. Liszt’s Rhapsody Espagnole, presented here with an orchestral part 
added by Mikhail Petukhov in 1980, is based on two Spanish themes—La folía and a jota 
aragonesa (a triple- or compound-time dance from Aragon). The La folía theme is well-known and 
well-used, often serving as the basis of variations. The theme can be heard in versions by Baroque 
composers such as Marin Marais, Corelli and Vivaldi, as well as in the second movement of 
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and in Carter Burwell’s score to the film Fargo. Liszt’s version of this 
melody is stated after the cadenza-like opening: 
 
 

 
 
What follows is a set of variations on this basic melodic arc and its harmonic accompaniment, 
culminating in the ornate jota aragonesa melody stated a semitone above the tonic. This jota theme 
is the same used by Glinka for his Jota Aragonesa, two decades before Liszt. The jota is then, in 
turn, subjected to multiple variations on a drone-like bass, before La folía returns after the general 
pause. For a brilliantly virtuostic coda, both themes are stated and interwoven—thus, an entire 
thirteen-minute piece is organically created out of two simple themes. 
 
The final work on this programme is Carl Nielsen’s Fourth Symphony, subtitled ‘The 
Inextinguishable’ by the composer himself. Completed in 1916, the horrors of the European 
calamity that was World War I weighed heavily on Nielsen’s mind, in spite of Denmark’s neutrality. 
The subtitle was Nielsen’s musical depiction not of a specific programme, but rather of the very 
idea of a life-force or élan vital characteristic of all living things—a will-to-be that would survive in 
spite of the carnage of the Great War. This is a very Romantic idea, and it finds a fitting technical 
setting in Romantic organicism. Although there isn’t a specific motive that is identified with the 
inextinguishable élan vital, the idea of constantly transforming motivic development is an 
interesting musical parallel. Several of the core motives from which the symphony is built can be 
heard in the opening few minutes: three- and two-note mottos in winds and strings respectively, the 
grace-note-before-a-chord figure that returns in various guises throughout the symphony, and the 



second main theme of the opening movement stated in thirds by the clarinets, which returns in the 
finale. Indeed, this feeling of organic unity was so irresistable to Nielsen that he scored no breaks 
between movements, thus allowing nothing to halt the spontaneous development of themes. And 
yet, despite all this Romantic obsession with organicism, ‘The Inextinguishable’ is a work that is 
beginning to show the signs of modernism, in terms of unresolved dissonance, the denial of 
expressive harmonic functionality, and the realism of the terrifying timpani battle marking the close 
of the work. Nielsen believed that while other artforms could represent life, only music could 
express it in a direct manner. Perhaps this Romantic ideal could only find expression in the 
Romantic technique of thematic organicism. 
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