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BERNSTE IN

Serenade (after Plato’s ‘Symposium’)
Plato on music was one of the most censorius thinkers the 
world has ever known. His views on the relationship between 
the use of certain modes and the downfall of the precious 
caveats of Greek society were ludicrous in the extreme. The 
lydian mode (if you play a scale on the white notes of the piano 
from F to F, you’ll get the lydian) ought to be banned outright, 
he opined, since its atmosphere of melancholy would have a 
deleterious effect on people’s character and reduce communities 
to lamenting husks of self-indulgence. Such is the power of 
music, Plato thought. For all the religious intolerances against the 
sensual influence of music over the ages, few are as strict as 
Plato would have it; today, only North Korea has attempted to 
put anything similar into action, with its strictures against minor 
chords and any music not sanctioned by the regime. The most 
ambitious piece of music to put Plato’s ideas to the test is Louis 
Andriessen’s De staat, (‘The Republic’). Written for a unique 
ensemble that includes electric guitars and sopranos as well as 
oboes, saxophones and trombones, it sets Plato’s words 
censuring musical modes for their social evils. ‘Everyone can see 
the absurdity of Plato’s statement that the mixolydian mode 
should be banned as it would have a damaging influence on the 
development of character,’ says Andriessen. De staat sets out to 
stage the relationship of music to politics because, for 
Andriessen, ‘the moment the musical material is ordered it 
becomes culture and hence a social entity’. Which leads him 
simultaneously to disagree with Plato and to wish him right. 
‘I deplore the fact that Plato was wrong. If only it were true that 
musical innovation could change the laws of the state!’ 
Andriessen’s powerful music is the best possible realisation of 
these contradictory ideals: it’s music that confronts, declaims, 
disturbs and thrills.

SHOSTAKOVICH

Symphony No. 4
A symphony that ended up in the drawer and did not see the 
light of day for 25 years. Shostakovich wrote music that he knew 
could only be for private consumption in the context of the 
Soviet regime. Other composers, in similar circumstances, have 
done the same. Galina Ustvolskaya, one of Shostakovich’s 
pupils, had a public face of cantatas and orchestral pieces in an 
unabashed Socialist Realist style – among them pieces called 
Sports, The Hero’s Exploits and Hail, Youth! – but in her later life, 
after she had repudiated both Shostakovich’s influence over her 
and the regime, her music turned to an idiom of remarkable 
compression, expressive violence and brutal power. Listen to a 
piece such as her Composition No. 2, Dies irae: it’s scored for 
eight double basses, solo piano and a wooden box, a coffin-like 
percussionist instrument that’s pitilessly pummelled by the 
percussionist as the basses grind and churn. It’s music whose 
spirituality is a fearless confrontation with an abyssal darkness. 
Yet the power of a piece such as her Second Symphony, ‘True 
and Eternal Bliss’, is cathartic as well as confrontational. In Nazi 
Germany, Karl Amadeus Hartmann went into an internal exile 
that protested against the regime and the Second World War; 
the result, after the war, was a series of eight symphonies that 
attempt to exorcise that horror and to redeem the forms and 
languages of German music. Hartmann’s is an essential voice in 
20th century music. We need to hear these fearlessly expressive 
symphonies more often.

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