
BRITTEN

Ballad of Heroes
The young Britten’s music is full of pieces that 
are vivid, brave protests against war. His 
viscerally felt and violently expressed pacifism 
(not a contradiction in terms!) rings out from 
every bar of Ballad of Heroes, and it’s there in 
music that Britten composed after the Second 
World War had started. His Sinfonia da 
Requiem was written in 1940 to a commission 
from Japan to celebrate the 2,600th 
anniversary of the Japanese Empire – and 
promptly rejected by them when they saw the 
score and its dark, disturbing character. Like 
Ballad of Heroes, the Sinfonia da Requiem 
creates a dance of death in its central 
movement. Yet it is not on the same scale as 
music by another pacifist composer, the 
astonishing synthesis of styles, texts and drama 
that is Tippett’s monumental A Child of our 
Time, completed in 1941 but not performed 
until 1944. It’s another unflinchingly honest 
work that looks into the abyss in order to 
sound a clarion call of peace. Britten’s greatest 
and most famous anti-war work comes from 
later in his life: the War Requiem was 
premiered in Coventry Cathedral in 1962 and 
is arguably the 20th century’s most influential 
and ever-essential musical action for peace.

BRIAN ELIAS

Cello Concerto
Musical spirals and references to 13th-century 
poetic forms: Brian Elias’s Cello Concerto uses 
the ground-plans of other art-forms and ideas 
as a catalyst for compositional creation. Elias’s 
contemporaries and predecessors in British 
music have done something similar: Peter 
Maxwell Davies’s Third Symphony is modelled 

on the proportions of Brunelleschi’s 
architecture to achieve its massive, multi-
dimensional structure; Sir Harrison Birtwistle’s 
Tragoedia, for 10 players, takes the structural 
forms for tragedy of Aristotle’s Poetics and 
dances with them, thrillingly and viscerally.

ELGAR

‘Enigma’ Variations
Towards the end of his life, Schoenberg 
sketched a series of variations on the opening 
theme of Elgar’s ‘Enigma’ Variations. Not a lot 
of people know that, but it’s one of the 
fascinating facts of 20th-century musical culture 
that the father of serialism, the great modernist 
guru, was so attracted to Elgar’s tune that he 
wanted to use it for his own variations. I call it 
‘the opening theme’ rather than the ‘Enigma 
theme’ because there’s still debate about what 
the theme of the ‘Enigma’ Variations really is, a 
search that has kept musicologists and even 
novelists busy for decades and will no doubt 
continue to do so. 

The enigma of the ‘Enigmas’ is one of many 
riddles and codes and ciphers throughout 
musical history. The commonest kind of code 
is when composers write melodies based on a 
transliteration of letters into notes: two of the 
easiest to get your head around are Bach’s and 
Shostakovich’s musical monikers. B–A–C–H 
(H=B natural in German nomenclature, B is 
B flat), which Bach himself used, as did so 
many subsequent composers. Schoenberg 
(again!) used the B–A–C–H formula as one of 
the essential materials of his own series of 
orchestral Variations. Shostakovich inscribed 
himself into many of his later pieces using  
the notes D–S–C–H; the 10th Symphony  
is just one of the works in which his own  

name is one of the crucial musical ideas. 
(D. Schostakowitsch is his name in German, so 
D. Sch. are his initials, where S=Es=E flat in the 
German system. Confused yet?) Schumann and 
Berg also turned words into musical phrases 
but Berg went even further, making a personal 
numerological kaballah part of the fabric of his 
pieces, so that the Lyric Suite for string quartet 
is really a palimpsest of autobiographical 
confessions, if you just have the code to 
decipher them. But who listens to music by 
counting notes, or reads a book by totting up 
the words, or looks at a porcupine and has  
to know how many quills it has? Thankfully,  
we can enjoy the results of all of these 
compositional enigmas by simply listening to 
the music, where the ciphers, codes and 
secrets simply melt away. 

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
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.


