
BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 1
The first sounds you hear in the piece that 
heralds the most seismically influential cycle 
of symphonies ever composed are the wrong 
notes. Why? Because in his First Symphony in 
C major, the very first thing that Beethoven 
does is write an unassuming little cadence in 
F major. It’s the wrong key, Ludwig! Having 
hit us with this weird surprise, he then works 
back to the right key with another, louder 
cadence in C major that says ‘only kidding!’ 

So here are three other composers who 
have been brave enough to risk surprising 
their listeners at the start. Mozart deliberately 
messes with our sense of rhythm and 
rhetoric at the beginning of the finale of his 
‘Paris’ Symphony, No. 31 in D major, K297, 
composed for an audience who were 
expecting a loud opening, and instead 
wrong-footing them with a syncopated 
pianissimo scurrying. Mahler writes one of the 
strangest and most static starts to any 
symphony with the visionary quiet that opens 
his First Symphony, while Shostakovich 
begins his 15th Symphony, a dark and 
disturbing carousel of symphonic nihilism and 
irony, with the bathetic gesture of two tings 
of a glockenspiel, a tinkling call to attention 
that sets us off on one of the weirdest 
symphonic journeys ever imagined.

R. STRAUSS

Die Frau ohne Schatten
All opera houses are fairy-tale worlds in 
which strange, miraculous and nonsensical 
dramas are played out – Strauss’s Die Frau 
Ohne Schatten only makes the connection 
between opera and these worlds of wonder 
clearer than most. On a more distilled scale 

but with an even more beguiling sense of 
magic and wonder are Oliver Knussen’s 
operas on the stories of Maurice Sendak, 
Higglety, Pigglety, Pop! and Where the Wild 
Things Are; Knussen’s dazzling inventions 
follow in the tradition of Ravel’s surrealist 
one-act operas, L’enfant et les sortilèges and 
L’heure espagnole. And two recent operas on 
Lewis Carroll’s Alice take radically different 
approaches to the stories: Unsuk Chin’s Alice 
in Wonderland is a rich and strange retelling 
on an opulently operatic scale, while Gerald 
Barry’s Alice’s Adventures Under Ground is a 
riotous, violent, hilarious and unsettling 
confrontation with the sharp, geometric 
edges of Carroll’s illogically logical labyrinth.

PROKOFIEV

Seven, They Are Seven
Prokofiev isn’t alone in writing a micro-
cantata of apocalyptic power: other 
composers have used the combination of 
chorus and orchestra to release their most 
compressed compositional brilliance and 
visionary poetic intensity. Brahms’s Gesang 
der Parzen is one of the most nihilistic pieces 
of the 19th century, in which the choir 
declaim Goethe’s vision of the ancient gods 
pitilessly toying with the fates of us mere 
mortals; Thomas Adès’s America: A Prophecy 
is a 15-minute musical embodiment of the 
end of Empire, as civilisations – Mayan, and 
by association, contemporary American –  
are defeated and turned to ash; and 
Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw is  
an unflinchingly terrifying scene, a memory of 
the concentration camps, with a final, defiant 
hymn to the words of the Shema Yisrael. 

WALTON

Belshazzar’s Feast
It’s a Technicolor musical-biblical thrill-ride, 
Belshazzar’s Feast. And just one of many 
ways that biblical stories have been turned 
into epic musical experience. For me, what’s 
so striking is that Walton dares to make the 
depiction of the heretical praising of false 
gods the most thrilling, exciting and seductive 
in the whole piece. You feel the same 
devilish thrill in Berlioz’s music for 
Méphistophélès in The Damnation of Faust 
(which you can hear here tomorrow 
evening), in the diabolical invention of 
Mussorgsky’s A Night on the Bare Mountain or 
in the music that John Williams composes for 
the villains in the movies he has scored – for 
Jaws, for Darth Vader and all the rest. 

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.
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