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            Introduction

         

         The Starting Point

         In compiling a list of this kind, I had one rule: the music comes first. I have always resisted the idea of expecting music to feed or prompt an emotional state, so I tried to ask the question the other way round. Why do I want to listen to a particular work at any given moment? What is the imperative? Beethoven’s ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata was the name of the first piece I wrote down. Soon I had a couple of hundred absolute dead certainties and a mild sense of panic.

         The categories came later, a broad and flexible way of ordering choices. Numerous works can appear under several headings. I realise this. So will the reader.

         To help narrow the field, I laid down a few guidelines: no operas, as they have their own narrative already (though one or two overtures have crept in). No song cycles for the same reason, though they too slip in surreptitiously. Rather than omit the entire, rich treasury of Lieder, I have dropped a song into most sections, a change of pace and scale.

         No one needs musical knowledge to read this book. There are pointers for those who want to dig deeper. All the music is easy to sample online so you can hear and read together, apart, before, after. Suggested recordings appear at the end.

         These are my own preferences, so let’s not talk about balance. They range from the well known to the unfamiliar. They are, with exceptions where the choice is part of a bigger enterprise, complete works for any forces. Early and Renaissance composers wrote much of their work for the church; broadly speaking this, mainly, is what has survived. I would have liked to include more from this period, but not everyone (I’m told) wants a long list of masses. Baroque, too, would have been easier had I allowed myself a few Handel operas or more Bach (see below). I steered away from an overdose of symphonies – they too warrant separate attention – though broke that rule too. With contemporary composers I imposed a limit: only those born before 1940 (with one short-lived exception in Claude Vivier). I could as happily limit myself to include only those born after that date. Another list, another book.

         Many works, their composers, their lovers, their stories, spill across each other. If this were online, the text would be pitted with embedded links. I have left those overlaps to the readers, without annotation, so they can adopt that quaint old habit of stumbling across connections for themselves.

         The Omissions

         No selection such as this can be ‘right’. Omissions will be shouted down, eccentric inclusions pilloried. No Dvořák, no Prokofiev, no Philip Glass – though they all get mentioned in dispatches, and in the index. Lists of best-known masterpieces are easy to find elsewhere, if that’s what you are after. Online playlists deal with every mood and need (music to cry, sleep, hoover, eat to).

         Many of the greatest works in the canon defy this sort of categorisation. ‘These are the Alps. What is there to say about them?’ as Basil Bunting characterised Ezra Pound’s Cantos. The symphonies of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann, Bruckner, Mahler, Sibelius, Shostakovich, as a start, should be in every library. A few are here. Johann Sebastian Bach is a continent apart. Could music lovers survive without the B minor Mass, the St Matthew Passion, the St John Passion, the cantatas, the motets, the Goldberg Variations, the Musical Offering, the organ chorale preludes, the French and English keyboard suites, the sonatas and partitas for solo violin and the suites for solo cello, the Brandenburg Concertos?

         If there is an emphasis on chamber and piano music, it reflects my interests, as well as a preference for smaller works for private listening. We cannot all get to concert halls but, given the chance, they surely remain the best places to hear big symphonies or to meet new repertoire for the first time. Some of this music has taken a long time to work its way into my bloodstream. There’s no equivalent to speed-reading (or speed-dating for that matter) with the great works of the repertoire.

         
            *

         

         A short overview at the end of each section indicates some other works you might have expected to find but haven’t – or that, after much heated debate with myself, fell into oblivion. These round-ups are intended not only to save my skin but to suggest further exploration. Pictures offer an accompanying dialogue, some literal in reference, others evocative. The book is offered in the hope of sharing music that, together with those great summits mentioned above, sustains me. It is a compendium but the lid is open. Throw out and renew as you like. If you feel moved to count, you will find that there are in fact over a hundred. My justification is that by the time you have crossed out the ones that do not speak to you, you might still secure the nominated century. This is today’s list. Yesterday’s or tomorrow’s? Another matter entirely.
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            CHILDHOOD, YOUTH

         

         
            The first blossom was the best blossom

            For the child who never had seen an orchard;

            For the youth whom whisky had led astray

            The morning after was the first day.

            
                

            

            LOUIS MACNEICE, ‘Apple Blossom’

         

         

         
            
[image: ]
            


         

         

         PÉROTIN

         Alleluia nativitas (c. 1200)

         Where better to start a book about music’s importance for life than with a nativity? Little is known about Pérotin. His birth date is uncertain. He died around 1226. He was active in Paris at the turn of the twelfth century, when the great Gothic cathedral of Notre Dame, on the Île de la Cité, was under construction. In that distant time, nearly every artist – composer or painter, stonemason or architect – was unknown, and working, as they believed, for the glory of God. Pérotin is among the first we can identify, there at the dawn of Western music. We know of him thanks to a treatise dating from the thirteenth century by an English writer – perhaps a travelling scholar at the University of Paris. The document, and sometimes the writer, are referred to as Anonymous IV. Copies were found in the cathedral of Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, and eventually published in the nineteenth century. Pérotin’s three-part motet Alleluia nativitas was written for the feast day of the Virgin Mary. The three voice parts dance together in different short, rhythmic patterns and varying phrase lengths, uniting in a single line of chant, overlapping in consonance and dissonance. The effect is sprung and vital, haunting and unearthly. 

         

         WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART

         Twelve Variations on ‘Ah vous dirai-je, Maman’ (1781–2)

         In fact and in legend Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart is still the crown prince of musical prodigies. His earliest pieces, written down by his proud father Leopold (whom today we might call a Tiger Dad), date from when Mozart was aged four or five. These variations for piano, by comparison, are the work of a well-established young composer of twenty-five, having gleeful fun with a childhood song. The playfulness with which he adorns the French nursery rhyme ‘Ah vous dirai-je, Maman’ (‘Oh shall I tell you, Mama’) is evident from the solemn simplicity of the opening theme to the growing complexity as Mozart moves from rapid quavers, to lilting triplets, to busy semiquavers, now in the right hand, now in the left, with crisp ornament and abundant, run-around pleasure. The song was popular in the eighteenth century and also used for ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’, ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’ and other nursery songs and carols. Liszt, Dohnányi and Saint-Saëns (in The Carnival of the Animals) also made use of it. Tchaikovsky orchestrated his own, just recognisable version in his Orchestral Suite No. 4, Mozartiana (1887), a centenary tribute to Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni. Out of an unpromising scrap came a sparkling gem.

         

         ROBERT SCHUMANN

         
Abegg Variations (1831)

         How does a composer decide he or she is ready to face the world with the naming of an opus 1? Robert Schumann’s wife Clara, also a composer, started precociously with Four Polonaises in 1831, when she was eleven. Schumann was slower. He began his career with some confusion, first studying law then abandoning it for art – but which art, poetry or music? Eventually in 1831 – by coincidence the same year as Clara, his new piano pupil and nine years his junior – Schumann took the leap with his Variations on the Name ‘Abegg’. He was twenty-one. This challenging and virtuosic work became his Op. 1. He dedicated it to ‘Pauline, Countess of Abegg’, probably a friend from his youth, whose name cried out for musical invention, with a theme on the notes A–B–E–G–G. The critic of the Wiener Zeitung gave it a perceptive review: ‘The probably still youthful composer, whom we have never encountered before, is a rare phenomenon of our age: he follows no school, draws his ideas from his own mind, and declines to preen himself with … borrowed plumes. He has created an ideal world in which he gambols with almost reckless abandon, at times even with original bizarrerie …’ If only all of us, assessing new talent, could be so accurate.
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         GEORGES BIZET

         
Jeux d’enfants (1871)

         Georges Bizet’s life was colourful and short. The son of a wigmaker father and musician mother, he wrote a sparkling Symphony in C major at the age of seventeen. Aware of his own facility, he once said he wanted to do nothing ‘chic’, an adjective less talented composers might quite enjoy having applied to their work. These dozen pieces for piano duet were written near the end of his brief career, a few months before the birth of his only child; they are of varying levels of difficulty (but easier than many of Bizet’s keyboard works). They conjure childhood games as if straight from the toy box itself. Each title requires no explanation: ‘The Swing’, ‘The Top’, ‘The Doll’, ‘Wooden Horses’, ‘Battledore and Shuttlecock’, ‘Trumpet and Drum’, ‘Soap Bubbles’, ‘Puss in the Corner’, ‘Blind Man’s Buff’, ‘Leapfrog’, ‘Little Husband, Little Wife’, ‘The Ball’. Bizet orchestrated five movements and named them Petite Suite, from which Georges Balanchine made a ballet. Crisp and witty, Jeux d’enfants acted as a prototype for other French composers – for Fauré in his Dolly Suite, and Ravel in Ma mère l’Oye, both also for piano duet, and for Debussy in his Children’s Corner for solo piano. All this music of childhood, including Schumann’s Kinderszenen as well, sounds temptingly easy to play, yet has fiendish, finger-tripping traps at every turn: the nursery reimagined through infant memories rewoven in adulthood.
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         FELIX MENDELSSOHN

         Octet (1825)

         Irresistible and irrepressible, Mendelssohn’s Octet has no fault, no weakness and a confidence instantly recognisable as the voice of this composer. A string player himself, Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847) wrote his Octet for double string quartet – four violins, two violas, two cellos – when he was sixteen. He wanted it to be ‘played by all the instruments in the style of a symphony’. Mendelssohn’s sister and fellow composer Fanny gives a vivid description of the Scherzo, saying that her brother told her that he had set the ‘Walpurgis Night Dream’ from Goethe’s Faust: ‘The flight of the clouds and the veil of mist/Are lighted from above.’ Fanny continues: ‘The whole piece is to be played staccato and pianissimo … the trills passing away with the quickness of lightning … One feels so near the world of spirits, carried away in the air, half inclined to snatch up the broomstick and follow the aerial procession. At the end the first violinist takes flight with a feather-like lightness, and – all has vanished.’ For the players there is no let-up: the music spits and sparkles, flickers and quivers from part to capricious part. Every player must hang on for dear life and count like a demon. One falter, and this perfect edifice can collapse in an ungainly heap (speaking from bitter, though fortunately private, experience).

         

         
            
[image: ]
            


         

         

         SERGEY RACHMANINOFF

         Piano Concerto No. 1 in F sharp minor (1891)

         Kick-starting his career with an apparent blaze of confidence, Rachmaninoff wrote the first of his four piano concertos in 1891 when still a student. He told a friend he was pleased with his efforts. Nothing is ever straightforward with Rachmaninoff. He had already attempted writing a piano concerto two years earlier, but had abandoned it. He was not a model student, needing much coercion to get his work done, though eventually he secured a coveted Great Gold Medal at the Moscow Conservatory. Despite his initial pride, Rachmaninoff then hid the piece from sight. In 1908 he suggested, with muted enthusiasm, that he might rework it: ‘Of course it will have to be written all over again, for its orchestration is worse than its music.’ In 1917 he eventually completed the task, and was himself soloist in the first performance in 1919 at Carnegie Hall, New York. By 1931, now in his late fifties, he was still bothered: ‘I look at my early works and see how much there is that is superfluous … I have rewritten my First Concerto; it is really good now. All the youthful freshness is there, and yet it plays itself so much more easily. And nobody pays any attention. When I tell them in America that I will play the First Concerto, they do not protest but I can see by their faces that they would prefer the Second or Third … It is incredible how many stupid things I did at the age of nineteen. All composers do it.’ Up to a point, and not half as well.
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         CLAUDE VIVIER

         
Lonely Child (1980)

         ‘Not knowing my parents enabled me to create a magnificent dream world. I shaped my origins exactly as I wished,’ the French-Canadian composer Claude Vivier (1948–1983), not in any circles a household name, once said. Does it make a difference to know the circumstances in which music is written? In this case, yes. Vivier, born in Montreal, studying with Stockhausen then making his home in Paris, was abandoned at birth. Brought up by nuns in a children’s home before being adopted at three, he invested his music with a sense of ritual and chant. He could have been destined for the priesthood, had not his overt homosexuality ruled out that possibility. His music is sensual and atmospheric, using harmony as colour in the French ‘spectral’ style and drawing on the sounds of temple bells he discovered on travels in Bali. At the age of thirty-four, Vivier was murdered by a rent boy he had met earlier the same evening. Could he have had a premonition? The score he was working on, entitled Do You Believe in the Immortality of the Soul?, was a dramatised monologue about a journey on the metro in which the narrator is attracted to a young man. The music breaks off at the line: ‘Then he removed a dagger from his jacket and stabbed me through the heart.’ Vivier’s life ended the same way. He called Lonely Child, in which a voice weaves ethereally around bells, gong and vibraphone, ‘a long song of solitude’. At the time of his death, he had begun a vain search for his birth mother.

         

         MANUEL DE FALLA

         ‘Nana’ (Lullaby) (1914)

         This tiny lullaby, ‘Nana’, is spare and to the point: sleep child, sleep; sleep my soul, go to sleep little star of the morning. Combining the simplicity of Andalusian folk music and the tender sophistication of Western art song, it is one of the Seven Popular Songs (Siete canciones populares españolas) Manuel de Falla wrote at the end of seven years in Paris, shortly before returning home to Spain in 1914 at the outbreak of the First World War. He dedicated it to Ida Godebska, who hosted evenings for artists and musicians in Paris and was a great friend of Ravel, in whose circle Falla moved. In ‘Nana’, an oriental mood makes the harmonies indistinct and mysterious, but the idiom is Spanish splashed with Arabic, the composer embracing his musical roots once more after a time of self-imposed cultural exile. With the words Duérmete, niño, duerme, a mother – or father – urges slumber and sees in the child hope for tomorrow: the morning star.

         

         OVERVIEW

         Since each composer had a childhood and started with an opus 1, formative works and pieces about early life are plentiful. It’s not hard to find magnificent examples of ‘official’ first works: Schubert’s song ‘Der Erlkönig’, Paganini’s 24 Caprices, Fauré’s Cantique de Jean Racine, Mahler’s Das klagende Lied (later revised). Chopin wrote his first polonaise at the age of seven. Korngold composed his Piano Trio No. 1, a lush, romantic work full of dissonance, when he was a mere thirteen years of age. Webern’s early Im Sommerwind belongs to a late-nineteenth-century Vienna on the brink of change. Piano works invoking childhood became popular post-Bizet, with Fauré’s Dolly Suite and Debussy’s Children’s Corner leading the pack. Bartók’s Mikrokosmos – 153 progressive piano pieces in six volumes – is one for every pianist, young or old, at least up to a certain point of difficulty. Mussorgsky’s The Nursery songs, to his own texts, reflect his dark and fertile imagination. Kurtág’s playful Játékok, Sofia Gubaidulina’s Musical Toys and, in contrast, Schnittke’s blowsy, exuberant score for Clowns und Kinder (1976) are among more recent offerings. You may not have come across Vítězslava Kaprálová (1915–1940). This young Czech composer’s brief career began with Five Compositions for Piano, Op. 1. She’s worth discovering. Elgar’s Wand of Youth and his very late Nursery Suite, written for the young princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, show an older man looking back. Saint-Saëns’s Carnival of the Animals has wit for young and old (though I have to say I find it maddening). Britten’s A Charm of Lullabies abides by its description, and he wrote many works for the young – especially A Ceremony of Carols – but, for gleeful innocence, nothing beats his Simple Symphony.
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            LAND, SEA AND SKY

         

         
            The fields were dazzling, fixed with frost, and the crown of sunrise rose scarlet and crimson.

            
                

            

            Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, translated by SIMON ARMITAGE
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         ANTONIO VIVALDI

         Violin Concerto in E flat major, ‘La tempesta di mare’ (‘Storm at Sea’) (1725)

         Rallying hunts, thunderous storms, flocks of twittering birds: these are the hallmarks of The Four Seasons, which has been popular since the rebirth of interest in Vivaldi’s music in the 1930s after two centuries of neglect. The stormy cascades of notes, the mix of certainty and surprise, extend to his many other concertos. One that stands out is ‘La tempesta di mare’, the aptly named Violin Concerto in E flat major (RV 253). The brisk opening, with solo violin leaping across strings and the accompanying ensemble gusting and shuddering beneath, nearly blasts the listener away. Scales fly up and down like clothes tossed on a washing line in a high wind. Vivaldi (1678–1741) spent most of his life in Venice, a maritime-mercantile city then teetering on the edge of its last golden age of power, an island state built on a salt marsh, sheltered by the deceptively sleepy lagoon yet living on borrowed time. Vivaldi, eccentric priest and virtuoso violinist, spent half a century living at sea level, teaching homeless girls at the Ospedale della Pietà on the Riva degli Schiavoni, overlooking the waters of the Grand Canal. He died, impoverished, not in Venice but Vienna. His death was caused by ‘internal fire’, a brilliant description of how his music inhabits the soul long after the last note has sounded, but in fact probably a reference to bronchitis or pneumonia. 
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