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Introduction

We are a music-making species – always have been, always will be – and music’s capacity to explore, express and address what it is to be human remains one of our greatest communal gifts. We are also a music-exchanging species: people have used music to communicate and connect with one another since the beginning of time. I’m lucky enough to have had classical music in my life since I was little, and now, as an adult, I have the good fortune of doing a job that involves sharing it with others. One of the many joys of presenting the BBC Radio 3 Breakfast show is hearing how the music we play enriches people’s daily lives. I can’t tell you how cheering it is when a listener gets in touch to say something along the lines of, ‘Wow, that piece has really set me up for my day.’ And it works both ways: I feel equally grateful when a listener recommends something wonderful that I’ve never previously heard. (Gratitude that’s often accompanied by mild outrage that I’ve existed so many years without it; like meeting your best friend late in life.) This form of cultural exchange goes back millennia: as human beings we evolved by coming together around the fire every night, singing songs and telling stories – invariably, telling stories through singing songs. That’s what our ancestors did; that’s how they made sense of the world and each other; that’s how they learned how to be.

It is an impulse that is still fundamental to who we are. Yet our own modern lives are frazzled and fragmented to an unprecedented degree; most of us probably feel a million miles away from that quotidian fireside jam session. Who, seriously, has the luxury of taking time out each day to listen to music? What about the piles of undone laundry, the inboxes of unanswered emails, the dishwashers of unloaded plates? Seriously? Perhaps, though, we have never needed it more, this space to think and reflect and connect and just be. This book is in part about exploring what happens when we open up our lives to let such music in. Scientific research is increasingly proving that regular acts of ‘self-care’ (stay with me!) can have untold benefits on our mental health and spiritual well-being; and while personally I’ve never been able to get the hang of, say, regular meditation or yoga, I hear others extol the virtues of these daily rituals and I realize they echo my belief about the way music can work on us. How it can act as a powerful mental tonic that can inexplicably but undeniably set you on the path to a better day or night. How a daily dose of such music can be a form of sonic soul maintenance.

‘Daily dose’, though. ‘Virtues’, though . . . I am wary of the sense of obligation these words conjure. I don’t believe we ‘should’ listen to certain things just because someone has told us we ‘should’. We live in times whereby on the one hand, classical music is being ever more marginalized by mainstream culture, yet on the other, there exists this vague cultural awareness that we ‘should’ listen to it because it will somehow make us more intelligent, more refined, more civilized. This is not helpful. Nor is the cause of classical music served by those who assume that it is ‘superior’ to other types of music – which is just plain wrong – or those who, deep down, believe it must remain the preserve of people with certain backgrounds, educations or skin colours – which is opportunity-hoarding at its most lazy and repellent. Amid these conflicting messages, which are connected to even bigger questions around class, education policy and our ever-shifting media landscape, we have somehow lost sight of what’s at the centre of it: the music itself. Music that is full of things that may dazzle or move or energize or calm you; music that may make you cry or think or laugh or gasp; music that may teach you things, make you question things, make you wonder. Music that is now available to ever more of us, in vast quantities and for the first time in history, at the click of a button – but which may still remain off-limits to all but a handful of the ultra-initiated.

So, know this: what lies ahead is not some white girl with a posh name telling you that you ‘should’ listen to classical music every day in order to somehow become a better, smarter or more classy person. I have no interest in making you feel ashamed because you have never heard of some of these composers or their music – why on earth should you have done? Nor am I trying to stealthily replace your Real Housewives or Love Island habit, or whatever else you might be into, with this stuff. You do you: there is no reason why classical music can’t happily coexist in a mixed cultural diet.

What I am determined to do, though, is to extend a hand to those who feel that the world of classical music is a party to which they haven’t been invited. I want to open up this vast treasury of musical riches by suggesting a single piece to listen to every day of the year: by giving it some context, telling some stories about the people behind it, and reminding you that it was created by a real person – probably someone who shared many of the same concerns as you, who wished to express themselves and happened to do so through this particular sequence of musical notes. It’s really important to remember that music does not exist in a vacuum: it requires listeners, audiences, witnesses in order to come alive; to be heard, to be felt. And that’s you!

Classical composers are no different from other writers of music, or any creative artist: all they are doing, in their own way, is seeking to get down on paper something they think and feel – which in turn makes others think and feel. It’s an exercise in human connection – and generosity – that might seem complex on the page when you look at all those black notes, but comes down to something exquisitely simple. Nobody sets out to write music that’s unintelligible or inaccessible; nobody writes music with the intention that it will never get off the page, or hopes that it will alienate all but the tiniest coterie of dedicated experts. Music’s very raison d’être is to be brought to life, to be experienced in time, to be listened to. In other words, these composers want to talk to you. And whatever your immediate emotional response is to what they say, that is valid, irrespective of whether you’ve ever had a piano lesson or know your ‘portamento’ from your ‘obbligato’ (exactly). As intellectually stimulating as it is for some listeners and experts to dig deeper and learn more about a work or a composer or a style or a technique, there is no such thing as ‘getting classical music wrong’. You’re human? You have ears? It’s yours. It’s there for the taking. Welcome.

My objective is to empower you to know that this music, so often kept behind seemingly insuperable barriers by those who wish to protect it for the exclusive pleasure of a tiny minority, is yours to engage with and respond to on your own terms – just as you would any other genre.

Music, which extends across cultures and boundaries, which requires no translation to be understood, is the most uniting language we have. I have witnessed this first hand, working with musicians in the Middle East, Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe and have been repeatedly awed by the ability that music has to bring disparate, ‘different’ people together. Just as people are people, made of the same essential stuff, all music is created with the same sonic DNA, the same tonal building blocks, those miraculous vibrations of air that can be shaped in myriad ways to become a Bach cantata here, a Beyoncé chart-topper there.

This is why the labels that are ascribed to music are so unhelpful. ‘Popular’ music is surely just music that lots of people like to listen to; there is no reason why so-called ‘classical’ music shouldn’t fit into that category too.

* * *

Year of Wonder expands on ideas and passions that have been building inside me for decades, but it finally came into being because I was losing track of the number of friends, family members and even complete strangers who were asking, often sheepishly, if I might be able to make them a classical playlist. Sometimes it was a specific request: music to study to, perhaps, or to work to; music to soothe their newborn babies or fall asleep to or to impress their new partner’s parents with; music to exercise to; to unwind to; to garden, commute or throw a dinner party to. The guy who runs my local coffee shop asked me to curate him a classical soundtrack for the late-afternoon/early-evening shift. My teenage niece was after something to help her through her exam revision. And so on. Most often, what I heard from these playlist-hunters was something along the lines of: ‘I heard a piece of what I think might be classical music on a TV programme/film/radio show/online/advert, and I loved it. I don’t know anything about classical music, but I’d like to hear some more and I have no idea where to start . . .’

I am all about people being able to hear more, but that question of ‘where to start’ is critical. Technology has opened up this world as never before: what many of us have at our digital fingertips, at least in developed societies, would have been unimaginable to humans before us; for most of history the only way to experience music was to somehow find a way to hear it performed live and get yourself there in person. As we’ll see in the book, that might mean walking 250 miles, uphill, in the snow, in winter. (Hats off, J. S. Bach.) As with practically every other industry you could care to name, technology has disrupted the music world in both positive and negative ways. It’s true that the decimation of traditional financial models is generally leaving artists and labels less well off than they were in the golden age of the record industry, when even classical stars such as Leonard Bernstein or Yehudi Menuhin, Luciano Pavarotti or Maria Callas could command eye-watering amounts per album and expect to shift millions of physical units. But on another level, the technological revolution of the past decade and in particular the emergence of legal music-streaming platforms has blown open the door to that previously exclusive party in a thrilling and democratizing way. Now anyone with a half-decent internet connection can delve into a world that was previously restricted to those who already knew what they were looking for and had the resources to pay for it.

But the sheer volume of what is now available for free at the click of a button can be daunting, if not paralyzing. That’s where this book and its accompanying digital playlists come in. Year of Wonder is not in any way intended to be an exhaustive encyclopedia of the classical canon: there are plenty of famous composers who haven’t made it in. Nor is it a ‘guide’ in any technical or musicological sense. I hope you’ll emerge with a pretty good idea of how the forms and preoccupations of classical music evolved through the Medieval, Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic and Modernist eras. I also hope you’ll have a sense of some of the connections that can be made across space and time: the history of classical music, like other arts, is one of imitation and emulation and adoration, so I’ve tried to illuminate hands outstretched across generations and genres; a sonic wink here, a wave there. I sincerely hope to demystify both the music itself and the context in which it was written. But I’m afraid you won’t come out the other end knowing how to figure a bass, say, or compose a fugue. (Sorry-not-sorry.)

Instead, this is very much a hand-curated treasury of music that I dearly love and which I hope will enhance your daily life as it has mine. I’ve deep-dived a thousand years of classical music and come up with 366 works by more than 240 composers, from the medievalist Hildegard of Bingen, a badass-sounding twelfth-century philosopher, scientist, writer and musical mystic, to the millennial Alissa Firsova, who was born in 1986 and writes beautiful music that reflects her concerns as a politically engaged young woman in the twenty-first century. As well as over forty women, so often written out of the history of classical music, you’ll meet composers of colour, gay and transgender composers, and differently abled composers (Beethoven, after all, wrote some of his most magnificent works when fully deaf). And although classical music is often perceived as a creaky old museum of dead white European males, you’ll meet dozens of contemporary composers, from octogenarians to millennials. I hope you’ll come away from this collection believing, as I do, that classical music is very much a living, breathing, diverse, vibrant and defiantly global art form. Truly all of human life is here.

Without wanting to sound crazy, I believe that music holds the mystery of being alive. These pieces, some of which are just a few minutes long, can do so much with so little. They become friends, they become teachers, they become magic carpets. I feel, in the company of the greatest music, recognized, seen, held. Engines of empathy, they allow us to travel without moving into other lives, other ages, other souls.

And – speaking of souls – throughout history, many of our finest classical composers were employed first and foremost by the church; many composed specifically to the glory of God. As such, you’ll find a lot of sacred music here. As someone who identifies as a confused agnostic at best, I have occasionally battled with my intensely emotional (even physiological) reaction to such music, especially that of Bach, when I can’t justify it on grounds of faith. I have been fortunate to be able to have conversations with many who are deeply engaged with these questions and who have helped me to reconcile my position. Our own interpretations of such music – music which often seems to throw open a window to the divine – are valid. We all have our spiritual touchstones: to be human is to be awe-inspirable. We do not remain indifferent to certain experiences – watching a child be born, a parent die, an ocean at night, a sky full of stars. We all have a need for enchantment, a capacity for awe, a hunger for wonder. For people of all faiths or none, this music can contain all of that and more.

And so: our Year of Wonder begins with some liturgical Bach on 1 January and ends with some Straussian champagne on 31 December. I hope you will treat the book as a sort of sonic field guide through your year (any year), dipping in every day, but it goes without saying that these pieces can be enjoyed at any time, on any date, over and over again. And I hope you won’t feel obliged, just because it’s ‘classical music’, to listen in some sort of overly reverent setting: lights down, hushed silence, wearing your Sunday best. By all means create your own active listening ritual if you find that enhances your experience of the piece of the day, but trust me, these works are robust: in many cases they’ve lasted hundreds of years; they can handle you multitasking all around them, fitting them into your real life. So download them onto your phone and listen on your commute; take them with you to the gym; stick them on in the background while you hustle your kids’ breakfast before school; make them your soundtrack to fixing dinner, pouring a drink, putting your feet up, or indeed doing the washing, ironing, or catching up with emails; whatever it is you need to do at the moment where you finally get to press play. I believe there is very little in life that this music can’t beautifully complement. And I hope, above all, that you will make these pieces yours. For know this: whoever you are, wherever you come from and however you got here, they belong to you.





January





1 January

Mass in B minor, BWV 232

3: Sanctus

by Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750)

We may as well start the year as we mean to go on.

The music of Johann Sebastian Bach is going to feature a lot over the next twelve months. That’s because he is arguably the most important figure in not just classical but all music: his influence is as keenly felt in music today as it ever was.

Bach’s brain was clearly some kind of supercomputer: he wrote at least three thousand pieces whilst holding down a number of jobs, a couple of wives and twenty children. Curious about the music coming out of Italy and France as well as his native Germany, he was able to absorb everything, synthesize the most interesting bits and then – crucially – add his own secret sauce. The essence of what makes Bach the greatest eludes words, but it lies, I think, in the way he combines technical precision with socking great emotion. People often describe Bach as ‘mathematical’ because of the complex, intricate patterns in his music. But he is not clinical or scientific: as a human being he knew intense joy but also wild grief, and there’s never been a composer or songwriter more attuned to the vagaries of the human heart.

Bach was the daddy: without him there’d be no jazz, funk or hip-hop; no techno, no house, no grime. He basically wrote the blueprint for everything that was to come. His stuff is wise and witty and capacious enough to contain more than just multitudes: it contains all of everything.

And so on this first day of a new adventure, let us begin with a great big drumbeat and a choir singing their hearts out. Irrespective of your religious leanings, whoever you are, wherever you come from, this is five or so minutes of music to gladden the heart and lift the soul and say: ‘Come on then, new year, let’s be having you.’





2 January

Étude in C major, op. 10 no. 1

by Frédéric Chopin (1810–1849)

The Warsaw-born, Paris-based pianist and composer Frédéric Chopin was one of classical music’s early superstars and a phenomenally original music thinker, especially when it came to his own instrument. In over 230 surviving works, all of which involve the piano, he expanded the range and the repertoire of what the keyboard could do and devised many new musical forms.

This glittering little study was supposed to be a means of developing the technique of piano students: the music demands outlandishly wide stretches (especially for the right hand) that would have been considered extremely daring in the early nineteenth century. But it’s so much more than a glorified homework exercise. Chopin revered the music of Bach and Mozart, and in this mini-masterwork of melodic inventiveness and harmonic richness he shows his debt to both.

It can be a funny old day, 2 January, and sometimes a bit anticlimactic, but this two-minute piece seems to me to encapsulate all the promise of a new year – with its attendant hopes and dreams, discoveries, resolutions and potential revolutions . . .





3 January

O virtus sapientiae

by Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098–1179)

Women have been multitasking since at least the medieval era. One of the first identifiable composers in Western music, Hildegard of Bingen was a nun, a writer, a scientist, a philosopher, a prophet and a Christian visionary. She founded and led two monasteries. Her prolific texts range from the theological to the botanical, and she was also considered an expert in medicinal cures. (Many years later, early feminists used her reputation as a health writer and healer to argue for the right of women to attend medical schools.) In her day, the polymathic Hildegard was a well-respected public preacher, touring Europe, and a wordmonger extraordinaire. She wrote some four hundred surviving letters as well as songs, poems and plays, including Ordo virtutum, probably the world’s earliest morality play. In her spare time, Hildegard supervised the creation of illuminated manuscripts, made up a new alphabet and language known as the Lingua Ignota – which scholars believe was intended to increase solidarity among her nuns – and became regarded as the founder of scientific history in Germany.

Somehow, this remarkable human also found the time to compose at least seventy pieces of music, most with their own original poetic texts. Writing in a ‘monophonic’ style – we’ll come to ‘polyphony’ soon – she creates these soaring melodies for her nuns to sing that rise heavenward out of a spare, single line. Her music must have been particularly consoling to sing given the violence and uncertainty of the medieval era.

Perhaps that’s why it still feels so resonant. This would be vibrant and unusual music if it were written in any era; that it was written almost a thousand years ago, and by a very busy nun, only heightens the wonder.





4 January

String Quartet no. 13 in B flat major, op. 130

5: Cavatina: Adagio molto espressivo

by Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827)

One of classical music’s most complex minds, Beethoven bequeathed us symphonies, choral works, instrumental concertos, chamber music and sonatas that rank among the very finest ever written. And then, towards the end of a sometimes troubled life, he wrote a group of string quartets (for two violins, viola and cello) that took this genre of ‘chamber music’ – indeed all music – into a new realm. With their form, their ideas and the heady sound world they weave, these pieces sent musicians and audiences into rhapsodies. Nothing had ever been heard like this before. Beethoven was coming up with music, as the Romantic composer Robert Schumann would later put it, that contains ‘a grandeur which no words can express . . . [standing] on the extreme boundary of all that has hitherto been attained by human art and imagination’.

It seems fitting, then, that this movement was included as the final piece on the Voyager Golden Record, the phonograph that was sent into outer space in 1977 to provide a representative range of the sounds, languages and music of planet Earth in case of any meaningful future encounter with extra-terrestrial life. (The Voyager 1 probe entered interstellar space in 2012; Voyager 2 is expected to do so around 2019 or 2020.)

Beethoven’s ethereally expressive Cavatina already feels like music that gets to the places other works could never reach. Beethoven was fully deaf by now and seems to be pushing at the boundaries of what can be expressed through music – what can be heard. To my mind, the Cavatina explores in a little over six short minutes the profoundest rhetorical questions about human frailty and folly, life and love. In seeking these answers, it reaches a sort of exalted transcendence.

I sure hope the aliens have a decent record player.





5 January

Crucifixus

by Antonio Lotti (c. 1667–1740)

Speaking of transcendence . . .

Antonio Lotti, who was born and died on this day, was a contemporary of J. S. Bach, but curiously his music sounds as though he was writing for a bygone age; it feels closer in spirit to the Renaissance. His setting here of these lines from the Crucifixus – ‘He was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate. He suffered and was buried’ – is an outstanding example of what is known as ‘polyphony’, meaning a musical texture of two or more independent melodic voices. It’s incredibly atmospheric and dramatic: the bass voices enter out of nowhere, really mysteriously, with these long, suspended, oozing vocal lines; and then, as the other voice parts join the party, Lotti throws in all these crunchy, pungent dissonances, keeping us hanging on and hanging on before – ahhhh – gloriously resolving them. These sorts of ‘suspensions’ are a device that creates tension and release, tension and release (because our ears can’t help but long for musical resolution) and have been used by every decent pop songwriter ever since.

I find this music radiant, moving, magnificent. If you can take three and a half minutes to stop whatever you’re doing and just let it wash over you, do it.





6 January

Violin Concerto no. 1 in G minor, op. 26

1: Allegro moderato

by Max Bruch (1838–1920)

Max Bruch was an immensely gifted composer from the Romantic era who wrote his first symphony at the age of fourteen and went on to produce more than two hundred pieces of music. And yet, in the classical canon, he’s become something of a one-hit wonder: of all of those works it’s this seductively sonorous violin concerto that really stands out, and for which he’s most celebrated.

Bruch was surprisingly insecure about the piece, which he started at the age of twenty-six. It took him over eighteen months to write and he revised it repeatedly on the advice of his great friend, the virtuoso violinist Joseph Joachim. Yet it was an immediate hit. Ironically, its huge popularity, which even at the time overshadowed everything else he wrote, plunged Bruch into despair. (Although to be fair, his frustration may well have been exacerbated by his having sold all the rights to a publisher, meaning he never made another penny from it.) Bruch’s son recalls how, upon receiving yet another invitation to have it performed, the composer exclaimed: ‘The G minor Concerto again! I couldn’t bear to hear it even once more! My friends, play the Second Concerto, or the Scottish Fantasia for once!’

Those pieces are pretty great too, but it’s this violin concerto that is iconic. Beloved of audiences and performers alike, it’s a piece that endures across the generations and somehow does not tarnish with use.





7 January

‘Les chemins de l’amour’ – ‘The Paths of Love’

by Francis Poulenc (1899–1963)

Francis Poulenc, born on this day, was the youngest member of a group of composers known as ‘Les Six’ which took Paris by storm in the 1920s. His music is by turns witty and melancholy, acerbic and heartbreaking.

In the early part of his career, Poulenc – who was openly gay – had a reputation for being something of a hedonistic bon vivant. But the death of a close friend in 1936 and his experiences during the French Resistance in World War Two took his later music in a more spiritual and profound direction.

He was always an outstanding songwriter, whether dealing with parody or tragedy. ‘You will find sobriety and dolour in French music just as in German or Russian’, he wrote in 1950, ‘but the French have a keener sense of proportion. We realize that sombreness and good humour are not mutually exclusive. Our composers too write profound music, but when they do, it is leavened with that lightness of spirit without which life would be unendurable.’

In this cabaret classic Poulenc blends the evocative vibe of the popular Parisian boulevardier with the sort of valse chantée by which he’d been bewitched since his youth. It was composed as part of the incidental music for a production of a Jean Anouilh play called Léocadia, written in 1940, the year German tanks rolled into Paris. It is tinged with a bittersweet poignancy, the lilting charms of its melody undercut by a sense of impending loss.

In 1941 Poulenc wrote to a friend that composing the song had lifted his spirits from the ‘menace of the occupation which weighs on my house – what a sad epoch is ours, and when and how will it all finish up . . .’

I hope it lifts yours.





8 January

Concerto Grosso in D major, op. 6 no. 1

2: Largo

by Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713)

Arcangelo Corelli, who died on this day, is considered a genius of the early Baroque era, but he didn’t actually write much music. His fame rests on his contribution to a musical form known as the ‘concerto grosso’: multimovement pieces that bring together a small ensemble of instrumentalists to play in equal roles (rather than a regular ‘concerto’ whereby a soloist is pitted against an entire orchestra). Corelli, who was by all accounts a bit of a perfectionist, obsessively reworked his collections of concerti grossi, but refused to have them published. The pieces were finally brought out a year after he died – and the Baroque world promptly went mad for them. Other leading composers of the day, including George Frideric Handel, immediately started producing their own versions.

It’s not surprising that Corelli’s concerti grossi made such an impact. They are a delight to listen to: endlessly inventive, supple, polished. I love how he manages to tease out the expressive capability of each instrument in the group – they are also brilliant fun to play – and how, although they are structured with an almost architectural elegance, he allows plenty of places for improvisation within these boundaries; sort of like a very early version of jazz.

I find them an immensely clarifying listen; sonic balm for the chaos of daily life.





9 January

Requiem Mass

3: Offertorio: Domine Jesu Christe

by Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901)

Here’s a story about the power of music.

It’s January 1942. A single score of Verdi’s Requiem has been smuggled into the Nazi concentration camp Theresienstadt (Terezín) in what is now the Czech Republic. Against impossible odds, a group of defiant Jewish prisoners, led by the former conductor and composer Rafael Schächter, decide to mount a performance of this timeless work in an act that survivors will later describe as an act of spiritual resistance.

Inside the camp, 150 prisoners come together, working with that single tattered score, to sing this timeless masterpiece. Prisoner Edgar Krasa, who survived, will later recall that the performance of the Verdi Requiem in Theresienstadt allowed the performers to ‘immerse themselves in a world of art and happiness, forget the reality of ghetto life and deportations, and gather strength to better cope with the loss of freedom’.

Verdi’s Requiem was performed in the camp no fewer than sixteen times. But as increasing numbers of prisoners began to be deported to Auschwitz and its gas chambers, the camp choir’s numbers began to drop – and drop – until eventually there remained just a handful of prisoners singing the Verdi Requiem to one another.

But still, they sang.

‘We will sing to the Nazis’, says Schächter, who died in Auschwitz in 1945, ‘what we cannot say.’





10 January

Toccata arpeggiata

by Giovanni Girolamo Kapsberger (c. 1580–1651)

I’m a big believer that music is music.

This sounds blindingly obvious, but by this I mean that, just as all human beings are created from the same essential building blocks, so is every piece of music that has ever been or ever will yet be written.

This is worth pointing out because so often people feel that so-called ‘classical’ music is something ‘other’; something different from the kind of music they like; something they need to ‘know’ something about before they can let themselves enjoy it. It’s not – it all comes from the same source. And when I chance upon a piece like this one, this hypnotic little charmer from the very earliest years of the seventeenth century, it makes me very happy, for in it I can hear so much of what will manifest in later centuries in all sorts of music. It’s like a little wink across the centuries from Kapsberger – a composer largely unknown outside of niche lute circles – that reminds me how intimately we are all connected, whether we realize it or not.

It’s an ingenious piece, the ‘toccata’ bit designating that the performer can play fast and loose with rhythm and tempo and the ‘arpeggiata’ bit indicating it should be played on a plucked-string instrument (‘arpa’ being the Italian for ‘harp’). Kapsberger writes a simple succession of broken chords around which the player can improvise – and they’re the same ones you might find in a song by the Beatles, by the Divine Comedy, by Adele . . .





11 January

‘Ubi caritas et amor’

from Four Gregorian Motets

by Maurice Duruflé (1902–1986)

Duruflé, who was born on this day, is a bit of an enigma. His was a twentieth-century life: he came of age in a Paris that was undergoing seismic change in the arts and music, and witnessed at close hand the developments of cubism, Modernism, atonality, jazz. And yet he was uninterested in following new directions or embracing change. He apparently had no taste for provoking or shocking audiences, unlike so many of his contemporaries (see, for example, 29 May); indeed he looked back to the very distant past for much of his musical inspiration.

Duruflé wrote music that is highly distinctive. His work has a crystalline clarity, no doubt because he wrote very little and chiselled away at each piece for years. As a boy chorister he had apparently loved singing the music of Bach, Haydn, Mozart and his own countryman Gabriel Fauré, but he fell particularly hard for the purity and grace of Gregorian chant, the traditional unaccompanied song of the Western Roman Catholic church which dates from the ninth century. He would later incorporate aspects of chant and ‘plainsong’ into his own musical palette, especially in the magnificently moving Requiem that he wrote after his father died. Those melodies, he admitted, were ‘based exclusively on themes from the Gregorian funeral mass. Sometimes I adopted the music exactly, leaving the orchestra to support or comment, in other passages [it] served merely as a stimulus’.

Gregorian chant is also the basis for this luminous setting of the Latin motet ‘Ubi caritas’:







	Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est.

	Where charity and love are, there God is.









12 January

Octet in E flat major, op. 20

1: Allegro moderato ma con fuoco

by Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847)

As birthday presents go, this has to rank as one of the all-time greats.

Felix Mendelssohn wrote this exuberant piece of chamber music as a birthday gift for his great friend and violin teacher, Edward Rietz. He was sixteen years old.

It would have been an astonishing accomplishment for anybody, let alone a teenager. Although previous octets did exist, it was still a bold and ambitious choice for Mendelssohn to decide to write for eight equal string players. And what he does with it is so inventive: envisaging the work as a mini-symphony, he writes music that allows the eight instrumentalists to merge into one glorious whole whilst still retaining their own identity.

Mendelssohn always loved this piece – ‘I had a most wonderful time in the writing of it,’ he later admitted – and what I particularly love is that, unlike some works of music in which you’re somehow made aware of the process by which it is wrought, you can hear that enjoyment in every note.





13 January

Three Romances, op. 22

1: Andante molto

by Clara Schumann (1819–1896)

‘Composing gives me great pleasure’, Clara Schumann once wrote. ‘There is nothing that surpasses the joy of creation, if only because through it one wins hours of self-forgetfulness, when one lives in a world of sound.’

‘Self-forgetfulness’, ‘self-care’, ‘time to herself’, ‘me-time’. Call it what you will, this lady must have needed it. Clara Schumann, née Wieck, was an awe-inspiring talent. One of the most distinguished pianists of the nineteenth century, she blazed a trail by being one of the first notable concert artists to regularly perform music by memory – which later became standard practice – and was revered by some of the leading musical figures of the day, including Liszt, Chopin and Brahms. One critic who was present at a series of recitals she gave in Vienna at the age of eighteen remarked: ‘The appearance of this artist can be regarded as epoch-making . . . In her creative hands, the most ordinary passage, the most routine motive acquires a significant meaning, a colour, which only those with the most consummate artistry can give.’

This consummate and epoch-making artist was also a mother of eight. By all accounts, Clara ran the Schumann household almost single-handedly: she was the chief breadwinner; she looked after her grandchildren after her son Felix died; she had to deal with multiple cases of mental illness in her family; she was a busy and committed teacher, and muse to a number of composers. On top of all that she composed some wonderful music – twenty solo piano works, dozens of songs, chamber and instrumental works – of which this tender and ardent romance came towards the very end.

(Speaking of romance, Clara was married to a man called Robert who also wrote music. More on him later.)





14 January

‘E lucevan le stelle’ – ‘And the stars were shining’

from Tosca

by Giacomo Puccini (1858–1924)

Opera has a reputation, sometimes justified, for overblown storylines and high drama. Puccini’s Tosca, which was premiered in Rome on this day in 1900, is no exception, but it also contains moments of searing emotional truth (and fabulous music throughout). At the moment in Act 3 when this aria occurs, the painter Mario Cavaradossi, who’s in love with the singer Floria Tosca and has been caught up in a complex plot (lust, betrayal, the usual operatic fare), is awaiting execution. He has just been told he has a single hour to live.






	Svanì per sempre il sogno mio d’amore.

	My dream of love has vanished for ever,



	L’ora è fuggita, e muoio disperato!

	That moment has vanished, and I die in despair.



	E muoio disperato!

	I die in despair!



	E non ho amato mai tanto la vita,

	And never before have I loved life so much,



	tanto la vita!

	Loved life so much!




From the moment the solo clarinet enters with its mournful refrain I’m gone. Puccini, by the way, was a bit of a hit factory, writing what we might think of as the pop songs of his day. His influence goes far beyond the operatic world. In 1920, ‘the world’s greatest entertainer’ Al Jolson wrote a song called ‘Avalon’. He was promptly sued by Giulio Ricordi, Puccini’s publisher, who pointed out that the melody had been lifted straight from ‘E lucevan le stelle’. Awkward. Puccini’s team was awarded $25,000 in damages and all future royalties for the song . . .





15 January

Quatuor pour la fin du temps – Quartet for the End of Time

5: Louange à l’éternité de Jesus 

by Olivier Messiaen (1908–1992)

Here’s another example of music as a form of spiritual resistance so moving it stops me in my tracks. The French composer Olivier Messiaen was thirty-one and a prisoner of war when he wrote this. When France fell in 1940 he had been rounded up and deported to a German camp located some seventy miles east of Dresden. Among his fellow prisoners in Stalag VIII-A were a clarinettist, Henri Akoka; a violinist, Jean le Boulaire; and a cellist, Étienne Pasquier. Messiaen managed to procure some paper and a small pencil from a sympathetic German guard named Karl-Erich Brüll and in circumstances it’s impossible to comprehend, put together the work that many consider to be his masterpiece.

It is an unusual combination – clarinet, violin, piano, cello – and not without its challenges when it comes to both textural blend and sound balance. But those were the instruments at Messiaen’s disposal in the camp. Playing battered, makeshift and out-of-tune instruments, the musicians premiered the work on the evening of 15 January 1941, outdoors. There was rain falling and snow on the ground. Reports vary on how many fellow prisoners of war were in the audience in Hut 27 that evening but it seems somewhere between 150 and 400: French, German, Polish and Czech men from all strata of society, huddled together in their threadbare uniforms, on which was stitched ‘K. G.’ or ‘Kriegsgefangene’, meaning prisoner of war. One audience member later recalled: ‘We were all brothers.’

Messiaen was a composer whose religious faith never left him, and the work is laced with the language and spirit of redemption. I’ve chosen this cello and piano movement, ‘Praise to the eternity of Jesus’, as a place to start.





16 January

Étude in C sharp minor, op. 2 no. 1

by Alexander Scriabin (1872–1915)

Look, sometimes what we just really need in the middle of January is music that feels like a large glass of red wine.*

You’re welcome.





17 January

Oboe Concerto in D minor, op. 9 no. 2

2: Adagio

by Tomaso Albinoni (1671–1751)

The oboe occupies a privileged position in the orchestral gang: before the start of any performance the principal oboist will sound a perfect ‘A’, and it’s this note that the rest of the musicians use to tune their own instruments. There’s nothing like the sweet, sweet sound of an oboe for a captivating combination of purity and emotional heft.

Oboes are descended from the sorts of pipes that have been used by shepherds for centuries, and their distinctive sound – produced by blowing air through a double reed – can evoke nostalgia as well as something more emotionally raw. The modern instrument that we know was a relatively new phenomenon in the early eighteenth century, and the Italian composer Tomaso Albinoni was one of the first to recognize its potential as a solo instrument. Having written the first ever concerto for solo oboe that survives, he went on to write at least seven more, and was greatly admired by the likes of J. S. Bach, who also wrote fabulously for the instrument.

This one is about as gorgeous an example as it gets.





18 January

‘Dirait-on’ – ‘Should We Say’

from Les chansons des roses

by Morten Lauridsen (b. 1943)

Music and poetry – they often go hand in hand, don’t they, and I’m fascinated by the ways in which classical composers approach the setting of text. We’re going to be hearing a lot of poetry throughout this year, including works by John Donne, Friedrich Schiller, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Paul Verlaine, Wilfred Owen, William Shakespeare, and one of my very favourite poets, Rainer Maria Rilke, of whom one of his translators observed, ‘roses climb his life as if he were their trellis’.

When I discovered that the contemporary American composer Morten Lauridsen was a fellow Rilke fan, I was keen to hear how he’d bring the German poet’s luminous verse to life in music.

Lauridsen says he was immensely moved by the words of this poem from Songs of the Roses and in particular Rilke’s expression of ‘the state of giving love and not receiving it back’.

Sweet without being saccharine, Lauridsen’s intimate, glowing treatment of the verse only enhances – as the very best musical word-settings do – its gentle power.





19 January

Electric Counterpoint

1: Fast

by Steve Reich (b. 1936)

We come now to one of the towering figures in modern music.

Some composers write music for music’s sake – works that may take us in all sorts of emotional or intellectual directions, but which are not ‘intended’ to have any purpose beyond themselves. Steve Reich – who, as I write, is a peppy octogenarian still composing away, accepting international commissions, nipping across the Atlantic to give premieres, exploring new sonic possibilities, subverting expectations – has been creating inventive and groundbreaking music since the 1960s that invariably offers a degree of social commentary on our times. His is music that challenges, reflects, probes, dazzles and delights.

Along with John Adams and Philip Glass, Reich is one of the Americans credited with creating a movement in music called ‘minimalism’ – all repeating patterns, driving rhythms and shapeshifting melodies. He certainly created a language that sounded and felt – and still sounds and feels – thrillingly new.

And yet for all his ultra-modern impression, Reich is often playing with old tricks from the classical playbook. In this hypnotic piece for electric guitar virtuoso and tape, he constantly teases our expectations about tune and accompaniment in a way that would have been familiar to composers of, say, the eighteenth century. And when it comes to those mesmerizing patterns that develop and build in our ear, he’s walking a direct line from J. S. Bach.

Consider this a supreme January mood-booster . . .





20 January

An die Musik – To Music

by Franz Schubert (1797–1828)







	Du holde Kunst, in wieviel grauen Stunden,

	You, noble art, in how many grey hours




	Wo mich des Lebens wilder Kreis umstrickt,

	Where life has ensnared and encircled me



	Hast du mein Herz zu warmer Lieb entzunden,

	Have you kindled my heart to warm love,



	Hast mich in eine beßre Welt entrückt.

	Have you transported me to a better world!





Yep. That is all.






21 January

Trauermusik

by Paul Hindemith (1895–1963)

What happens when you’re an international viola soloist and composer, merrily making your way to give a concert in London with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, and the King of England suddenly drops dead?

Spare a thought for poor Paul Hindemith, a German composer and former soldier. The man who made a fascinating contribution to twentieth-century tonality (laid out in his 1930s book The Craft of Musical Composition) also played a unique role in the commemoration of a deceased British monarch. On 19 January 1936, he set off for London, intending to give the British premiere of his new viola concerto on the 22nd. And then, shortly before midnight on the 20th, King George V died. The concert was immediately cancelled, but it was decided that Hindemith should nevertheless be prevailed upon to write something to reflect what had happened. Gamely, he agreed – no pressure! – and at 11 a.m. the next morning he walked into an office that the BBC had provided for him, took a seat and got his head down.

It seems unbelievable given that it takes some composers years to write a single work, but by 5 p.m. on 21 January it was done: Hindemith had come up with a haunting and evocative piece called Trauermusik – ‘mourning music’ – in homage to the late king. British musicians are legendary the world over for their ability to ‘sight-read’ (i.e. perform something without any previous knowledge of the piece) and luckily this tradition didn’t let them down: that very same evening the newly minted Trauermusik was performed in a live broadcast from a BBC radio studio, with the great English maestro Adrian Boult conducting and the composer as soloist. Pretty impressive stuff.





22 January

Adagio from Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District 

arranged for strings

by Dmitri Shostakovich (1906–1975)

Media trolling is no millennial phenomenon. Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, premiered on this day in 1934, depicts a nineteenth-century Russian woman who falls for one of her husband’s workmen and is driven to murder. It’s a ferocious mix of sex, violence and passionate music. Describing it as a ‘tragedy-satire’, Shostakovich saw in his heroine the ‘destiny of a talented, smart and outstanding woman, “dying in the nightmarish atmosphere of pre-revolutionary Russia” . . . I feel empathy for her’.

The opera was initially a hit: for two years it was rarely off the stage. And then, in January 1936, Stalin went to see it. Two days later, an anonymous editorial (attributed to Stalin himself) appeared in the Communist Party rag Pravda; it condemned the work as ‘Muddle Not Music’. The opera was described as ‘fidgety, neurotic’ (which is a bit rich, coming from a totalitarian regime); it was ‘coarse, primitive and vulgar’; music that ‘quacks, grunts and growls’. Such a ‘game’, the writer warned, ominously, ‘may end very badly’.

It was indeed bad news for Shostakovich. The opera was banned and all his music denounced. He was declared an enemy of the people. He lived in fear for his life – and that of his wife and their unborn child. Still in his twenties, he withdrew his fourth symphony and took a pragmatic approach to his fifth, calling it ‘A Soviet Artist’s Response to Just Criticism’. The rest of his career was characterized by this struggle between artistic integrity and wariness of the Soviet regime. It was only after Stalin’s death that Shostakovich could again unleash something true to himself (see 17 December). But he would never again write an opera.
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