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R AVEL

La valse
Ravel’s apocalyptic waltz shows the skull beneath the skin of all 
that Viennese pleasure. Other dances of death include Thomas 
Adès’s Totentanz (literally ‘dance of death’), premiered at the 
Proms in 2013 and inspired by a medieval North German frieze 
in which the skeletal form of Death merrily leads everyone from 
the emperor to a newborn infant to their demise. But the 
ultimate dance to the death in 20th-century music is coming up 
at the end of tonight’s programme: the infernal machine of 
Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring.

BER IO

Sinfonia
Classical will eat itself: that’s one interpretation of the middle 
movement of Berio’s Sinfonia, in which music ranging from 
Ravel’s La valse and Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring to Stockhausen 
and Boulez is laid over and under the symphonic skin of the 
third movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony. Berio’s piece 
proposes a way of hearing as well as composing. It’s as if he 
were writing down the way his mind makes connections to so 
many other musical works when he’s listening to Mahler, or to 
anything else. Sinfonia’s third movement is a palimpsest of 
quotations and samples, which makes it radically different to so 
much other music. Obviously. 

Well, yes – and no; because so much of the music we call 
‘classical’ is already a palimpsest of quotations and references, it’s 
just that we so often choose to ignore them. For example, 
Mozart’s ‘Jupiter’ Symphony cannibalises an insert aria he had 
originally written for an opera by Pasquale Anfossi. It’s the weird 
little earworm that introduces itself, without warning, just before 
the end of the first section of the first movement. Mozart then 
plays a gag of magnificent intertextual comedy in the central 
section of the first movement when this guileless little melody 
becomes the basis for a severe contrapuntal workout, an ironic 
reflection of the words of the original aria, that the dullard 
Pompeo should ‘study the ways of the world’. Study = 
counterpoint, geddit? Mahler’s own music is daringly multilayered 
in its references to other music, taking the music of the streets 

or the mountains and making it part of his symphonic universe. 
Which is all to say that what Berio is doing in Sinfonia, other 
composers have been doing for centuries.

STR AVINSKY

The Rite of Spring
… or the riot that wasn’t. In fact the best example of an 
outbreak of violence in the concert hall happened just a couple 
of months before the premiere of The Rite. On 31 March in 
Vienna, Arnold Schoenberg conducted a concert at the 
Musikverein. On the programme were his own music (his first 
Chamber Symphony), Zemlinsky (Four Orchestral Songs on 
Maeterlinck), Webern (Six Pieces for Orchestra), Berg’s Altenberg-
Lieder and Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder. They never got as far as the 
Mahler because of the altercation that broke out during the 
Berg. The protests were against the expressionist vividness of all 
of the music in the programme and exploded in Berg’s and 
Altenberg’s sensual sonic and poetic imagery. Punches, furniture 
and insults were thrown and there was even a court case after 
the concert’s organiser, Erhard Buschbeck, threw an especially 
famous punch. ‘The most harmonious sound in the entire 
evening,’ quipped composer Oscar Straus.

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