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CHARLES MINGUS

… was a figure whose music straddled 
worlds, maybe most clearly in his magnum 
opus Epitaph, the two-hour epic for 
soloists and band that Gunther Schuller 
reconstructued after his death, a gigantic 
assemblage of numbers and a vertiginous 
emotional journey in which Mingus pushes 
the boundaries of composed and improvised 
musics to produce something of a uniquely 
amibitious scale and sound-world.

Mingus’s example has been followed by 
American composers, performers and 
thinkers who share a spirit of exploration, 
experimentation and unassailable musical 
virtuosity, whose boundaries are only those 
of their seemingly limitless imaginations 
rather than any of the music-generic 
catagories into which musical culture is so 
often ridiculously, ludicrously and damagingly 
split: Schuller himself, Anthony Braxton and 
John Zorn.

Gunther Schuller was the founder of the 
so-called Third Stream, a 1950s aesthetic 
movement that he created to fuse the 
languages and practices of contemporary 
classical music with jazz. Third Stream  
works through composed-out versions of 
improvisatory idioms, which are fully scored 
for the orchestra, alongside jazz soloists 
working in their own language but within  
the frame of the strictures and structures of 
Schuller’s music. His classical language uses a 
developed version of Schoenberg’s serialism, 
a framework upon which the similarly rich 
and dissonant languages of mid-century jazz 
are superimposed. It’s an amazing and 
effective combination when you hear it: 
listen to the results in works such as Variants 
for jazz quartet and orchestra or the 
Concertino, in which the Modern Jazz 

Quartet fronts the orchestral ensemble and 
the soloists and orchestral musicians are in 
a continual dialogue of dynamic musical 
and stylistic relationships. 

Anthony Braxton is another unclassifiable 
musician: saxophonist and visionary creator 
of musical systems that amount to a way of 
seeing and interpreting the world as well as 
methods of performing, composing and 
improvising. His pieces take a dizzying variety 
of forms, all founded on principles he outlines 
like this: all of his music-making is ‘part of the 
wonderful world of sound wonder and 
beauty – I am so grateful for music and the 
“act of thinking about music/feeling”. Life on 
earth would be impossible without music – 
our species could not exist without love and 
compassion. All of these matters are related.’ 
Listen to any of Braxton’s recorded pieces 
(often called simply ‘Composition No. …’, 
although each piece is also identitied by  
its own mysterious diagrammatic moniker,  
ll part of the arcana of Braxton’s musical 
universe) to enter his world of musical 
connections across cultures, times and 
genres. I’ve been obsessed with his 
Compositions 207 and 208 for his ‘Ninetet’, 
recorded in 1997.

John Zorn is perhaps the most ever-changing, 
productive and multi-dimensionally virtuosic 
musician alive. Well, if you know someone 
else, just let me know, but he’s my pick and 
I’m sticking with him! His compositions for 
heavy metal musicians, for orchestras, for 
groups of improvising and free-jazz musicians, 
for film scores, for his avant-pop-rock-thrash 
band Naked City or his Masada project of 
hundreds of klezmer-inspired melodies, as 
well as his concerts as a cosmically imaginative 
saxophonist – just to scratch the surface of 
some of what he does – make him one of the 

most catalytically inspirational musicians in 
New York, or anywhere else, for that matter. 
Focusing on his classical pieces: listen to the 
mysterious ritual of his violin concerto Contes 
de Fées, the frenetic expressivity of his string 
quartet The Dead Man or his solo piano piece 
Carny, whose chaotic yet precise changes of 
style and mood and its palimpsest of 
quotations from 20th-century music history 
make it a carnival-ride of musical meaning in 
just a few minutes. All of these musicians – 
and there are many, many more like them!  
– refuse and refute the strictures of musical 
categorisation, just as Charles Mingus did, and 
they made the music they most needed to, 
defying conventions and creating new worlds 
of sound.

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.


