
BRAHMS

‘St Anthony’ Variations
The tune on which Brahms’s variations are 
based isn’t by Haydn, as was long thought. 
There are other examples of melodies and 
even whole pieces which musical history has 
mistakenly attributed to the wrong composer: 
Stravinsky’s ballet Pulcinella was thought to 
be based on music by Pergolesi but the 
sources for Stravinsky’s neo-Classical 
reinvention are by a constellation of 
composers from Domenico Gallo to Unico 
Wilhelm van Wassenaer. Albinoni’s Adagio, 
supposedly from the 18th century, is a 
brilliant hoax, composed by the 20th-century 
musicologist Remo Giazotto, and Fritz 
Kreisler delighted in misattributing his own 
pastiche compositions to historical 18th-
century composers, such as the Sicilienne  
and Rigaudon supposedly by François 
Francoeur or the Aubade provençale (not!)  
by Louis Couperin.

MOZART

Piano Concerto No. 14
Alright, so Mozart didn’t say this about this 
concerto, but he could well have done, since 
it’s a compositional credo that applies to so 
much of the music he wrote for the public 
marketplaces of Vienna: talking about his 
previous three piano concertos, he wrote 
that ‘here and there only connoisseurs can 
derive satisfaction, but the concertos are so 
composed that the uninformed must be 
gratified with them without knowing why’. 
That’s a balance of comprehensibility and 
complexity, or musical immediacy and 
compositional richness, that all of his  
piano concertos embody, and it suggests a 
relationship with his audiences like a creative 

feedback loop in which our responses  
as listeners are part of the fabric of the 
composition. That’s why we feel as if we’re 
participating in this music when we listen to 
it. One history of musical composition in the 
West is a story of changing relationships with 
listeners, since every composition is, in some 
sense, a negotiation with its audience – but, 
with that idea hanging in the air, here are a 
few other composers and pieces in which  
our participation as listeners is made explicitly 
part of the creative vision of the music. 

Steve Reich’s music is written as a 
collaboration with us, its listeners, since it’s 
up to us how we hear a piece such as Music 
for 18 Musicians, how we interpret its 
rhythms and processes, how we find our 
own way through its pulsing labyrinth. All of 
Bach’s sacred music, his Passions and cantatas 
especially, is like a compositional dance 
between ideas that his audiences would have 
recognised – chorale tunes, instrumental 
styles, musical techniques – and realms of 
musical experience that only he could have 
conjured. And Mahler’s music relies on our 
recognition of familiar figures and ideas, from 
military and funereal fanfares to cowbells (the 
Sixth and Seventh Symphonies) and from 
klezmer bands to folk music (the First and 
Third Symphonies), to communicate with us 
and to transport us.

BEETHOVEN

Symphony No. 7
Yes, it’s a wild dance, this whole symphony, 
but my favourite moment is the grinding 
dissonance in the double basses, cellos and 
violas at the end of the finale, churning away 
down there on a D sharp–E long after the 
rest of the orchestra has resolved into a 
dizzying A major, as if the momentum of the 

music leaves these denizens of the deep  
in the dissonant lurch for a few bars. Some 
other great and grinding semitones in 
symphonic history: the mysterious tremor, 
again in the abysses of the orchestra, that 
starts Bruckner’s Eighth Symphony; there’s 
also the aching melodic sigh of a semitone  
in the main theme of the slow movement  
of the same piece; and there’s the lurch 
upwards, a scream of an octave and a 
semitone, at the start of the Adagio from 
Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. And that’s just 
Bruckner’s last two symphonies! Sorry for  
my Brucknerian obsession …

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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