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R AVEL

Mother Goose
Fairy tales and folk legends come to life every winter in theatres 
up and down the country. What, after all, is pantomime season 
apart from a celebration of the riotous musicalisation of fairy 
stories ranging from Cinders and Buttons to Aladdin and Peter 
Pan? Mother Goose is one of the great dame parts of panto-
land, even if Ravel’s apotheosis of refinement is a long way from 
the camped-up glories you encounter at the Pavilion. Stephen 
Sondheim explores the psychological states of the most 
important characters from fairy stories, mashing up Little Red 
Riding Hood, Jack and the Beanstalk, Rapunzel and Cinderella in 
his musical Into the Woods. And Stephen Schwartz’s Wicked puts 
the witches of Oz centre stage in a score that’s full of the human 
ambiguities that exist between goodness and wickedness. 

Shéhérazade
Shéhérezade goes beyond a trivial exoticising of Eastern climes to 
create some of the most disturbingly sensual music Ravel ever 
composed. It’s the same for many 20th-century composers who, 
in the structures and sonorites of the music of other cultures, 
have discovered inspiration beyond the limits of their own 
cultural and creative boundaries. Ligeti’s piano Études couldn’t 
have been composed without the catalyst of sub-Saharan 
polyphony; nor could Conlon Nancarrow’s Studies for Player 
Piano. Unsuk Chin’s Šu, for sheng and orchestra, reimagines the 
sound of the orchestra so that the whole ensemble is taken over 
by the ethereally beautiful sound-world of the Chinese mouth 
organ. Britten made a new music theatre from the combination 
of Noh theatre and Anglican spirituality in Curlew River; and 
Debussy used the sounds of the gamelan, which he heard at 
the Paris Exposition in 1889, as the basis of a new approach to 
musical time and texture. ‘Pagodes’ for piano is one of the most 
obvious results of the way his music changed. 

L’enfant et les sortilèges
There are toys everywhere you look in music – from 
Leopold Mozart’s Toy Symphony to Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker 
and Debussy’s Boîte à joujoux. Music about toys or which 
dramatises them, as in Ravel’s opera, is only one side of the 
story. There’s music composed for toys, too. Beethoven’s 
Wellington’s Victory is a magnificent piece of tub-thumping 
hack-work that was originally commissioned for Maelzel’s 
Panharmonicon, a machine that could play the instruments of 
a military band. Beethoven had originally written a short piece 
that the machine could handle but Wellington’s Victory was too 
much for the Panharmonicon, so it was played instead by an 
all-star orchestra – an ensemble including Hummel, Spohr, 
Meyerbeer and Salieri. In 1994 in Holland 32 new pieces were 
commissioned from composers including Louis Andriessen and 
Oliver Knussen for a two-octave music-box, using only the 
white notes of the piano. Knussen turned his piece into the first 
of his Two Organa. And what are those Nancarrow Studies for 
Player Piano but music for the ultimate musical toy? Mind you, 
if we extend the definition of ‘toy’ to include instruments, we 
may as well say that every piece for electronics is a kind of toy 
music; but if that’s true, and a synthesiser is a ‘toy’, then so too 
is a Stradivarius or a Guarneri. Which means that all music ever 
written for instruments is toy music. We are all children playing 
with our musical joujoux …

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