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BACH/STRAVINSKY

Canonic Variations
Stravinsky was far from the first and he will 
certainly not be the last to arrange Bach’s 
music, to enter into a creative conversation 
across the centuries with the composer who 
is still the fons et origo for so many musicians. 
Just to take a couple of other highlights from 
the 20th century: in 1935, Anton Webern’s 
atomisation of Bach’s six-voice Ricercar from 
The Musical Offering remakes Bach’s original 
without changing a note, making what was six 
voices into dozens by splitting up Bach’s line 
among the parts and textures of Webern’s 
orchestra. From the mid-1990s, Sir Harrison 
Birtwistle’s Bach Measures arranges a 
sequence of Bach’s chorale preludes for large 
ensemble, a process of recomposition that 
reveals as much about Birtwistle’s musical 
priorities for musical texture and strata as it 
does the potential of Bach’s originals.

RAVEL

Shéhérazade
Ravel’s exoticism was grounded in the same 
relentlessly objective gaze that he fixed on all 
musical cultures, including his own. That’s 
why his version of orientalist colour and stasis 
and sensuality in this diaphanous, enigmatic 
song-cycle doesn’t sound like an excursion 
from his own sound-world into foreign parts 
but an extension and enrichment of his own 
expressive palette. John Adams has 
relentlessly critiqued and exposed the 
Scheherazade-isms of musical culture, 
especially Rimsky-Korsakov’s, in his 
Scheherazade.2 for solo violin and orchestra. 
In this piece, the violinist embodies the 
women’s voices, the unknown and unsung 
victims of the stories which gave rise to the 
Tales of the 1,001 Nights on which all 

Scheherazades are based. After the infidelity 
of his wife and in the course of a campaign of 
hatred against all women, King Shahryar has 
run out of virgins to execute every morning, 
so Scheherazade offers herself as his next 
potential victim. She tells stories to save her 
life so that the King has to hear what happens 
next rather than cut her throat; she creates 
poetry from a place of sheer desperation, 
over the corpses of countless women 
murdered before her. Adams’s piece makes 
the violin soar and sear against the injustices 
meted out by the male gaze: bringing out the 
violence and horror that inspires the 
fetishising stare of King Shahryar, and which 
so often lies beneath  
the orientalist exoticism of the West’s gaze 
on the East.

JOHN ADAMS

Naive and  
Sentimental Music
In Adams’s terms – well, and Schiller’s, from 
whom the title comes – the ‘naive’ and the 
‘sentimental’ suggest artworks made for their 
own sake, that celebrate their own existence 
without the need for historical justification 
(the ‘naive’ ones) and ‘sentimental’ creations 
which are consciously contributing to cultural 
and musical history. You’ll hear both in this 
piece, arguably Adams’s symphonic 
masterpiece, but there are extremes of the 
naive and the sentimental in the rest of his 
output. There’s nothing more gloriously naive 
than his Grand Pianola Music for two pianos, 
voice and ensemble, an orgiastic celebration 
of its own over-the-top, Liberace-meets-
Rachmaninov magnificence; and there’s 
nothing more sentimental in his music than 
the rigorous dialogue with Schoenberg, 
Mahler and Wagner – and Steve Reich and 

Philip Glass – of his Harmonielehre, another 
three-movement quasi-symphony. But the 
majority of Adams’s music is simultaneously 
naively sentimental and sentimentally naive:  
as in the Schoenberg (again!)-meets-cartoon-
music of his First Chamber Symphony or the 
chromatically inflected complexities and 
pleasures of his Violin Concerto.

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.
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