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STRAVINSKY

Funeral Song
What was once lost has now been found, at 
least in the case of Stravinsky’s Funeral Song. 
But there’s a virtual music history to be 
written about pieces that remain lost to 
posterity but that we know to have existed; 
maybe they are out there somewhere, in an 
auction lot, in a garage, in a box in the corner 
of a loft … The most grievous losses are 
arguably the major pieces by J. S. Bach that 
haven’t survived the centuries. And I’m talking 
about dozens of them: 200 or so of his 
cantatas have made it through the glacier  
of time to today but around 100 others 
haven’t. There is a St Mark Passion that Bach 
composed but which time’s insatiable tide  
has claimed. The same is true of Monteverdi’s 
lost opera Arianna, from which just one 
number survives; and also from the time of 
the first operas in the 17th century, there are 
around a dozen works by Cavalli that are 
missing. In the 19th century, there are cello 
pieces that Robert Schumann composed at 
the end of his life but which Clara, his widow, 
suppressed and later destroyed (something 
that the cellist Steven Isserlis will never 
forgive her for); among the many casualties  
of the 20th century, there are two operas by 
Ethel Leginska (born in Hull as Ethel Liggins) 
that are missing, despite being premiered in 
Los Angeles in the 1950s and 1960s. And 
then there are all those pieces that haven’t 
been lost by mistake but which the 
composers themselves burnt: Sibelius’s  
Eighth Symphony, the torso of Berlioz’s 
opera Les francs-juges and dozens of pieces 
by Brahms that were the victims of his 
self-criticising mania. 

PROKOFIEV

Violin Concerto No. 1
This piece had to deal with a strange criticism 
when it was new: Auric thought its style was 
regressive and Mendelssohn-like at its 
premiere in Paris in 1923. The sense that 
new music needs to keep up with the latest 
stylistic trends became a persistent idea in 
thinking about later 20th-century music, so 
it’s often only with the benefit of hindsight 
that a work’s qualities can be appreciated. 
Because, if up-to-the-minute musico-linguistic 
experimentalism was the only way we had  
to judge music, you’d have to say that the 
vast majority of 20th-century music isn’t  
up to snuff: Britten, Shostakovich, Bernstein, 
Copland – all of their music is behind the 
avant-garde times from the 1950s onwards. 
And yet these composers and many others 
were doing something radically contemporary 
in creating new kinds of relationship with 
their audiences. That ‘regressive’ criticism isn’t 
just confined to 20th-century music: Brahms’s 
music was heard to be old-hat by factions of 
his audience in Austria and Germany, as was 
J. S. Bach’s at the end of his life: instead of 
embracing the galant style of compositional 
simplification that was in the musical air by 
the 1740s, Bach resolutely refined the 
complexity and richness of his language in 
ways that seemed archaic and old-fashioned 
to his composer sons. 

SHOSTAKOVICH

Symphony No. 11
Other less well-known symphonies with 
narratives as bold and dramatic as 
Shostakovich’s 11th: Richard Strauss’s 1903 
Sinfonia domestica is a riotously loving, ironic 
and knowingly grandiloquent portrayal and 

symphonic send-up of his family life on the 
scale of a huge piece of 45 minutes. In the 
later 19th century, nine of Joachim Raff’s 
11 symphonies tell stories, often related to 
the natural world or burgeoning patriotic 
feeling. Before Raff, in Russia there was the 
catalytically inspirational pianist and composer 
Anton Rubinstein, whose 1851 ‘Ocean’ 
Symphony is an essential document in the 
story of the Russian symphony, and the most 
ambitious and successful (and just as 
imaginative) symphony – programmatic or 
otherwise – to be composed in Russia before 
Tchaikovsky. Raff might have take the palm 
for quantity but Rubinstein has the nod for 
quality and invention in his oceanic 
symphony.

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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