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VAUGHAN WILL IAMS

Toward the Unknown Region
Walt Whitman’s visionary poetry has consistently inspired the 
20th century’s most visionary composers. Vaughan Williams 
made Toward the Unknown Region the start of his journey in 
1906, unleashing the full force of Whitman and music in his 
A Sea Symphony just a few years later. On a different scale – 
lasting just a few minutes but full of vivid, Expressionist drama 
and luminous insight – is German-American composer Ruth 
Schönthal’s collection By the Roadside, setting six Whitman 
poems. Kurt Weill’s Four Walt Whitman Songs make a 
completely different sound of scintillating consolation, violence 
and post-Mahlerian vividness. Schönthal’s teacher Paul 
Hindemith again casts Whitman on the grandest scale in When 
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d: A Requiem for Those We Love, 
a massive and massively underrated work, composed 
simultaneously as a requiem for Franklin D. Roosevelt and to 
reflect grief following the end of the Second World War.

HOLST

The Planets
Why not listen to the actual sound of the planets, rather than 
any composer’s transliteration of the metaphorical and 
astrological properties of the solar system? NASA’s sonifications 
of Saturn and Jupiter allow you to do just that. Other planetary 
musics that stretch the definition of the art form include the 
Music of the Spheres, the inaudible dance of ratios and harmonic 
perfection to which the Ancient Greeks imagined the cosmos 
adhered. For the real chaos of what really drives the cosmos, try 
John Cage’s Atlas eclipticalis, in which the players’ pitches are 
determined by star charts and a game of chance. In Cage’s 
universe, God really does play with dice.

ANNA MEREDITH/59 PRODUCTIONS

Five Telegrams
Anna Meredith’s memorialising son et lumière for the centenary 
of the end of the First World War is only the latest attempt to 
fuse the media of music and visuals in a total concert-hall 
immersion. Alexander Scriabin dreamt of an apocalypse of 
music, colour, dance, scent and sensuality in his unfinished 
Mysterium project. Mind you, his stage wasn’t a concert hall but 
the breathtaking backdrop of the Himalayas. Karlheinz 
Stockhausen’s seven-day-long series of operas, Licht (‘Light’), 
awaits its world-premiere performance as a complete cycle in 
the bespoke auditoriums, stadiums and mythical locations of 
which its composer dreamt: the Royal Albert Hall would surely 
be a perfect candidate as a venue! Extending the definition of 
the spectacular to include theatre, quite possibly the 20th 
century’s single most ambitious performance occurred in Iran in 
1972, Robert Wilson’s 168-hour-long KA MOUNTAIN AND 
GUARDenia TERRACE, in which 700 participants (including the 
Iranian Army) turned civilisation into performance and vice 
versa. Anna Meredith’s piece might just be the upbeat to a new 
art form.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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