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SIR JAMES MacMILLAN

European Requiem
How can music lament not just an individual 
– so often the real subject of the great 
Requiems of classical music – but also sound a 
keening song for a whole culture? That’s the 
mission statement of Sir James MacMillan’s 
European Requiem, but other composers have 
attempted and achieved this gigantic, 
ambitious goal through very different means 
and approaches. Richard Strauss’s 
Metamorphosen (which you may have heard 
in Prom 10) is a lament for the German 
culture that Strauss saw in ruins around him 
in 1945; in place of words that would make 
this message explicit, Strauss creates an 
organic network of musical connections. The 
root of these is revealed right at the end of 
the piece, as a quotation from the funeral 
march from Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ Symphony  
is unearthed down in the double basses, the 
dark musical crystal from which the vast 
majority of the themes of the piece have 
been derived, so that the whole half-hour 
work is a creeping tragedy built on the 
sounding symbols of mourning. Vaughan 
Williams’s project in his Pastoral Symphony is 
more subtle but just as devastating. Writing 
after the First World War, VW turns the idea 
of the pastoral in music inside out: no longer 
a warm nostalgic glow, in this music the 
sounds of the pastoral – the modes, the 
songs, the gestures, the musical imagery – 
are a sharp lament for a culture and a 
generation destroyed and interred under 
the fields of France. 

There is no greater abyss of loss in the 20th 
century than the Holocaust, and composers 
have continued to make music in the wake 
of Auschwitz, refuting the philosopher 
Theodor Adorno’s claims that no poetry was 

possible after the concentration camps. In 
fact, composers have shown how music 
becomes even more essential. Schoenberg’s 
A Survivor from Warsaw makes a single scene 
carry the weight and anguish of a whole 
culture in seven shocking minutes for 
speaker, chorus and orchestra. And Steve 
Reich’s Different Trains, for amplified string 
quartet and tape, uses the metaphors and 
vocal testimonies of departure and loss in 
one of the most profound reflections on the 
Holocaust in music.

BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 9
After lament comes rebirth. Among many 
other things, Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony  
is a Creation myth in music, the model and 
inspiration, however distant, for so many 
composers. Wagner’s Ring, its composer 
claimed, picks up where Beethoven’s 
symphony leaves off, in making the stuff of its 
drama the mythic fusion of music and words 
and theatre. Yet the journey through The 
Ring ’s four operas, from Das Rheingold to the 
final chords of Götterdämmerung, is a dark 
inversion of the Beethovenian model. 
Wagner’s music only occasionally glimpses 
the utopia that Beethoven’s symphony claims 
in its final bars – those fleeting moments in 
The Ring when the dreams and plans of gods 
and dwarves and men actually seem to be 
working – but the whole drama curdles into 
destruction, disaster and cataclysm at the very 
end. And the sounds that Wagner’s orchestra 
makes – without voices – at the close of The 
Ring suggest something else, that the cycle of 
rebirth might continue again … And what 
Wagner started, Stockhausen took even 
further in the late 20th century. His Licht 
(‘Light’) cycle is seven operas long, one for 

each day of the week: a cosmology of births, 
wars, myths and infinitely various sound-worlds 
– and Stockhausen’s own autobiography! – that 
outdoes Wagner and Beethoven but which 
couldn’t exist without 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.


