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JAMES RHODES’ PLAYLIST: THE REBELS AND REVOLUTIONARIES OF SOUND

Music. Close your eyes for a moment and just try 

stories. Did you know Beethoven peed into a 

And yet all the fame and success went to the white
INTRODUCTION


to imagine a world without it. Can you think of anything moreboring, depressing or lifeless? It would be like living in a black and whiteuniverse.Music gives flavour and colour to the world in which we live. It inspires us, unites us and can even make usbetter people. But no matter what music you like, the truth is that it will always have some roots in classical music. Because the brand-new music of todaywas actuallyborn many hundreds of years ago. It has slowly butsurely grown, adapted and evolved to end up with what you hear nowat a stadium gig or on Spotify.

I’ll be honest with you: classical music is not usually seen as riveting material fora book. I know that. You know that. It is thought of as dull, irrelevant, belonging to other (usuallyold) people and about as interesting as algebra. I will saythis though: classical music saved mylife when Iwas a kid. And even today, many years later,every single time I listen to it, it makes me feel amazing. 

Classical music has a bad and, in mymind, unfair reputation. Those composerswith the white curly wigs, such as Bach and Mozart, might seem super-old-fashioned now. But they were the original rock stars.They changed history, inspired millions and are still listened to and worshipped all around the world today. So I hope you’ll leave behind your preconceptions: even if you think you hate it, give it an hour or two of your time and then decide.

It does have to be said thatthereare a LOTof classical composers, and it can be quite overwhelming to know whereto begin. So, I have chosen seven composers to get us started. With each composer I have selected two pieces that they have written for us todiscuss and listen to. I’m also going to explain a bit about the lives of the composers. (You won’t believe some of their 

chamber pot he kept under his piano and Bach had 20 children?) I’ve chosen Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Schubert, Rachmaninoff and Ravel: the perfect introduction to classical music.

You might soon spot that they all look pretty similar,though. Classical music, sadly, is and always has been overwhelmingly white and male. At the time these composerslived, it was much, much easier for men to work – in fact, it was often considered scandalous for women to have acareer.And so even though there were super-talented female composers, they didn’t receive the financial support and popular recognition they needed to break into the mainstream, nor did they get big opportunities to prove themselves. The same goes with composersof colour – despitetheir obvious gifts, very few of them achieved anything likethe success of their white counterparts. 

So if you want to hear some amazing music from outside the established ‘classics’, try Chevalier de Saint-Georges for example, known as le Mozart noir (‘the black Mozart’). He was born in Guadeloupe to a slave mother and a plantation-owner father.He moved to Paris, where he was revealed tobe a master fencer andvirtuoso violinist. De Saint-Georges composed 14 violin concertos, six operas and dozens of chamber works. And he even taught Marie Antoinette the violin! Or search for Fanny Mendelssohn online, who grew up in the shadow of her famous brother Felix, even publishing some of her work under his name. Then there wasSamuel Coleridge-Taylor,who grew up in Croydon,studied at the RoyalCollege of Musicand was championed by Edward Elgar. Florence Price was the first black female composer to have a composition performed by a major orchestra (Chicago Symphony in 1933). She wrote 300 works, manyof them drawing on her roots in the American South.

guys (big surprise there). The world of classical music todayis slightly more diverse. But the sad truth is that any list of the most significant composers in history will be full of white men, because they were given the means and opportunities to compose and, at least sometimes, succeed. I believethat in another hundred years, that list will be much more inclusive. But, to our collective shame, wewill have had a very long wait.

Classical music can seem a bit daunting if you don’t understand what words like‘symphony’ and ‘étude’ mean. So throughout the book I’ve put in a few sections explaining musical terminology (words that are highlighted in the text are defined in The Language of Music glossary), how an orchestraworks and what the major styles of classical music have been. Bythe end, you will be equipped to go out and discover even more incredible pieces. If you getconfused by anything, thatwill no doubt be my fault. But there isa wealth of information to be found online – the internet is the perfect place to help you dig out more information. Or,if you prefer, ask a grown-up to tweet me for some answers. 

So, this is myplea: give this music a chance. Read the book, listen to the pieces in the playlist I’ve built foryou (turn the page!) and then, if you want, NEVER listen to it again, safe in the knowledgeyou’ve given it a go and hated it. But maybe, just maybe, it’ll blow your mind, improve your life a little bit and you’ll want to send me a giant box of cookies as a thank you. (I’m not even joking – send as many as you like.)

Enjoy. Take itslowly. Allow yourself to experience something magical.
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TITLE

 

COMPOSER

 

PERFORMER

 Cello Suite No. 1 in G Major, Prelude  Johann Sebastian Bach Pablo Casals

 Goldberg Variations, Aria  Johann Sebastian Bach Glenn Gould

 Requiem in D Minor, Dies Irae Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart Musica Aeterna, Teodor Currentzis  

   & The New Siberian Singers

 The Marriage of Figaro, Overture Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart Teodor Currentzis, Musica Aeterna

 ‘Emperor’ Concerto, Second movement Ludwig van Beethoven Hélène Grimaud, Staatskapelle Dresden  

   & Wladimir Jurowski

 ‘Eroica’ Symphony, First movement Ludwig van Beethoven Jordi Savall & Le Concert Des Nations

 Étude Op. 10/1 in C Major Frédéric Chopin Zlata Chochieva

 Nocturne No. 2 in E ﬂat Major Frédéric Chopin Fazıl Say

 ‘Ave Maria’ Franz Schubert Rosmarie Kalin, Alexandra Berving-Wassen,  

   Stella Chamber Choir & Solvieg Agren

 Piano Trio No. 2 in E ﬂat Major, Finale Franz Schubert Renaud Capuçon, Frank Braley  

   & Gautier Capuçon

 Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Finale Sergei Rachmaninoff Valentina Lisitsa, London Symphony  

   Orchestra & Michael Francis

 Prelude in G Minor Sergei Rachmaninoff Xiayin Wang

 Boléro Maurice Ravel Boston Symphony Orchestra  

   & Seiji Ozawa

 Le Tombeau de Couperin, Toccata Maurice Ravel James Rhodes

MY ULTIMATE PLAYLIST


Before we get started, ﬁnd the online playlist I’ve curated for you (or, if you’re not old enough to have your own Spotify or Apple Music account, ask someone who has one to help you). Because there is ABSOLUTELY NO POINT just reading a book about classical music – music is there to be listened to. Together, we’ll explore these incredible pieces and marvel at the composers who wrote them – not to mention the insanely talented musicians who play them. 

The playlist can be accessed through any internet browser using the following links: 

Spotify: tinyurl.com/jamesrhodesplaylist Apple Music: tinyurl.com/jamesrhodesplaylistapple

Or just search for the title of this book within Spotify or Apple Music.

Found it? Let’s dive in to the music.
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