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The scope of the BBC Proms is so vast
that it is possible to schedule cycles of
works and have them almost disappear.
Sibelius’s seven symphonies, packed
like sticks of gelignite, fitted into three
evening concerts over the weekend.

Each was assigned to different per-
formers, this first entrusted to the BBC
Scottish Symphony Orchestra under
Thomas Dausgaard. If the aim was to
create pyrotechnics to mark Sibelius’s
150th anniversary, their performances
lived up to the occasion. The curtain-
raiser, the patriotic Finlandia, was
brooding, bordering on explosive.

The first two of Sibelius’s symphonies
are often performed as if they are grand
offspring of Tchaikovsky’s symphonies.
Finnish conductors tend to prefer a
style that is cool, taut and brisk, and
Dausgaard, a Dane, offered his own take
on that. These performances had more
ebb and flow, but they came with a vis-
ceral power. Ferocious, dark, northern
storms raged through the centre of the
First Symphony’s opening movement,
the scherzos of both, and much more
besides. It was rendered by sometimes
raw playing, with brass too prominent
in the sound-picture, from the BBC Scot-
tish Symphony Orchestra. Whatever
shortcomings there were, this Sibelius
cycle started out like a force of nature
that filled the Royal Albert Hall.

In the afternoon concert at Cadogan
Hall, the Cleveland-based period instru-
ment ensemble Apollo’s Fire gave a pro-
gramme of mostly Baroque music that
flickered and danced, with cultivated
string tone and buoyancy of thythm. The
most appealing item was aselection from
Telemann’s Burlesque de Quixotte, vivid,
pictorial vignettes. Alina Ibragimova
gave lithe performances of concertos by
Vivaldi and Bach. The programme was
designed to take the audience back to
Zimmermann’s coffee house in 18th-cen-
tury Leipzig where, unusually, women
were allowed to attend concerts —just as
well, since Apollo’s Fire is directed by the
live-wire Jeannette Sorrell.
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