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DEBUSSY

Prélude à l’après-midi …
Completed in 1894, this music is often 
thought of as the gateway to the new kinds 
of time, texture, colour and harmony. It’s a 
musical key that opens creative dimensions; 
but there are other moments we can identify 
in musical history in which music has seemed 
to start again. Pierre Boulez’s Second Piano 
Sonata (1948) is a volcanically violent piece 
that demolishes the structures of classical 
form – sonata, fugue, scherzo, song – in 
order to create a ground zero from which a 
new music could be made. On the other side 
of the Atlantic, John Cage’s tabula rasa is the 
piece that isn’t silent at all, but which is 
apparently radically empty of what we would 
usually call ‘musical material’: 4’33” (1952), 
four minutes and 33 seconds of anti-silence, 
of pure listening, in which we attend to the 
sounds of our environment and a world of 
sonic possibility opens up to us, as if we were 
Alice falling down a musical rabbit hole. And, 
from an earlier era, it’s worth remembering 
that the music of the future isn’t confined to 
our recently departed 20th century: in the 
mid-19th century, the future was heard – 
radically, politically, intellectually – to be 
bound into the scores of Liszt and Wagner, 
music like the sui generis structure of Liszt’s 
Piano Sonata or another musical-erotic essay 
without which Debussy’s piece could not 
have been conceived, Wagner’s opera  
Tristan and Isolde. 

RAVEL

Piano Concerto
Ravel’s Piano Concerto is an ultra-
sophisticated, dandified distillation of a world 

of hot jazz and Josephine Baker that was 
taking Paris by storm in the 1920s; but, for  
all its bluesy influences, Ravel’s concerto is 
more like a geometry of jazz than an infusion 
of the new art form into the concert hall. 
Stravinsky takes a similar approach in his 
Ebony Concerto, composed for Benny 
Goodman but trapping the jazzman in a cubist 
representation of hot rhythms and coldly 
geometric harmonies. Later generations have 
tried to fuse the real energies of jazz with the 
larger palette of orchestral possibility. The 
American composer Gunther Schuller’s Third 
Stream was a lifelong creative project to do 
just that; a piece like Concertino transplants 
the improvisatory energy of a jazz quartet 
alongside conventional orchestral composition. 
Yet arguably the most successful work to 
make a new art form from the combination 
of virtuoso jazz musicians with classical music 
is Mark-Anthony Turnage’s evening-long 
Blood on the Floor, one of the most searing 
experiences of late 20th-century music.

MARK-ANTHONY TURNAGE

Hibiki
Music for memorial, like Turnage’s Hibiki, is a 
complex phenomenon. How can an art work, 
however well-intentioned and on however 
grand a scale, touch or heal or console a 
tragedy that takes thousands of lives? That’s  
a well-intentioned but wrong-headed 
question because, as a brief history of music 
written in the wake of the darkest human 
experiences of the 20th and 21st centuries 
shows, we seem to need these musical  
works to mediate and maybe even confront 
an otherwise unspeakable grief. Penderecki’s 
Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima wasn’t 
originally called that – it had a severe, 

modernist title, 8’37” – but, because of the 
intensity of the experience it unleashed in 
Penderecki when he heard it, the piece 
became a savage memorial to the victims of 
the atomic bomb. Dutilleux’s The Shadows  
of Time manages to be a moving and 
desperate memorial to the Holocaust 
through its use of children’s voices; and John 
Adams’s On the Transmigration of Souls faces 
up to the task of composing a piece in 
memory of the victims of 9/11, and finds 
what he calls a ‘memory space’ that New 
Yorkers have heard as a part of their coming 
to terms with the hole in humanity at the 
heart of their city.

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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