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THEA MUSGR AVE

Phoenix Rising
Mythical creatures evoked by music’s magical powers: Thea 
Musgrave isn’t the first composer to do so, and she won’t be the 
last. Wagner made a career out of making music dramas out of 
gods and monsters, not least in the four instalments of The Ring, 
and the opera house is full of strange and supernatural beings 
whose ethereal forms and shapes are given uncanny musical 
realisation. Handel devotes a whole opera to Alcina, the 
sorceress on her magical island, Mozart makes a sea-monster 
snort and growl and thunder in Idomeneo and Weber dares to 
represent the darkest of black magic in the Wolf’s Glen scene 
from Der Freischütz. It’s one thing to do it on stage, with all the 
paraphernalia of props and drama to help; yet in the concert hall 
visions of supernatural beings are, if anything, even more 
transcendent and terrifying in the way that composers can 
stimulate the imaginations of listeners. That’s what Zemlinsky 
manages in his vast tone-poem The Mermaid, it’s what Dvořák 
does in his symphonic evocation of The Noon Witch and what 
Berlioz spent his entire life doing as a conjuror of orchestral 
visions, ranging from the son et lumière cavalcade of witches, 
ghosts and fever-dreams of his Symphonie fantastique to the 
pandemonium of ghouls and spectres in The Damnation of Faust.

BR AHMS

A German Requiem
Brahms’s is a humanist Requiem that has seemed to become more 
powerfully consoling in the 150 years since it was composed. That’s 
because A German Requiem offers an alternative view of modern 
German music in the late 19th century that was directly opposed 
to Wagner’s nationalist vision in his opera The Mastersingers of 
Nuremberg. Both were premiered in the same year, 1868; but where 
Wagner seeks to create a German-ness in which his own music and 
personality are the musical and political tribunes of a new nationalist 
spirit, Brahms’s Requiem finds a modernity that accepts the past 
rather than rejects it, which is a complex negotiation between 
religious faith and secular feeling, and which communicates a 
compassion and consolation that is an invitation to us to commune 
with its sympathetic spirit rather than a command to become 
better citizens and better Germans, as Wagner’s opera seems to 
ask of its audiences. These are competing ideas of national identity 
and radically opposed visions of the power and place of music in 
society. We are lucky to live in a world in which both can be 
composed; but, for tonight at least, let’s all be Brahmsians together.
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