
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
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BRAHMS

Piano Concerto No. 1
Where does the opening of this concerto 
come from? It reveals a terrain of musical 
pain and instability; it’s the sound of an 
emotional earthquake made into music. And 
there’s nothing like it in the rest of Brahms’s 
music, you’ll often read. That’s partly true,  
but I think that’s only because we imagine 
that Brahms softened his musical extremities 
as he became an older, more bearded, more 
self-critical and more hyper-conscious 
composer. But here are some other Brahms 
pieces that give the lie to that idea, that have 
a similar rawness and visceral emotionality to 
the First Piano Concerto. The opening of The 
Song of the Fates is even more terrifying than 
the concerto, I think: it’s a piece for chorus 
and orchestra that turns Goethe’s poem of 
implacable human-hating Gods and utterly 
impassive Fates into music that sounds like 
the noise a cliff-face would make if it could 
shout, scream and sing. Or what about this 
one: near the end of his life, there’s the last 
of his Piano Pieces, Op. 118, which opens 
with what sounds like an improvised version 
of the Dies irae chant – the day of wrath, 
anger, the presager of hell – so that the 
whole piece is a visionary meditation on a 
musical and spiritual limbo. And, if you listen 
to the opening of Brahms’s Second String 
Sextet, you’ll hear an exquisite and daring 
mash-up of harmonies and melodies that 
really don’t belong together but which 
Brahms finds a way of fusing together into 
music that’s a living expression of a disturbed 
emotional ambiguity. My point is that Brahms 
was a musical extremophile in what he said 
and how he said it, so let’s do him the justice 
of hearing him that way! 

DAVID SAWER

The Greatest  
Happiness Principle
David Sawer’s music has an innate 
theatricality, even when he’s not writing for 
the theatre. It’s all in the … timing. His feeling 
for the symbiotic connection between the 
way musical gestures work and the way 
drama and theatre function gives music like 
The Greatest Happiness Principle the feeling 
that we are being led through a musical hall 
of mirrors by a master conjuror. The 
deceptive transparency and clarity of this 
music, which can also lead us down invisible 
trap doors and throw us up to the ceiling, 
metaphorically speaking, has a sense of the 
perfectly timed surprise about it. Any of 
Sawer’s instrumental pieces are ideal 
follow-ups to hear after this work: there’s  
the symphonic suite from his opera From 
Morning to Midnight, with its manic 
concluding bike-race in music; there are  
the sonic sleights of hand of another large 
orchestral work, Byrnan Wood; and the 
scintillations of Tiroirs for ensemble. 

HAYDN

Symphony No. 99 
Where to go after Haydn’s 99th Symphony? 
The other 103 are obvious contenders in the 
rest of his numbered symphonies but this 
piece, like any of the others, tees up your 
ears for adventures that could go, frankly, 
anywhere. It’s no surprise that Haydn is so 
often the composers’ composer, because 
the existential and unpredictable games 
he’s playing with the stuff of music are 
fundamental models to learn from – as well 
as for us to enjoy and to participate in as 

listeners. Like the quirky side of Haydn? Listen 
to anything by the Irish composer Gerald 
Barry, such as the hyper-Haydnesque 
surprises of his Octet. Need more of that 
acerbic sense of harmony and rhythm? Put  
on Stravinsky’s Concerto in D for strings. Or 
love the way Haydn juxtaposes one fragment 
and idea after another, in an order that only 
makes sense once you’ve heard the whole 
thing? Check out John Zorn’s Carny for solo 
piano, a piece that takes juxtapositions of 
musics, cultures and ideas to another level  
at the end of the 20th century. 


