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LISZT

Symphonic Poems
The music of the future? That old thing … 
Franz Liszt was the future then – back in the 
1850s – and he’s still the future now, in the 
vision he had for his orchestral music. His 
series of symphonic poems has the boldest of 
all creative ambitions: to use the emotional 
and evocative power of music to tell new 
kinds of stories in sound. Liszt knew that he 
wasn’t literally translating Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet into tones; rather, he was distilling the 
essence of the play’s narrative into a new 
artform, so that his music simultaneously 
draws on the play and transcends it. It’s a kind 
of 19th-century musical multimedia, a film 
music for an imaginary drama. In different 
ways, the vividly dramatic film scores of 
Bernard Herrmann, such as those he wrote 
for Hitchcock’s Vertigo, Psycho and North by 
Northwest, are logical extensions of the 
Lisztian principle in the celluloid age. Liszt’s 
much later tone-poem From the Cradle to the 
Grave is an attempt to put a philosophy as 
well as an image into sound; it’s the 
predecessor of later philosophical tone-
poems, especially those by Richard Strauss, 
such as his Nietzschean Also sprach 
Zarathustra and An Alpine Symphony. And yet 
the intimacy of Liszt’s music in From the 
Cradle to the Grave, with its confessional 
chromaticism, is closest to those strange, 
haunted piano pieces that Liszt was writing at 
the end of his life, such as La lugubre gondola 
or Nuages gris. 

JULIAN ANDERSON

The Imaginary Museum
Julian Anderson’s music is a distilled 
palimpsest of 20th-century influences and 
ideas, which he alchemises into his own 

sound-world – as he has done again, no 
doubt, in tonight’s piano concerto! Some 
listening threads to follow from his music: go 
to Gérard Grisey to find the fundamentals of 
much of Anderson’s harmonic language – 
and, indeed, the foundations of all music and 
all sound – in his Partiels cycle. For further 
explorations of the rhythmic wildness that’s 
often part of Julian Anderson’s work, go on a 
dizzying trip into the labyrinth with György 
Ligeti and his Études for solo piano, and to 
experience one of the essential models and 
inspirations for his music, hear his mentor and 
friend Oliver Knussen’s teemingly miraculous  
Third Symphony. 

MUSSORGSKY, ORCH. RAVEL

Pictures at an Exhibition
Do you really see the Great Gate of Kiev 
when you hear the end of Ravel’s 
orchestration of Mussorgsky’s Pictures? Do 
you actually have the goblins and racially 
offensive caricatures in front of your eyes 
when you hear any of the previous pictures 
in sound? Better – sometimes essential – to 
let your imagination go down other rabbit 
holes than to take a mental tour of Viktor 
Hartmann’s really quite mediocre images on 
which Mussorgsky’s piece is based. The best 
music inspired by pictures does exactly that: 
it lets your mind run free to conjure its own 
images and ideas from the kaleiodscope of 
orchestral colour that the composer creates. 
Rachmaninov turns Böcklin’s The Isle of the 
Dead into a gigantic and terrifying 
metaphysical tone-poem; the American 
composer Gunther Schuller creates a 
carousel-like suite of sounding images in his 
Five Klee Pictures. And in one of the most 
successful musical works made for the visual 
arts, Morton Feldman’s Rothko Chapel is a 

piece that’s designed for Mark Rothko’s darkly 
dazzling paintings in a specially created 
non-denominational chapel in Houston. It 
doesn’t depict, or illustrate, or dramatise 
these paintings – that’s hardly possible – but 
Feldman’s music meditates, resounds and 
gently sings with and alongside them.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
TH E  PROM S L I S TEN I NG SERV ICE 

Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.


