
BACH and SCHÜTZ

This late-night concert of music by Bach 
and Schütz presents works composed in 
a context in which there was no separation 
between the usefuless of music and its 
aesthetic power. In fact, it’s possible that 
Bach and Schütz saw no difference between 
one and the other, so that a piece of music’s 
value was revealed through its function in 
Christian worship. For both composers, the 
category of ‘concert music’ in the way we 
understand it today simply didn’t exist, so the 
idea of taking their psalms and cantatas out 
of the church and into a secular space made 
for music as opposed to a place made for 
God would be incomprehensible to their 
world-view and to their conception of the 
place of music in their respective societies. 
That is simply to restate the essential 
modernity of the experience you’re having 
this evening: that this kind of concert – and 
above all, this kind of Late Night Prom! –  
is a cultural invention of the 20th century  
in terms of its function, its context and the 
brilliance, no doubt, of the performance  
you are hearing. 

So where to find echoes of Bach and Schütz’s 
project, in the sense of a music that is made 
for a purpose, in which the principles of the 
aesthetic and the ethic are fused together? 
It’s there in some contemporary sacred 
music, such as the Strathclyde Motets of 
Sir James MacMillan, choral pieces composed 
for church choirs and congregations rather 
than for professional musicians to sing, a 
communal music that hymns its liturgical 
function as well as the (relatively!) simple 
beauty of its composition. It’s there, too,  
in whole repertoires of music written for 
amateurs and children to perform, a different 

kind of ‘useful’ music but one British 
composers have been especially virtuosic 
in composing throughout the 20th and 
21st centuries, from Judith Weir to Peter 
Maxwell Davies, from Gustav Holst to 
Tansy Davies. Benjamin Britten may be 
the best-known exponent of this way 
of making music, as in his rich and 
radiant pieces for children to sing, from 
A Ceremony of Carols to Noye’s Fludde. 

And there are whole genres in which music’s 
‘usefulness’ is paramount, from Cornelius 
Cardew’s socialist protest songs of the  
1970s and 1980s, each a perfect earworm to 
accompany world revolution, to the so-called 
Gebrauchsmusik (‘functional music’) in 
German musical culture, a term adopted in 
the Weimar Republic to create repertoires  
of works for community music-making, so 
that music and society could sing and dance 
and work in perfect harmony, as in music by 
Kurt Weill and Paul Hindemith. 

In fact, the vast majority of the music we hear 
in our lives is a kind of ‘functional music’: on 
screen, on our radios, in shopping centres – 
and, I would humbly suggest, in our concert 
halls. It’s not the case that music we hear in 
concert programmes is shut off from the  
rest of the world, in some separated realm  
of pure aesthetic contemplation as opposed 
to the ‘functional’ music out there beyond 
the cosseted arena of the Arena. In fact, one 
way of thinking about the entire tradition  
of orchestral music since the foundation of 
public concert halls and a professionalised 
musical scene at the end of the 18th century 
is that it consists of functionally effective 
music composed especially for concert  
halls and the new kind of listening that was 
created in the Western imagination. 

Which is why it makes sense, after all, to play 
Bach in the Royal Albert Hall. The sacred 
function of the church is replaced by the 
secular function of the concert hall, yet each 
is a temple to a different kind of God: the 
Almighty, Johann Sebastian … or whatever 
we need to name it. 

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.


