
Visit the Proms website to discover in-depth Radio 3 programmes about the composers and works 
featured in the Proms, and find links to download any episode of The Listening Service podcast.

L .  BOUL ANGER

Pour les funérailles d’un soldat
This is music that has a premonitory power in the context of 
the conflagration that was soon to engulf Europe and the world. 
Boulanger’s piece – completed in 1913 – is far from alone in 
releasing music’s uncanny power to prophesy, even if its 
memorial for military loss is peculiarly and powerfully prescient. 
The composer Peter Maxwell Davies agreed with Leonard 
Bernstein that you can hear jackboots in Mahler’s Ninth 
Symphony, completed in 1911; but, for Mahler himself, his 
music’s power to foresee fate was connected with his own life 
rather than international geopolitics. His Sixth Symphony has a 
series of ominous hammer-blows that were later interpreted as 
a vision of tragedies that would later befall him. And Maxwell 
Davies himself, who died in 2016, said that his own music ‘knew 
things’ before his conscious mind and body did, so that the dark 
atmosphere of his 2013 tone-poem Ebb of Winter was a 
premonition of the illness that would eventually claim him, just 
as his earlier Sixth Symphony spoke, he later felt, about the 
imminent yet unforeseen death of his close friend, the Orcadian 
poet George Mackay Brown.

ELGAR

Cello Concerto
The Cello Concerto’s melodic contours have been said to 
mirror the topography of Elgar’s beloved Malvern Hills – at least 
according to Elgar’s biographer Jerrold Northrop Moore. So 
much is Malvernite conjecture but there are other documented 
cases of composers writing out the shape of mountain ranges in 
their music. One essential ingredient in the compositional crucible 
of Stockhausen’s Gruppen, for three orchestras, was the skyline of 
the Swiss Alps he saw from the room in which he composed the 
piece in the mid-1950s. Richard Strauss turns a storm-tossed 
journey up and down an Alp into a tone-poem that embodies the 
Nietzschean Antichrist – his Alpine Symphony, a rebuttal of religion 
and a return to nature. But the most direct and most violent 
transformation of mountain geology into music that I know is 
Icelandic composer Jón Leifs’s terrifying Hekla, the most blazingly 
literal attempt in the entire literature to make an orchestra sound 

like a volcanic eruption. And it succeeds – almost, apart from the 
lava. Just as well, since few concert halls could withstand an 
onslaught of Icelandic magma.

VAUGHAN WILL IAMS

Dona nobis pacem
Grant us peace … a plea that so often encompasses the other 
side of humanity – the war, conflict and bitterness from which 
composers cry on our behalf to the Almighty for relief. That’s 
what Beethoven does in his Missa solemnis, whose military 
fanfares and surreal interruptions are a rewriting of the 
percussive intervention at the same point in Haydn’s Missa in 
tempore belli (‘Mass in Time of War’). But Bach, in his B minor 
Mass, makes his ‘Dona nobis pacem’ a hymn of unalloyed 
hopefulness; a song we need to hear and which we will always 
need to sing.
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