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WAGNER

The Mastersingers – Act 1 Prelude
Wagner’s is an opera about opera-making, or at least song-
singing; and, by extension, society- and world-building. Other 
operas that stage the creative process: Richard Strauss created 
the character of the flummoxed Composer in Ariadne auf 
Naxos, itself a whole piece about an opera nested within an 
opera; while Capriccio, his final stage work, is a philosophical–
musical debate about whether music or poetry has primacy. 
Berlioz’s Benvenuto Cellini takes the life of the great Renaissance 
sculptor as the catalyst for an investigation of art, politics and 
murder; and Hans Pfitzner’s Palestrina is another work that puts 
creativity and social and religious conflict centre stage. For a 
later generation and with even starker violence, Peter Maxwell 
Davies does the same in his opera Taverner, as he enacts a 
tempestuous, treacherous life of the 16th-century composer.

L I SZ T 

Schubert arrangements
The art of creative transcription, which Liszt so virtuosically 
embodies in these pieces, is strangely out of fashion, as if 
originality trumps rewriting in the stories we want to tell about 
the music of the 20th and 21st centuries. But it’s not true: 
scratch beneath the surface and you can tell another story 
of composers endlessly rewriting themselves and each other, 
creating the round dance of influence and inspiration, modelling 
and remodelling that defines so much musical culture. Take Bach 
as a single example. Schoenberg orchestrated and remade his 
chorale preludes in his own image for vast orchestral forces, 
as did Webern in his orchestrally atomised realisation of the 
Ricercar from the Musical Offering. Sir Harrison Birtwistle 
has similarly reimagined Johann Sebastian in his Bach Measures, 
while Busoni made a famous version for piano of the Chaconne 
from Bach’s D minor Partita for solo violin. These are multi-
dimensional revelations of the original in a new light, and of the 
voice of the contemporary composer.

ZIMMERMANN; S IBEL IUS

Symphony; Symphony No. 7
It took composers surprisingly long to experiment with 
different kinds of continuity in conventional multi-movement 
forms. Beethoven didn’t allow his players time to tune their 
instruments in his String Quartet, Op. 131, whose seven 
movements run without a break. He never dared do the same 
in his symphonies, even if the last three movements of the 
‘Pastoral’ Symphony melt into each other in a programmatic 
transformation from dance to storm to hymn of thanksgiving. 
Mendelssohn and Schumann made strides towards dissolving 
the four movements of the symphony together, with fewer 
pauses between the sections of their Third and Fourth 
Symphonies, but it took until the late 19th and early 20th 
century for composers to tell the stories of whole symphonies 
in single spans of music: from Richard Strauss’s Alpine Symphony 
to Schoenberg’s hyper-compressed Chamber Symphony to 
Sibelius’s Seventh. Bernd Alois Zimmermann’s one-movement 
symphony presaged dozens of later symphonies in similar 
shapes, such as those by Oliver Knussen, Wolfgang Rihm and 
Julian Anderson. No-one in history, though, has written as many 
one-movement symphonies as Finnish composer and conductor 
Leif Segerstam, who had clocked up 316 by the last count!

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