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J . S. BACH

St John Passion
What are musical works? It’s a big question; 
but this Prom poses this sort of philosophical 
quandary as much as any other concert this 
season! What I mean is this: do pieces of 
music belong in secular temples of artistic 
contemplation, separated from the rest 
of the world – an auditorium like the 
red-velvet-covered rotunda you’re sitting 
in right now – or are they part of the world 
outside the concert hall, enmeshed in the 
politics and the society, the rituals and the 
mundanities of real life?

The reason I ask is that this performance of 
the St John Passion is all about restoring the 
world to the work, revealing how Bach’s 
Passion belongs not to the separated sphere 
of the concert hall but, rather, how it 
functions as part of the flow of the liturgy; 
and how, as John Butt has said, the time-
frame of the St John Passion isn’t bound by 
the beginnings and endings of its first and 
last choruses but is nested within the cycles 
and repetitions and rituals of worship. 
The significance of this piece can’t be fully 
appreciated unless we hear it as we are this 
evening, as one part – one pretty astonishing 
part, admittedly! – of a conventional church 
service in the early 18th century in Leipzig.

Now that proposes a pretty radical thesis, 
because, if Bach’s Passion isn’t strictly a part 
of the canon of musical works that belongs in 
concert halls but rather a glimpse into a 
different world of religious meaning and 
significance, it prompts the question: does it 
belong in the 21st-century concert hall at all? 
Tonight’s Prom – breaking the frame of the 
usual concert experience by involving you 
directly as performers in the piece, singing 

those chorales – is one way of restoring the 
place of the Passion in our lives as communal 
witnesses and participants in the Passion 
story, which is the intention of Bach’s piece, 
however and wherever it’s realised. So, as 
tonight’s Prom shatters the boundaries of  
the concert hall from within, by creating a 
different kind of listening and experience, 
here are some other pieces that break the 
frame of the conventional concert.

John Cage’s 4’33” – four minutes and 
33 seconds, his infamous ‘silent piece’ –  
isn’t silent at all, since it invites us listeners  
to focus on the sounds made within the 
environment of the concert hall, sounds and 
noises that are usually considered extraneous 
to the musical experience but which Cage 
turns into musical substance. Here’s the 
connection with Bach’s Passion – it’s about a 
flow of circular time instead of a region of 
time through which the conventional musical 
work is propelled from its beginning to its 
end. 4’33” is a secular ritual.

Time flows in a different way, too, in Steve 
Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians, which begins 
with gentle breaths and pulses, and, after 
its varied repetitions of musical cells and 
melodies over the hour that it lasts, fades 
out with the same breaths with which it 
began. Reich’s piece turns the rituals of the 
concert hall inside out, because this music 
invites us into its gilded, dazzling labyrinth 
of rhythmic energy and allows us to make 
what we want of it, rather than insisting we 
hear it in a certain way. You can tune in to  
its details or zoom out to the sheer pleasure 
of the sounds it makes. 

And Luigi Nono’s Prometeo – subtitled 
‘A Tragedy of Listening’ – literally turns the 
concert hall inside out, since the performers 
and the electronics are performing all around 

you when you hear this evening-long piece. 
At its first performances, in 1984 in the 
church of San Lorenzo in Venice, Prometeo 
even had its own auditorium, an ‘arc’ 
designed by Renzo Piano that cradled its 
listeners in a new kind of physical space, 
embodying the new musical space the piece 
creates in a thrilling interzone between the 
acoustic sounds of the players and singers 
and their amplified electronic haloes. Like 
Bach’s Passion, Prometeo is a sounding ritual 
of catharsis and transfiguration that does new 
things with musical time, so that the piece 
bleeds out of the experience of the concert 
and into the river of time of the rest of the 
world: not so much a ‘musical work’ as an act 
of music that works on us, throughout the 
times of our lives.

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.


