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This Prom reveals how 19th-century French 
composers saw, heard and imagined the 
various exotic Orients of their imagination, 
from India to North Africa, from Egypt to 
Japan, in a concert of problematically seductive 
orientalism, in exactly the sense that Edward 
Said coined the term: the West’s fascinated 
but colonising view of the East. So, as an 
alternative playlist, here are pieces composed 
and created by musicians from some of those 
countries and regions, turning the West’s 
exotic gaze inside out – or simply ignoring 
it – and creating music of unique power.

Three Syrian composers first: Kinan Azmeh, 
Kareem Rastoum and Zaid Jabri. Kinan 
Azmeh’s work as a clarinettist and creator in 
bands from the all-Syrian Hewar to his New 
York-based City Band, from Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk 
Road Ensemble to Daniel Barenboim’s 
West–Eastern Divan Orchestra, has defined 
sound-worlds that draw on the vast range of 
musical cultures in which he’s fluent – Arabic 
music, jazz, contemporary classical. Hear 
Hewar’s album Letter to a Homeland to hear 
what I mean. Kareem Roustom’s music is 
among the most distinctive to have emerged 
from the Middle East. You may have heard 
his piece Ramal, composed for the West–
Eastern Divan Orchestra and played by it at 
the 2014 Proms, but there is much more to 
discover: the thrilling Dabke for string 
orchestra or Hanjale for solo cello. And Zaid 
Jabri’s wildly expressive and richly diverse 
modernism makes his a powerful voice, 
which you can hear in his Songs without 
Words or the orchestral Les temps des pierres.

Ravi Shankar may be the most famous but he 
is far from the only Indian composer of his 
generation to combine his musical traditions 
with those of the West. The Bangladeshi 
sarod virtuoso Ali Akbar Khan was another 

of the catalytic musicians who transformed 
the rest of the world’s view of this music in 
the mid-20th century and he composed the 
vibrant yet meditative Garden of Dreams for 
chamber orchestra and sarod in 1994. The 
approach of Kolkata-born John Mayer was 
different: as well as Indian classical traditions, 
he was a master of jazz and classical musics 
as a performer, composer and collaborator, 
writing a Violin Sonata for Yehudi Menuhin 
(there are violin concertos, too) and founding 
Indo-Jazz Fusions with the saxophonist Joe 
Harriott. Mayer’s Calcutta-Nagar pieces for 
solo piano are a distilled compendium of the 
rich diversity of his art.

There are many Japanese composers who are 
so important to 20th- and 21st-century 
musical culture – Toshi Ichiyanagi, Jo Kondo, 
Toshio Hosokawa and Misato Mochizuki 
among them – but Tōru Takemitsu’s music is 
probably most familiar to us in concert halls in 
the West. In 1967 he composed November 
Steps, for solo shakuhachi, biwa and orchestra, 
for the New York Philharmonic. The gaze of 
Saint-Saëns, Lalo and Delibes – and all the 
other purveyors of Japonaiserie and 
exoticising musical imagination – is radically 
reversed. The orchestra and the soloists 
aren’t fused together but used, as Takemitsu 
says, ‘to show as great a difference between 
the two traditions without blending them’. 
But what happens as you hear the piece is 
that the moment-to-moment dynamics of 
hearing the sonic glories of the Japanese 
instruments – the now violently, now gently 
plucked and strummed biwa and the blown 
shakuhachi, which can make the sounds of 
wind and water as well as the woodwind 
timbres of the Western flute – begins to 
infect the way you listen to the orchestra. 
You gradually listen in terms of the texture, 
grain and colour of the sound of the 

instruments, rather than the melodies and 
harmonies they make, because your ears have 
been recalibrated by hearing the Japanese 
musicians. It’s an experience that reverses the 
priorities of orientalist late 19th-century music 
like that of tonight’s Prom. November Steps 
represents a reclaiming of the Western 
orchestra by these traditional Japanese 
instruments: a de-orientalising and an 
enriching of orchestral music.

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.
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