
MUSSORGSKY

Khovanshchina
A national epic on the operatic stage: 
19th‑century opera is full of works, such as 
Mussorgsky’s Khovanshchina, that make a 
nation’s stories resound in music and drama, 
that manufacture a vision of national 
self‑determination by giving their audiences  
a sonic and dramatic identity around which  
a whole people can congregate, from 
Smetana’s Libu≈e in the (now) Czech 
Republic to the Teutonic nation‑building of 
Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg, 
from Verdi’s Nabucco in Italy to Glinka’s 
A Life for the Tsar, treating an earlier period 
of Russian history.

I’m not saying that fusion of national identity 
with compositional achievement is easy to do 
in opera – far from it! – but what’s 
remarkable is how composers were also able 
to create instrumental and orchestral works, 
originally without obviously nationalist stories 
or texts to set, that were nonetheless heard 
as the embodiments of national feeling and 
which became rallying cries for nations 
emerging from various colonial or imperial 
yokes at the end of the 19th and beginning 
of the 20th centuries.

The most obvious case in point is Sibelius’s 
Finlandia, composed for Finland’s Press 
Celebrations in 1899 as an expression of 
defiance against the censorship of the Russian 
occupiers. Ironically, the piece had to get 
round the very Russian censors it was 
protesting against, so that its title was 
changed to more innocuous monikers such 
as ‘A Scandinavian Choral March’. And the 
tune that Sibelius writes, now known as the 
‘Finlandia Hymn’, is one of those miraculous 
melodies that sounds as if it has been sung 
for centuries but was actually his own original 

tune. Its adoption by audiences as the 
definitive sound of the nationalist cause 
shows how much in tune Sibelius was with 
his listeners; when words were later written 
for the melody, in 1940, the ‘Finlandia Hymn’ 
cemented its place in the Finnish 
consciousness as one of the country’s musical 
monuments, as can be heard when it receives 
a rare choral performance at this year’s  
Last Night.

A similar thing happened to the middle 
section of Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance 
March No. 1, in which a strangely nostalgic 
yet brazenly over‑the‑top tune, originally 
composed as an orchestral inspiration, was 
made to bear the freight of A. C. Benson’s 
words, apparently at the suggestion of 
Edward VII, who thought Elgar’s melody – 
originally written and intended as a wordless 
contrast with the magnificently inflated 
jollification of the outer sections of the 
march – would make a marvellous song 
when he heard the unadulterated work. Elgar 
acquiesced and put the tune, with Benson’s 
words, into his Coronation Ode. And – thanks 
above all to its ritualistic repetition at the 
annual jamboree that is the Last Night of the 
Proms – tune, text and stirrings of national 
consciousness are now fused together in 
‘Land of Hope and Glory’.  

Where are such expressions of national 
feeling to be found today, and what might 
they mean in orchestral music? Can any 
instrumental piece written just now embody 
the same kind of epic sweep or sense of 
common cause that Finlandia and Pomp and 
Circumstance inspire? Pop tunes and anthems 
are obvious musical badges of togetherness, 
but is that fusion of instrumental music with a 
wider collective consciousness possible 
today? Whatever composers are up to, that 

question is really up to us listeners to decide 
in the way we respond to what we’re 
hearing, just as the Finns and a king did with 
Finlandia and ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

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.


