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WEBERN

Five Pieces for Orchestra
The shortness is only half the story: better to think of Webern’s 
set of orchestral pieces as compressed worlds of expressive 
possibility which are so short that they contain the infinite. By 
that I mean: because they are so abbreviated and so indelibly 
memorable, they have a miraculous quality of seeming to 
become objects in space as well as time. You have the illusion 
that you can hold them in your ears, complete, in an instant, as 
opposed to the irreducibly horizontal experiences of so much 
more conventionally scaled – that’s to say, longer – pieces. You 
can’t perceive a symphony in your ears as a single sound-image 
but you can Webern’s Five Pieces. It’s as if our brains could 
navigate them from multiple dimensions simultaneously, in the 
same way as you can look at a silicon crystal in the palm of 
your hand from different angles: the world in a musical grain 
of sand, in other words. Other masters of brevity: John Zorn’s 
band Naked City, Napalm Death’s thrash metal, Béla Bartók’s 
Mikrokosmos and Judith Weir’s miniatures. By reducing music’s 
clock-time, these composers and musicians expand its space-
time: that’s what happens when you go through the temporal 
mirror to explore the world of musical brevity.

MAHLER

Symphony No. 10 – Adagio
That chord, the centripetal force of this movement from the 
10th Symphony: it’s a cry of dissonant pain that is an echo of the 
abyssally powerful dissonance that tears the fabric of the Adagio 
of Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony apart, reducing the orchestra to 
one of the most shattering shocks of silence in the repertoire. In 
the 1980s, John Adams rewrote Mahler’s chord – toning down 
its dissonance but maintaining its overwhelming impact – at the 
centre of his Harmonielehre, whose title is taken from 
Schoenberg’s treatise on harmony. And the harmonic limbo of 
Schoenberg’s own Piano Piece, Op. 19 No. 6, written in the 
breath-taken wake of Mahler’s funeral in 1911, is a tolling echo 
of Mahler’s chord, replacing searing anguish with numbed, 
time-suspending stasis.

WAGNER

Die Walküre – Act 1
The storm that opens this music drama is one of the most 
symbolically powerful in the opera house. In the concert hall, 
storms reave and rip through the orchestral repertoire: from the 
Ur-tempest of the fourth movement of Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ 
Symphony, a rhythmic and colouristic explosion that should  
still shock us with its metereological onomatopoiea, to the 
dehumanised tempest at the end of Sibelius’s tone-poem Tapiola, 
whose unleashed terror of dissonance and unpredictability is what 
you might imagine the perpetual storm on Jupiter to sound like. 
And, in the 21st-century opera house, there’s the magical storm 
of harmonic geometry that opens Thomas Adès’s The Tempest 
and wrecks the ship on Prospero’s island.

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